


We all know we are destroying the environment.
We all want to do something about it.

We are all trying to do something about it.
Why are we still destroying the environment?

The purpose of this book is to challenge Western culture:
to identify what our Western industrial system is, where it came
from, and how to change it so that we can save our environment.
This  book  gives  you  alternative  ways  of  thinking  about  our
environment,  our  economy,  our  politics,  our  science  and  our
culture,  and  gives  you  the  power  that  comes  from  having
alternatives.



Also by Robert Johannson

Power
J. S. Woodsworth and W. L. Mackenzie King

Charles Wesley
A Musical Play

The Ecstasy of St. Teresa

Never Trust A Naked Marriage Counsellor

The Red Saloon

Voluspa
The Prophecy

Process Dualism
Resolving the Mind/Body Problem

with Joan Johannson

The Family Zoo
Leadership for Parents

Empowerment
A Systems Approach to People and Groups



Green Rising
An Alternative Future

by Robert Johannson

Berserkr Press
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

2020



First published in 2020 by
Berserkr Press

Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada

©2020  Robert Johannson
For information about permission to 

reproduce selections from this book write to
Berserkr Press, 22-30 Spence St., Winnipeg

Manitoba, Canada R3C 1Y1
or email: berserkrpress@gmail.com

cover photo: Geese marching on legislature 
by Robert Johannson

Please feel free to direct questions to 
johannson.robert@gmail.com

Printed and Bound in Canada
ISBN 978-1-896474-09-0

mailto:berserkrpress@gmail.com
mailto:johannson.robert@gmail.com


Green Rising
An Alternative Future

Table of Contents
Acknowledgements   vi
Introduction     1
Section I: Disrupting the Environment     2

1. The Environment     3
Section II: The Corporations      9

2. The Board Room   10
3. Capitalism   13
4. Financial Crisis of 2008   21
5. Reforming Corporate Governance   32
6. Reforming the Economy   41

Section III: The Politicians     51
7. The Ideology with No Name   52
8. Liberal Democracy – The Reformation   68
9. The French Revolution   77
10. The Healthy Society   91

Section IV: The Intellectuals     99
11. Materialism in Enlightenment Philosophy 100
12. Holism 114

Section V: The Struggle 123
13. Reforming a Worldview 124
14. The Alternative is Love 138

Revolutionary Appendices 149
Appendix 1: The Information Revolution 150
Appendix 2: The Cybernetic Revolution 158
Appendix 3: Integrating Mind and Body 171
Appendix 4: The Green Manifesto 176

Bibliography and References 182



Acknowledgements

It goes without saying that no book can be completed
without an immense amount of help from other people.
Financial  support  for  this  project  was  provided  by  the
people of Canada, who chose to give me not only an old
age  pension,  but  also  a  guaranteed  annual  income.
Research  support  was  provided  by  the  University  of
Winnipeg. 

But  there  are  a  number  of  people  who  were  kind
enough  to  read  early  drafts  of  this  manuscript  and  to
provide invaluable feedback. They quickly revealed to me
that  the  draft  I  showed  them  was  a  lot  earlier  than  I
thought it was. Johann Schnabl read the manuscript and
provided me with two pages of feedback, and a delightful
conversation.   Rev.  Dr.  John  Badertscher  gave  me
annotations  that  saved  me  from  any  number  of  truly
embarrassing errors, and at the same time he encouraged
the project. Drew McArton took time off from working on
his novel on the Irish Revolution to read and comment on
the book at all stages. At later stages I received valuable
feedback  from  John  and  Virginia  Cail,  Bre  Woligroski,
John  McLeod,  and  Harold  Dick.  Mike  Maunder  very
kindly devoted his time to giving my ninth draft a close
read,  and  gave  me excellent  advice  on  how  to  make  it
more readable.  Brian Grant and Karen Zalenko read the
book and gave valuable notes and proof reading advice.
Of course,  my wife Joan persisted through innumerable
drafts. I have been greatly blessed. The remaining faults in
the book are my sole responsibility, and evidence of my
obstinate refusal to accept good advice.



Introduction

This  book  started  as  a  theoretical  exercise,  as  a  rational
discussion of why our Western industrial culture is programmed
to destroy the environment and what the reasonable alternative is.
But with each revision, it became more passionate. I am not a fan
of rant or of outrage. They cause me to think badly of people who
mean well. But the future of our planet and our democracy is not a
technical question; it is a moral question; and it generates strong
feelings. Decisions must be made. 

We have alternatives. The way we currently do things is not
the  only  way  to  do  things.  There  is  an  alternative  to  Western
industrial culture. We can have corporations that are focused on
mission  rather  than  profit.  We  can  have  an  economy  that  is
focused on function rather than growth. We can have a politics
that is focused on social health rather than individual wealth. We
can have a science that is holistic rather than materialistic. We can
have a culture of love and compassion, rather than a culture of
greed,  selfishness,  and  cruelty.  There  is  an  alternative  way  of
thinking about our environment,  our economy, our politics, our
science and our culture. This book is about that alternative.
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Section I: Disrupting the Environment

Chapter 1: The Environment
What is disrupting our planetary ecosystem is not a mystery.

It  is  the  accelerating  growth  of  both  population  and  economic
production. 

2



| 1 |
The Environment

Collapse
The  news  about  global  warming  becomes  steadily  more

catastrophic.  The huricanes are causing unprecedented damage.
Droughts are causing starvation. Wild fires are destroying forests,
homes  and  livelihoods.  Old  people  are  dying  from  the  heat.
Populations  are  on  the  move  to  escape  the  environmental
problems, and the resulting political chaos and violence.  

The focus on global warming is important.  But it is not an
isolated  occurrence.  It  is  part  of  a  much  broader  pattern  of
environmental  destruction  that  is  characteristic  of  Western
industrial  society.  My  wife  is  heartbroken  by  news  of  another
species  driven  to  extinction.  The  modern  environmental
movement was galvanized by Rachel Carson's book  Silent Spring
and its vision of a future without song birds. 

In 2013 a group of concerned scientists presented a report to a
meeting  of  business  and  political  leaders.  It  was  called  the
“Scientific  Consensus  on  Maintaining  Humanity’s  Life  Support
Systems in the 21st Century: Information for Policy Makers.” The
report  was  signed  by  522 scientists.  Their  conclusion  was  “For
humanity’s  continued  health  and  prosperity,  we  all  —  individuals,
businesses, political leaders, religious leaders, scientists, and people in
every walk of life — must work hard to solve these five global problems,
starting  today:  1.  Climate  Disruption  2.  Extinctions  3.  Loss  of
Ecosystem Diversity  4.  Pollution  5.  Human Population  Growth  and
Resource Consumption.” It  lists four environmental problems and
their cause which is “Human population Growth and Resource
Consumption.”   Scientists  are  agreed.  We  are  heading  for
environmental catastrophe.

Jared Diamond in his book Collapse has a list of twelve of our
environmental problems: destruction of natural habitats; declining
wild stocks; biodiversity losses; soil damage;  fossil fuels as energy
sources; safe drinking water; overuse of photosynthetic capacity;
toxic chemicals; alien species; atmospheric pollution; increasing
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human  population;  low  impact  people  becoming  high  impact
people. These kinds of lists can be simply overwhelming, but they
are attempting to come up with solutions. His study of previous
societies that have collapsed led him to see the following pattern:
Population  growth  leads  to  expanded  farming  which  leads  to
unsustainable practices.  Because  he  is  doing a  fairly  significant
overview, Diamond generalizes to “unsustainable practices.”  For
understanding  how  our  Western  industrial  culture  promotes
unsustainable practices we have to turn to the analysis given by
Jay Forrester's World3 model which is the basis for the book Limits
to Growth.

Limits to Growth
In 1972 the Club of Rome published a book entitled Limits to

Growth authored by Donnella H. Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows,
Jørgen Randers, and William W. Behrens III.  Although he was not
listed as an author, the world model that they used was developed
by Jay Wright Forrester. Forrester was a computer engineer and
systems  scientist,  and  taught  at  the  MIT  Sloan  School  of
Management. In 1968 he published Principles of Systems which set
forth  his  System  Dynamics  diagram  complete  with  sample
computer programs. In 1971 he published World Dynamics which
set forth World3, his diagram of the world system. 

Limits to Growth argues that our current industrial system is
unsustainable because it is a growth system, and there are limits
to  growth.  The  mathematical  argument  is  simple.  Constantly
accelerating growth ultimately comes up against real world limits.
When  it  reaches  the  limit  the  accelerating  growth  becomes  an
accelerating decline, and it is too late to do anything about it. The
World3 model exhibits that boom and bust pattern.

There are two real world limits. At the start of the production
process  there  is  a  limit  to  our  consumption  of  non-renewable
resources. If you've ever been to an old mining town, you can see
the pattern: ore was discovered; a mine was built; and a thriving
little  town grew  up around it;  then  the  ore  ran  out;  the  mine
closed; and the town became a ghost town. It is not just non-
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renewable  resources.  There  is  a  limit  to  our  consumption  of
renewable resources as well. The Newfoundland cod fishery was
one of the major industries of that province; then the cod were
fished out faster than they could reproduce; and the cod fishery
collapsed.

At the end of the production process there is a limit to the
waste we can generate without damaging the environment. The
mine did not just produce ore. It also produced toxic chemicals in
the air and water. The land around the Sudbury nickel mine was
often compared to the landscape of the moon. Waste from various
other mines was collected in tailings ponds. Some of these ponds
have  devloped  leaks  and  breaches  that  have  devastated  the
surrounding areas. Household waste is also a problem. If my city
dumps untreated sewage into the river then we make the water
undrinkable  for  everyone  down  stream.  The  environment  will
recycle some of our waste, but there is a limit to both the quantity
and quality of that waste.

The World3 computer program consists of a series of logical
steps  that  process  a  set  of  assumptions.  Running  the  World3
program produced a  graph detailing the  progress  of  resources,
population,  food  per  capita,  industrial  output  per  capita,  and
pollution  for  the  period  from  1900  to  2100.  You  can  run  the
program with different sets of assumptions. The assumptions that
the authors thought were most reasonable produced a graph they
called  the  “Standard  Run.”  Growth  increases  steadily  until  it
peaks  and  a  big  die-off  begins.  The  amazing  thing  about  this
graph, considering the relative crudeness of the model, was how
accurate  it  was.  It  predicted  the  long  boom  and the  escalating
growth in population, food production per person and industrial
output per person. This graph was pinned to my office bulletin
board for many years.  All the trends reaching their peak around
2025  and  then  beginning  an  accelerating  decline  had  a  certain
pleasing artistic symmetry. 

In this graph, world society exhibits a constantly accelerating
growth in the use of resources and the production of pollution. If
growth continued to accelerate, then we would run out of 
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resources,  and  drown  in  our  own  pollution.  The  growing
pollution would poison both the land, and the people. 

The prediction that we might run out of resources was both
simple and easy to understand. It  started the massive recycling
movement.  But  the  problem  of  growth  was  ignored.
Unfortunately, as long as growth continued to acclerate recycling
might  slow  down  the  progress  towards  social  collapse,  but  it
would not stop it.

The accelerating growth in consumption and pollution was
dependent  on  the  accelerating  growth  of  both  population  and
industrial  capital.  To  control  the  growth  of  consumption  and
pollution  it  would  be  necessary  to  control  the  growth  of  both
population and industrial capital.

Controlling The Growth of Population
The  simplest  way  to  produce  a  constant  population  is  by

linking births to deaths, and rationing the number of births to the
number  of  deaths.  Nobody  has  tried  this.  Instead,  efforts  at
population control have focused on fertility rates, the number of
babies a woman has.  There has been a major international focus
on controlling fertility.  

One  attempt  at  controlling  fertility  was  China's  one  child
policy. It defined the social norm for family size and attempted to
control population by government decree. The problem with this
approach was that it resulted in serious demographic distortions.
There  were  more boys  born than girls.  There  is  now a general
consensus that the empowerment of women is the key element in
controlling  fertility.  Between  1960  and  2014  the  fertility  rate
dropped in almost every country around the world. Forty-six per
cent of the world's population now live in countries where women
have  fewer  than  2.1  children  on  average.  This  is  less  than  the
replacement rate. In those countries population growth is now a
function of  improving longevity.  Between 1979 and 2016 China
had  a  one  child  policy,  but  the  population  continued  to  rise
because there had been a significant improvement in nutrition and
healthcare. People were living longer.
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Controlling The Growth of Industrial Capital 
Even if the population was stable, it would not be enough to

prevent social collapse. The growth of industrial capital was also a
driver of resource consumption and pollution. Population growth
means  more  production.  Economic  growth  means  more
production  per  person.  In  China,  between  1950  and  2000,  an
increase in per capita GDP of seven and a half times, required an
increase  in  total  GDP  of  almost  18  times.  As  Jared  Diamond
pointed out, it is not just that there are more people; it is also that
each person is consuming more.

The key message of Limits to Growth was that the accelerating
growth  of  consumption  would  lead  to  more  pollution,  and
resource depletion. It would not only stop the growth in human
population  but  lead  to  a  serious  population  decline.  In  other
words there would be a human catastrophe. 

The Tipping Point
On the graph of the “Standard Run” the tipping point is 2025.

Since  the  book was published in  1972 it  was  hard to  convince
people to worry about something that wasn't going to happen for
fifty years. And in the meantime people would say “I see growth
going quite well, thank you very much.” People in a boom always
believe that the rules have changed.

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the publication of Limits to
Growth the  authors  published  another  book  called  Beyond  the
Limits.  The  essential  message  of  the  second book  was  that  the
predictions in the first book were coming true. They had to fine
tune some of the resource predictions, but the basic analysis was
proving to be accurate. Unfortunately the time for stabilizing the
system was over. It was now necessary to shrink the system. The
longer growth continues the bigger the collapse will be. If we want
to avoid an ecological catastrophe we need to stop growing the
economy. 

Decisions
There  is  a  problem  with  all  these  scientific  reports  on  the

problems in the environment. Scientific materialism teaches that
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the  Earth  is  a  deterministic  mechanism governed  by  universal,
mathematical  laws  of  cause  and  effect.  Everything  happens  by
cause  and  effect.  It  is  a  world  without  plans  and  without
decisions. There are no decisions, because every event is assumed
to have a previous cause that forced it to happen. There are no
plans because that would be the “intentional fallacy.” I was taught
the  doctrine  of  the  intentional  fallacy  in  grade  8  science.  My
science teacher explained,  “How could something in the future
cause something to happen in the present?” Causes have to be in
the past. Therefore this idea that events were the result of plans
and decisions was a fallacy. 

In the World3 model there was no attempt to consider how
economic decisions get made, or more importantly how political
decisions get made. As a result, few people took their economic
proposals seriously. To this day, governments continue to promote
economic growth.

Unfortunately, if the world is a deterministic system, then it
will take some outside force to save it. There is a picture that goes
with  the  report  on  “Humanity’s  Life  Support  Systems.”  The
picture is  of  the Earth about to go over a cliff.  We are outside
observers objectively contemplating the fate of the Earth. One man
stands holding it back and preventing the catastrophe. That man
is  California  Governor  Jerry  Brown.  I'm  told  the  picture  now
hangs in the Governor's office. It later dawned on the authors that
Jerry  Brown is  not  Superman,  nor  is  he  God.  If  the  earth  is  a
deterministic mechanism, then it will take a miracle to save us. 

Of course, the Earth is not a deterministic system. The fact is
we do make plans and we do make decisions.  As a society we
have developed an immensely powerful technology.  The changes
that our technologies are making in the environment have become
so  significant  that  some  people  are  talking  about  the  current
geological epoch as the “Anthropocene,” the human era. Human
decisions  are  driving  economic  growth  and  environmental
destruction. If we are to get growth under control, we need to ask,
“What is the social decision system that is driving the economic
growth imperative?” 



Section II: The Corporations

Chapter 2. The Board Room Scenario
How corporate directors decide to destroy the 

environment.

Chapter 3. Capitalism
 The environment will always be sacrificed to maximizing 

profit.

Chapter 4. Financial Crisis of 2008
 How capitalist growth creates financial instability.

Chatper 5. Reforming Corporate Governance
We can replace the primacy of the profit  motive with a

more complex mission focus that considers the interests of all the
stakeholders and not just the stockholders.

Chapter 6. Reforming the Economy
We can replace the primacy of economic growth with a

functional economy that would evaluate economic results in terms
of how well our economy is feeding, clothing and housing people.
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The Boardroom Scenario

The Boardroom
In  a  luxurious  boardroom  in  New  York  City  the  most

powerful self-appointed commune in the world, outside of China,
met to develop a strategy to deal with a business problem. Each of
these men was a millionaire many times over. Each was being paid
millions of dollars  to be sitting at that table.  Each man was an
example of intelligence, talent and accomplishment. None of them
had been chosen because of celebrity status or family connections.
The  shareholders  could rest  assured  that  these  were  men who
could be trusted with the health and welfare of their company. But
they faced a serious problem.

It was clear that the Earth was warming. It was clear that the
warming was due to human emissions of carbon dioxide. It was
clear that the burning of their product was a primary source of
emissions. If governments were to take this seriously, then their
industry  could  lose  billions  of  dollars  in  subsidies.  Instead  of
going to them that money would go to alternative forms of energy
by way of tax breaks, subsidies and public awareness campaigns. 

These  men were  very  clear  about  their  values.  Their  only
concern was with the profitability of their company. They were
proud of their disinterested commitment to the “bottom line.” For
those unfamiliar with business accounting, the term “bottom line”
refers to the last line at the bottom of a profit and loss statement.
This statement adds up all the revenue the company has earned
and then subtracts all the expenses that have been incurred. The
result at the bottom is the net profit  or loss.  The term “bottom
line” is often used as a metaphor that refers to the most important
value. For these men it was not a metaphor; the most important
value for them was profit. That was their job.

They developed in that meeting and in subsequent meetings
a  comprehensive  strategy  for  the  denial  of  the  fact  of  global
warming.  It  was  at  that  meeting  that  a  strategic  decision  was
made. They would use their vast wealth and their contacts in the

10
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 media,  in politics  and in  academia to  focus  the  discussion on
“climate change.” Global warming is a relatively simple process
and easy to measure. Climate change is immensely complex and
has high levels of uncertainty. The ability to predict the weather is
notoriously difficult. It would therefore shift the discussion from
the scientific fact of global warming to the controversial area of
climate change predictions.

Given  the  difficulty  of  predicting  the  weather,  they  could
then turn their attention to a systematic campaign to deny climate
change.  They  would  fund  institutes  that  would  then  fund
scientists  to write papers challenging climate change. When the
media paid attention to the issue, they would demand, in fairness,
that  the  other  side  be  given  space.  They  would  pay  freelance
journalists  to write articles challenging the science.  They would
sponsor  events  and symposiums that  would give  “both sides.”
Influential commentators would be paid large speakers' fees for
attending.  They  would  use  their  lobbyists  to  demand  that
politicians  challenge  the  scientists.  Any  effort  in  the  media  to
discuss  the  issue  would  be  inundated  with  articles,  letters,
complaints and demands for fairness.

The campaign would cost millions. But these were men who
were used to spending millions,  and even billions, on company
projects.  If  the  campaign managed  to  protect  their  bottom line
then  it  was  well  worth  it.  A  few  million  in  expense  would
guarantee billions in profit.

Their  strategy  worked.  In  the  face  of  a  uniform  scientific
affirmation  of  climate  change,  they  were  able  to  convince  the
American people that it was not true. They were able to mobilize
political  support  for  muzzling  the  scientists.  Governments  sent
representatives to climate change discussions in order to sabotage
them. 

When  you  are  fighting  for  the  status  quo,  you  have  a
fundamental  advantage.  Change  requires  making  a  decision.  If
you can prevent that decision being made, then you have made a
decision for the status quo. You don't have to get people to deny
climate change; you just have to get them to doubt it. You don't
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have to win the argument, you just have to create so much noise
that people don't want to talk about it. If you are telling a lie, then
shouting  louder  will  create  enough  noise  to  guarantee  that  no
decision  is  made.  Sabotaging  talks  just  means  making  enough
noise to prevent a decision being made.

It is important to understand that nothing these men did was
illegal. It is important to stress that they were just doing their job.
Those men went home not only with a clear conscience, but with a
sense of pride and accomplishment. They had earned the millions
of dollars that they were being paid. 

The  previous  discussion  presents  a  generalized  version  of
how decisions to destroy our environment are being made. The
specific men (and occasionally women) in specific situations are
the  executives  and  directors  of  our  large  corporations  and
institutions.  It  is  important  to  reiterate  that  these  are  not  bad
individuals. They walk away from their decisions to destroy the
environment  and  to  spread  disinformation  with  a  clear
conscience.  They  are  doing  their  job  and  doing  it  well.  The
problem is not immoral individuals. The problem is the system
and specifically the values that are built into the system. 

Any control  system is  designed to maintain certain values.
The  reason  we  are  destroying  the  environment  is  that  our
corporations have a simple set of values. They put profit first. If a
corporation  has  the  choice  of  either  making  10%  profit  while
maintaining  a  sustainable  environment,  or  15%  profit  while
destroying the environment, then the executives are required to
choose the destruction of the environment. This is not a matter of
bad men with bad values. Had you taken all those men out and
fired them,  they would have been replaced by other  men who
would have done the very same job. It is not the individuals. It is
the system. Nor is it a matter of a few odd companies. This is a
requirement of every stockholder company. It is a choice that is
enforced upon every company that is traded on a stock exchange. 

How did we build a system that employs people, and pays
them millions of dollars to destroy the environment and to lie to
us about it?  
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Capitalism

Capitalism is  a  very  simple  system.  When you have more
money than you know what to do with, you go to the bank, and
you lend your money to the bank. At the end of the month the
bank pays you interest.  Interest is  work-free income.  You don't
have to do anything for that money. At the end of the next month
you will find that the bank has paid you interest on the interest,
compound interest,  work-free  income on the work-free income.
Most religions consider the charging of interest to be immoral. It is
a form of income redistribution; it makes rich people richer and
everybody  else  poorer.  The  Protestant  work  ethic  tends  to  see
getting something for nothing as immoral, and interest is work-
free income. I knew an elderly woman who loved to go down to
the  bank  and  get  her  passbook  updated  and  just  stare  at  the
money  steadily  growing  in  her  account.  Capitalism  requires  a
constantly  growing  capital.  This  is  the  source  of  the  growth
imperative in capitalist economies.

My wealth comes from a combination of living in America, some 
lucky genes, and compound interest.   - Warren Buffet

Warren Buffet is one of the richest men in the world. When he
attributes his wealth to living in America, that means many things.
But  the  important  thing  for  an  investor  is  that  America  has  a
capital  market  where  capital  is  bought  and  sold.  The  capital
market serves an important economic function. People who have
more money than they know what to do with lend it to people
who have a use for it. The lenders then charge interest. 

Compound Interest
Warren  Buffet  became a  billionaire  because  he  understood

compound interest.  He began with a capital  of  a  few thousand
dollars, and he used that capital to make some wise investments.
His lucky genes gave him the ability to analyze and then invest in

13
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good companies at a good price. It is said that his motto was to
invest in companies that would make a profit even if they were
run by an idiot, because eventually they would be. The companies
would pay regular  dividends  which he  would use to  invest  in
other companies, which would then pay more dividends, work-
free income on work-free income  and then he simply allowed
compound interest to make him one of the wealthiest men in the
world. The capital market is a method for turning dividends into
compound  interest  and  generating  the  accelerating  growth  of
capital.  

The accelerating effect of compound interest does not make
intuitive sense. People are often amazed that an investment of a
few thousand dollars could make a man a billionaire. There is a
simple rule of thumb for compound interest. To find out the time
it takes for the investment to double you divide the interest rate
into  70.  With  an  interest  rate  of  10%  you  would  double  your
money every 7 years. In order to turn a capital of $10 thousand
into $1.3 billion it would take 17 doubling periods. The interest
rate on my credit card is 22.99%. That gives a doubling time of 3
years. Which means it would take the finance company 51 years to
turn $10 thousand into  $1.3  billion by collecting $1.3  billion of
work-free income. Warren Buffet is over 86 years old. He's been
collecting compound interest for a long time. The mind boggles.
Over a billion dollars of work-free income from an investment of a
few thousand dollars. It is true, and Warren Buffet is living proof.
Warren Buffet sits there and calmly tells you that if you just invest
in  a  good  company,  and  then  invest  the  dividends  in  a  good
company, and keep that up for 30 or 40 years you'll be rich. It is
that simple. You can see why profitable manufacturing companies
have gone into the finance business.

In the following chart we can take simple interest where the
interest  is  not  added  to  the  amount  and  compare  it  with
compound interest where you receive interest on the interest. The
difference  between  the  two  curves  on  the  chart  represents  the
difference between the rich and the ordinary person. 
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The compound interest curve represents the wealth of those who
have work-free income. 
The bottom line represents those who have to work for a living. 

The  source  of  the  massive  inequality  in  capitalist  societies  is
compound  interest.  The  gap  becomes  immense.  Ultimately,
compound interest demands that the rich have an infinite amount
of money. 

This is not a matter of greedy individuals seeking to enrich
themselves at the expense of others. Warren Buffet is a genuinely
good person. He made a major contribution to the world when he
gave his fortune to charity and encouraged others to do the same.
He found it ridiculous that his secretary paid more tax than he
did. Because capital  markets constitute a system of  accelerating
growth changing the morality of the people involved will have no
effect  on  it.  Complaining  to  Wall  Street  about  the  growing
inequality in America has  no effect  on Wall  Street.  Its  job is  to
accelerate the growth of capital. That's what capital markets do.
That's the capitalist system. 

The Problem of Capitalist Rents
Capitalism cannot produce wealth. Compound interest 
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cannot produce wealth. Work-free income cannot produce wealth.
In order to produce real wealth there has to be work. As Adam
Smith put it,  “The annual labour  of  every nation is  the fund which
originally supplies it with all the necessaries and conveniences of life.”
Capitalism merely redistributes the wealth that is produced by the
workers. Capitalism is a system for making the rich richer at the
expense of everyone else. 

The process of extracting work-free income from the workers
is referred to by economists as “rents.” Under the feudal system
the landed aristocracy would extract rents from the people who
worked the land. The landlords would increase the rents until the
workers  lived  in  poverty.  Similarly,  people  who are  defined  as
“owners” have the right to charge rents. I write plays. If someone
produces one of my plays then they pay me a royalty. The royalty
is a form of rent. I don't have to do any work for it. That work is
already done. So for me it is work-free income. Almost anything
can be defined as property and can have rents charged for it. At
the  moment,  entrepreneurs  are  claiming  that  they  own  bits  of
human genetic  material,  but  so far  legislators  have resisted the
idea of paying a monthly rental to the “owner” of the heart gene.
You can also collect rents by establishing a monopoly. In the 1970s,
the  Organization  of  Petroleum  Exporting  Countries  (OPEC)
formed a cartel and began changing monopoly rents for oil.  There
are also hierarchical  rents.  The reason a CEO is  paid 350 times
what the ordinary worker is paid is because he is collecting rents.
Although part of that is payment for work, the vast majority is
work-free income. One CEO complained that with the hours he
put  in  he  was  barely  making  minimum wage.  An enterprising
reporter did the calculations and apparently he was claiming that
he had put in 1,800 years of work in the previous year.

The more a country's resources are being paid in rents, the
more impoverished the general population becomes. This is why a
country dominated by a landlord class collecting rents experiences
mass  poverty.  As  Adam  Smith  pointed  out,  the  landlords  will
increase the rents until the workers are living at a bare subsistence
level. The productivity of modern technology has made New York
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City  the  richest  city  in  the  world,  and  yet,  almost  half  the
population lives in poverty. 

The  problem  is  not  that  there  are  rents.  Every  economic
system produces rents. The problem is that capitalism is a system
for the accelerating growth of  rents.  It  is  an engine of growing
inequality.  When an individual  landlord raises  the  rents  this  is
greed. But an individual capitalist need not be greedy. Greed is
just part of the system. It is a system of institutionalized greed.

The Stockholder Corporation 
The capitalist  system is  utterly  simple.  It  is  the compound

interest  system.  The  complexity  in  the  capitalist  system  comes
from the development  of  more  and more complicated  ways  to
collect  compound  interest.  Capitalism  gains  compound interest
through loans,  but  its  primary  engine  of  capital  growth  is  the
stockholder  company.  The  stockholder  company  is  one  of  the
pillars of a capitalist system because it makes the primary purpose
of the company the growth of capital. An investor buys a share in
a company because it will generate capital growth in two ways.
When the company makes a profit some of the profit will be given
to  the  shareholders  as  a  dividend.  On  the  other  hand,  if  the
company  retains  that  profit,  then  the  value  of  the  share  will
increase. If the investor sells the share in the stock market, then
she will realize a capital gain. Either way she has the growth of
her capital.

The  stockholder  corporation  and  the  stock  exchange  are
relatively  new  inventions.  One  of  the  oldest  stockholder
companies in the world, the Hudson Bay Company, was founded
in 1670. The London Stock Exchange was founded in 1698. They
are a little more than three hundred years old.

The concept of a stockholder company began with the great
trading expeditions. Various individuals could contribute stock to
the  enterprise.  It  was  a  short  step  from  stockholders  who
contributed  stock  to  having  stockholders  who  contributed  the
money to buy the stock that was being traded. They would then
share in the profits of the expedition. The model was then 
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expanded  to  apply  to  the  industrial  concern  where  the
stockholders contributed the money to purchase the equipment
required for the  industry,  and thus had a right  to share  in the
profits. They were investors.

Then the weirdest  thing happened.  Laws were passed that
defined  these  investors  as  the  “owners,”  and  defined  the
corporation as “property.” The idea has become so accepted that it
is difficult to realize how truly weird the idea is. 

A corporation is a community of people. It is a little society
that acts together to achieve a common purpose. The Hudson Bay
Company  was  originally  called  “The  Company  of  Gentleman
Adventurers Trading Into Hudson's Bay.” Similarly, when sailors
signed on to a whaling ship they signed on for a percentage of the
whale oil. The ship had owners, but the whaling expedition had
members,  crew members.  How can anyone be said to “own” a
community of people? It is like talking about somebody  owning
the  United  States  of  America,  or  someone  owning the  Catholic
Church. People are citizens of a country. People are members of
the church.  

When individuals are considered property and can be bought
and sold in the market by their owners, this is called “slavery”
and  the  market  is  the  slave  market.  When  individuals  are
considered part of  the property and the individuals  are sold as
part  of  the  property  this  is  called  “serfdom.”  The  stockholder
corporation is a form of serfdom, and the serf holdings are bought
and sold in the stock market.

Profit
The stockholder corporation is  programmed with only one

goal: to maximize profit. Profit is not in itself a good or bad thing,
but there are two different ways to increase profits. One is to grow
the  profits  by  increasing  the  productivity  of  the  business.  The
primary  strategy  that  Western  market  economies  have  used  to
lengthen the time between capitalist crises is productivity growth.
Surely, if you could grow the pie then everyone could get more.
Even if ordinary people got a smaller and smaller piece of the pie, 
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it could still  be bigger than it was before.  This was what I  was
taught as a child. It is okay for the rich to get richer because it does
not come from ordinary people; it comes from growth, and that
growth means that we will all get more than before. 

Unfortunately,  increasing  productivity  is  hard  work.  An
easier  way to  make  a  profit  is  to  gouge  customers,  steal  from
workers,  shortchange  suppliers,  cheat  lenders  and  trash  the
environment. The demand that the corporation show significant
growth  in  earnings  per  share,  reinforced  by  bonuses  in  stock
options,  leads  people  who  are  not  yet  very  bad  people  to  do
deeply immoral and often criminal acts. 

Misappropriation
Corruption is when one group uses their corporate authority

to benefit themselves at the expense of the group. Making a profit
is  not  a  bad  thing,  but  corporations  are  cooperative  systems.
Responsible  executives  understand  that  you  need  to  share  the
profit with all the stakeholders: customers, suppliers, employees,
administrators,  and  investors.  But  they  are  fighting  a  constant
pressure  to  benefit  their  stockholders  at  the  expense  of  their
customers, their suppliers, their employees and their creditors. A
community  that  is  designed  to  benefit  only  one  group  has
corruption built into its design.  There is such a thing as business
ethics, and there are ethical business people. But when a company
goes public and is listed on the stock exchange,  the good CEO is
forced  out  and  replaced  with  someone  whose  only  concern  is
stockholder value.

Investors don't really care about the business as long as they
are paid dividends or the share price goes up. There was once a
British investor who had made a fortune speculating in the stock
of General Motors. He was surprised to find that they made cars.
“I  always though it  was a railroad.” he said. As an investor,  it
didn't  really matter.  When investors are defined as owners,  the
service the company supplies doesn't matter. The only thing that
matters is compound interest. 
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 Liability – Who is Responsible?
The concept of ownership is two-fold. An owner is someone

who is  responsible  and therefore  has  control.  When I  owned a
house, I bought liability insurance for it. If anyone was injured on
my property then I was responsible. Similarly, when I owned a car
I bought public liability car insurance. I was responsible for any
damage that my car may have caused. 

To the idea of stockholders owning corporations was added
the even weirder idea of limited liability. Limited liability means
the stockholders are only responsible to the extent of the value of
their  stock.  Stockholders  have  control  without  responsibility.
When decision makers are not held accountable for the results of
their  decisions  then  the  system quickly  becomes  dysfunctional.
Limited  liability  allows  stockholders  to  take  all  the  profit  and
almost  none  of  the  responsibility.  Stockholders  are  absentee  in
every sense of the word. 

And thus we created a financial system that is both corrupt
and irresponsible so that a group of executives could be proud of
destroying the environment and lying to us about it. 

In  1998  Hank Paulson  took  the  investment  bank Goldman
Sachs from a partnership to a limited liability public company. As
a partnership the partners of the firm had unlimited liability. If
they made a mistake they would be held responsible and could
lose everything. As stockholders their liability was limited to their
stock in the company. That meant that they could be irresponsible.
Investment companies proceeded to take outrageous risks because
they were not fully responsible for the mess they were creating.  

Any system of accelerating growth is unsustainable because it
will aways run up against real world limits. Capitalism is a system
of  accelerating growth.  As the  rich  get  more  and more money,
everyone else has less  and less  money.  There is  a  limit  to how
much  money  the  rich  can  accumulate  because  eventually  that
money  is  withdrawn  from  the  consumer  market.  A shrinking
consumer market is called a recession and in a market economy a
recession constitutes an economic crisis. A capitalist economy goes
from one crisis to another. There was a financial crisis was in 2008. 



| 4 |
FINANCIAL CRISIS

A Brief History of the Crisis of 2008

Capitalist Crisis
Capitalism  is  a  system  of  accelerating  growth.  When  the

growth of  capital  exceeds the  growth of  the economy you will
have a capitalist crisis.  The first kind of capitalist crisis is called
“inflation.” The constant  demand for an accelerating growth of
profits will result in accelerating price increases which will create
a  crippling inflation.  The consumer market  will  shrink because
people cannot afford the higher prices. This happened in the 1970s
when the oil cartel OPEC raised oil prices in order to fund their
sovereign wealth funds. It  started a class war over who should
pay  the  new  rents:  workers,  with  wage  controls  which  would
reduce their  spending power,  or  capitalists,  with price  controls
which  would  reduce  their  profits.  The  capitalists  won  and  a
massive austerity program was brought in to control wages, and
impoverish the general population.

The second kind of capitalist  crisis  is  called “deflation.” In
this scenario borrowers default and do not pay back the money
they have borrowed. This results in a crippling collapse of credit, a
collapse  of  the  consumer  market  and  an  economic  depression.
This is what was happening in 2008. 

The Housing Bubble
A bubble in asset prices occurs when there is a rapid increase

in prices due to speculation. With the constant doubling of capital,
more and more capital  is  available for investment and lending.
The New York Times columnist Tom Friedman commented, “the
global marketplace today is an Electronic Herd of often anonymous stock,
bond,  and currency traders and multinational  investors connected by
screens and networks.” Since the number of productive investments
does  not  increase  exponentially  the  capital  market  turns  to
speculation and lending to speculators. All investment is risky. If
you buy stock, the company could go bankrupt. If you lend 
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money, the borrower could default on the loan and not pay you
back. All investments are risky, and therefore there is an element
of  speculation.  As  the  stock  of  capital  grows,  the  speculative
investments  become  riskier  and  riskier.  The  bubble  is  often
blamed on the lenders who are willing to take on too much risk.
But as capital accumulates, investors have to keep lending money
and buying stocks if they want to keep up the flow of compound
interest. The classic argument for lending in a risky environment
was uttered by Chuck Prince,  the CEO of Citigroup, “When the
music stops . . . things will be complicated. But as long as the music is
playing, you've got to get up and dance. We're still dancing.” 

The  American  housing  market  became  a  central  focus  for
speculation.  The  housing  market  was  an  attractive  investment
because  of  the  low  interest  rates.  After  the  destruction  of  the
World Trade Centre buildings in 2001, the United States Federal
Reserve (the  Fed)  had reduced its  bank rate  to  1% in  order  to
stimulate  investment  and  growth.  It  stimulated  investment  in
housing. Poor people with poor (subprime) credit ratings could
now afford a subprime mortgage. In June of 2004, the Fed began
raising interest rates, and by June of 2006 it had reached 5.25%, an
increase  in  interest  rates  of  4.25%.  This  changed  the  mortgage
market  radically.  Previously  affordable  mortgages  became
unaffordable. There was a surge in defaults from poor people who
could not afford the higher rates. This was followed by a surge in
foreclosures. When the foreclosed houses were put on the housing
market,  there was a drop in house prices.  In the end the U.  S.
housing market fell by 30%. The bubble burst.

On  February  1,  2006  Ben  Bernanke  was  sworn  in  as  the
fourteenth chair of the United States Federal  Reserve (the Fed).
When  asked  what  surprised  him  about  the  financial  crisis,
Bernanke  replied,  “The  crisis.”  His  studies  as  an  academic
economist  had  not  prepared  him  for  the  idea  that  capitalism
produces  financial  crises.  The  idea  was  virtually  unthinkable.
Classical  economics  teaches  that  the  market  is  an  equilibrium
system that will produce a perfect balance between suppliers and
consumers. This balance represents perfect wisdom and perfect 
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justice.  It  may  be  out  of  equilibrium  briefly  but  the  market
mechanism  will  automatically  produce  equilibrium  if  you  just
leave it alone. An “invisible hand” will automatically return the
economy  to  the  equilibrium  point.  There  may  be  minor
oscillations but nothing resembling a boom or a bust.  

Government economic policy based on this was called “laissez
faire”  which  is  French  for  leave  it  alone.  Any  problems  in  the
economy must come from government interference in the market. 

Why  was  the  housing  bubble  so  hard  to  see?  Because
scientific  materialism, since it  denies  the  existence  of  decisions,
makes  it  virtually  impossible  to  understand  how  economic
decisions  get  made.  Economists  were  trying  to  be  “scientific,”
which  meant  using  complex  mathematical  models  to  develop
mechanistic predictions. 

The housing bubble was  obvious to everyone who looked at
it, except the economists. When Hank Paulson became Secretary
of the Treasury in 2006 he knew that a financial crisis was coming
because,  as  he  put  it,  “If  you  look  at  recent  history,  there  is  a
disturbance in the capital markets every four to eight years.” 

Hank Paulson  knew that  there  was  a  major  problem  with
subprime  mortgages  given  to  poor  people.  Shortly  after  his
appointment  in  2006  Paulson  had  begun  working  on  getting
authority  from  Congress  to  deal  with  the  two  government
sponsored enterprises  (GSEs)  responsible  for  buying mortgages
and  selling  mortgage  backed  securities:  Federal  National
Mortgage Association (Fannie Mae) and the Federal Home Loan
Mortgage  Corporation  (Freddie  Mac).  Their  purchases  of
mortgages helped ensure a continuous, stable supply of mortgage
money. Clearly, if they went bankrupt the whole mortgage market
would seize up. Stockholder companies, left to their own devices,
would  not  be  able  to  handle  the  crisis,  in  spite  of  what  the
economists said.

Financial Crisis 
On  June  7,  2007,  the  investment  bank  Bear  Stearns  froze

withdrawals on two of its mortgage-backed hedge funds. 
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On July 31, the two funds went bankrupt. 
On  August  6,  the  American  Home  Mortgages  Investment

Corporation  went  bankrupt.  In  2006  subprime  mortgages  had
been a problem. By 2007 it was a crisis.

On August  7,  2007 the  Fed held  the  interest  rate  at  5.25%
because of their worries about inflation. It was the last time Ben
Bernanke would worry about inflation.

Two days later, on August 9, the French bank BNP Paribas
suspended withdrawals from three of its investment funds with
heavy exposure to the U.S. subprime market. BNP had announced
that it could not allow investors to withdraw their money because
that required a calculation of the value of the fund, but it could
not put a fair price on its subprime-backed securities because no
one was buying them any more. 

That same day, the European Central Bank (ECB) announced
that it would lend unlimited amounts to European banks in order
to pump cash into the system. The people at the U. S.  Federal
Reserve  knew  they  were  in  big  trouble.  Bernanke  immediately
ordered the New York Fed to buy treasuries and inject $24 billion
cash into the market.

On August 10th, the Fed announced that it was adding more
cash, $38 billion more securities were purchased. The ECB injected
another  61  billion  euros.  Central  banks  in  Canada,  Japan,
Australia, Norway, and Switzerland were also adding cash. Credit
was tightening and the spectre of fire sales of assets threatened.

Bernanke's  significant  contribution  to  understanding  the
Great Depression was describing the extent to which its severity
was caused by the Federal  Reserve allowing 9,700 banks to fail
between 1929 and 1933. He was not going to let that happen on his
watch. In December the Fed cut interest rates and set up a Term
Auction  Facility  that  allowed  banks  to  access  loans  from  the
Federal Reserve without the stigma attached to Fed loans, which
were often viewed as a sign of weakness. They put in place large
foreign exchange swap lines with the ECB and other European
banks. Using Euros as collateral, they would lend dollars so that
the European banks would not be forced to buy dollars.
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On March 10, 2008 Chairman Bernanke invoked section 13(3)
which  gave  the  Fed  emergency  powers  when  conditions  were
“unusual  and  exigent”  and  approved  a  $200  billion  Term
Securities Lending Facility, which allowed twenty primary dealers
to exchange their securities for United States government bonds.
For  the  first  time  in  history  they  were  trying  to  put  a  wall  of
money around the U.S. investment banks. By the end of the crisis
there would be no investment banks left.  They would either be
purchased  by  regular  banks  or  turned  into  bank  holding
companies. 

Sheila  Bair,  chair  of  the  Federal  Deposit  Insurance
Corporation  (FDIC),  began  a  campaign  of  public  service
announcements  about  federal  deposit  insurance,  to  reassure  a
panicky public. She brought confidence back to the public, and at
no time during the crisis would ordinary depositors do a run on
the banks. 

Paulson's  foresight  about  mortgages  and  his  two  years  of
slogging  the  Government  Secured  Enterprise  (GSE)  legislation
through  Congress  was  about  to  pay  off.  The  two  GSEs  were
experiencing $14.9 billion in losses. They were bankrupt. With the
authority  Congress  had  given  him  that  July,  Paulson  acted.
Paulson  liked  to  avoid  unnecessary  debate  and  discussion  by
surprising people. He told President Bush, “The first sound they'll
hear  is  their  heads  hitting  the  floor.”  On  September  8,  2008  the
Federal Housing Finance Agency summoned the CEOs of Fanny
Mae and Freddy Mac to a meeting with Hank Paulson and Ben
Bernanke in attendance. They forced Fanny Mae and Freddy Mac
into government trusteeship; the CEOs were fired; the Treasury
Department agreed to provide $200 billion in government capital
and  they  announced  that  the  United  States  Treasury  would
honour the loan guarantees that the corporations had issued. For
all intents and purposes the two companies were now government
owned.  Paulson had nationalized them.  A massive  government
intervention  in  the  market  passed  almost  unnoticed.  Paulson
looked on it as one of his most significant actions during the crisis.
He slept easy that night. He had come to Washington to make a 
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difference and he had just saved the mortgage market from a total
meltdown.  Then came Lehman Brothers.
 
The Panic

On  September  15,  2008,  the  investment  bank  Lehman
Brothers filed for bankruptcy. In the end, their bondholders got
back 27 cents for every dollar owed them, and unsecured creditors
received 25 cents on the dollar. 

There was panic among the electronic herd of investors. Up to
this  point  there  was  fear.  It  had  been  obvious  that  subprime
mortgages were defaulting. That was public information. It was
obvious that any bonds that were based on subprime mortgages
were no longer safe investments. This had been known since 2007.
The bankruptcy of the Lehman Brothers investment bank took the
fear to another level. It made investors afraid of investing in or
lending  to  banks.  An  avoidance  of  subprime  mortgages  had
become a fear of the banking system. Even banks were refusing to
lend to other banks. Investors were in full flight from any bank or
investment  tainted  by  the  subprime  mortgage  problem.  The
sedate  run  was  turning into  a  stampede.  The  billionaire  hedge
fund manager George Soros wrote,  “The financial system suffered
what  amounted  to  cardiac  arrest  and  had  to  be  put  on  artificial  life
support.” 

A  financial  panic  is  an  example  of  the  tragedy  of
individualism. Each individual rushes to take their money out of
the bank. As a result the bank fails,  and everyone is worse off.
Another teaching of laissez faire economics was that individuals
could make mistakes  because they are operating out  of  limited
information. Thus government could never understand what was
really  happening.  But  the  market  was  always  right  because
collectively  it  had  so  much  more  information.  Thus  the
conservatives argued that the government just needed to trust the
wisdom of the electronic herd of investors and everything would
be all right. Tim Geithner, the President of the New York Federal
Reserve,  the  largest  of  the  local  Federal  Reserves,  and  Hank
Paulson at Treasury had ridden herd on these investors before, 
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and they knew the damage the stampede was creating and they
knew their job was to stop it.  

Government intervenes to stop the panic.
The  method  for  stopping  a  panic  was  laid  out  by  Walter

Bagehot  in  his  classic  study  of  banking,  Lombard  Street.  Where
there is a lender of last resort, they act to restore confidence by
lending freely at high interest rates on sound collateral. It was said
of Alan Greenspan's response to the crash of 1987, that he threw
money  at  it  till  it  stopped,  then  he  mopped  up  the  money.
Geithner preferred the image that when there is a run on the bank
you put a wall of money in the window. In early days with the
Fed,  Bernanke had been called “Helicopter  Ben”  for  his  use  of
Milton  Friedman's  metaphor  of  responding  to  deflation  with  a
“helicopter drop” of money. 

The key problem in a panic is restoring confidence. Lenders
must be convinced that their money is safe. One of the things that
helped prevent runs was the insuring of deposits by the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC). If you knew that even if
the bank failed, you would still get your money back, it gave you
more confidence in the bank. Guarantees by the FDIC would play
a major role in restoring confidence. 

There  was  also  private  insurance.  Many  of  the  mortgage-
backed  securities  had  been  insured  by  American  International
Group (AIG). The collapse of the market for subprime securities
meant that AIG was taking heavy losses. If AIG collapsed, there
would be no insurance on securities and many other risks that it
insured for. There would be worldwide panic.

So the New York Fed guaranteed an $85 billion line of credit
to  AIG in  exchange for  79.9% ownership.  The ownership stake
turned AIG into a government-owned company and sent a signal
to the market that the government would not allow it to fail. This
would be only the first of a number of cash injections and loan
guarantees for AIG that in the end totalled $182 billion. The action
was the most radical application of section 13(3), giving the Fed
emergency powers. For Bernanke it was his most decisive 
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moment. He had pushed the Fed's emergency powers further than
anyone had dreamed possible. It was accepted by all the players
only because not to have done it would have meant the end of the
capitalist system. 

During this time Secretary Paulson had been working with
the officials in Congress to develop a bill  that would give them
enough money to  try  to  solve  the  problem.  This  was  the  $700
billion  Troubled  Asset  Relief  Program  (TARP).  On  Wednesday
October 1, the Senate, passed TARP with broad bipartisan support
and a vote of 75 to 24. That Friday the other branch of Congress,
the House of Representatives, passed the bill too. 

Friday, October 10, Bernanke convinced the G-7 to announce
that they had made a five point pledge: (1) not to allow any more
systemically  important  institutions  to  fail;  (2)  unfreeze  funding
markets; (3) recapitalize banks; (4) extend deposit insurance; and
(5)  restart  securitization  of  mortgages.  The  G-7  countries  were
mounting  a  systematic  attack  on  the  crisis  at  the  global  level.
Sunday night the Euro zone countries announced a plan to inject
billions of  Euros  into their  banks'  capital.  The stock markets in
Britain and France were significantly up.

During  its  financial  crisis  in  the  early  1990s,  Sweden  had
nationalized  banks.  In  the  United  States  the  government  was
buying stock in the banks and taking ownership responsibility for
their losses without actually taking over the banks. 

On  the  afternoon  of  Columbus  Day,  Monday,  October  13,
Paulson  summoned  the  heads  of  the  big  nine  banks  to  his
conference room. The CEO of Wells Fargo in San Francisco was
reluctant  to  fly  all  that  way,  but  when  your  two  regulatory
agencies  and the  Secretary of  the  Treasury tell  you to  come to
Washington,  you  come  to  Washington.  All  the  relevant
government officials, Treasury, the Fed, the FDIC, the Securities
and Exchange Commission (SEC), explained to the nine CEOs that
the  government  was  going  to  buy  an ownership stake in  their
companies in order to stabilize the market. The documents were
on the table for them to sign. The big banks, of course, insisted
that they didn't really need the money. When Kovecevich of Wells
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Fargo complained, Paulson told him that sitting across from him
were his regulators, and if he failed to sign, then the next morning
he would get  a call  from his  regulator  telling him that  he was
under-capitalized.  Kovecevich  looked  across  the  table  at  Sheila
Bair who was as surprised by this announcement as he was. He
signed. After a few brief calls to tell their boards of directors about
the deal, they all signed. The banks took the $125 billion of TARP
money  as  a  government  investment  in  their  banks.  The  main
financial institutions of the country were now government owned.
The hard-line market fundamentalists had managed to achieve the
socialist  dream  of  owning  the  commanding  heights  of  the
economy.

Tuesday morning, October 14,  there was a press conference
with Hank, Sheila and Ben announcing the capital purchases, the
new commercial-paper lending facility and the new guarantees on
bank deposits.  After a month of panic,  a coherent  strategy was
finally coming together. The panic was coming to an end. 

Obama is elected
When  President  Obama  was  elected  he  asked  Timothy

Geithner  to  be  his  Secretary  of  the  Treasury.  Geithner  was
convinced that if he could show that the banks had enough capital
to  withstand  the  losses  of  a  great  depression,  then  investor
confidence  would  be  restored.  To  do  that  he  had  the  Federal
Reserve prepare a stress test for the American banks. If they did
not meet the requirements then they would have to obtain more
capital,  either  privately  or  from  TARP.  The  stress  test  was
convincing and confidence in the banking industry was restored.
When the results  were released in May investors again became
willing  to  invest  in  U.S.  banks.  The  stress  test  was  a  decisive
turning point.  After that,  the banking system would strengthen
and eventually the economy would follow. 

Congress imposes austerity.
Although the banking panic  was over  by May of  2009 the

damage to the economy continued for years. At the start of a 
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bubble everyone is willing to lend and spend. When the bubble
bursts no one is willing to lend or spend. Banks and corporations
became extremely cautious about the loans they were willing to
make. A market economy is driven by consumer demand. If credit
dries up then there is a drop in demand, which means a drop in
GDP, which means a recession. Businesses start to lose money and
to cut back their spending and lay off workers. On January 1, 2007,
the U.S. unemployment rate was 4.6%. By January 1, 2010, it was
9.8%. Ordinary people lost their houses, their pensions, their jobs.
When the market collapses the economy collapses and you have a
depression. There are plenty of things to buy, but there is no credit
to buy them with. Prices fall because there isn't enough money to
buy things. We are familiar with inflation when prices go up, but a
depression is  a  time of  deflation when prices go down. Falling
prices mean falling consumption. An accelerating growth system,
when  it  changes  direction  and  starts  to  fall,  will  produce  an
accelerating decline.  The government needed to apply stimulus.
They  could  turn  the  threatening  greatest  depression  into  the
“Great Recession.”

Ben  Bernanke,  at  the  Federal  Reserve,  was  able  to  reduce
long-term  interest  rates  and  encourage  long-term  purchases  of
equipment,  and  in  this  way  stimulate  the  economy.  The  Bush
stimulus package of $150 billion in tax cuts was passed in January
of 2008. In February of 2009 Obama presented another stimulus
package of $787 billion including $288 billion in tax reductions.
Unfortunately,  much  of  it  was  undercut  by  tax  increases  and
spending  cuts  at  the  state  and  local  level.  While  the  federal
government  was  increasing  spending  the  other  levels  of
government were reducing spending. 

At the mid-term elections in 2010 the Democrats lost control
of the House of Representatives. Obama was a conservative, but
the  Republicans  were  market  fundamentalists.  They  wanted  to
balance the budget and reduce the debt. They wanted austerity.
This made it impossible to pass any more stimulus programs to
help the economy recover. They thus made the recession deeper
and more difficult than it needed to be. 
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The Lessons of the Great Recession
The lessons of the Great Recession are the same as the lessons

of  the  Great  Depression.  Laissez  faire  economics  is  wrong.
Capitalism  is  fundamentally  unstable,  and  if  left  to  its  own
devices it will seriously cripple the economy. In 2008 only massive
government  intervention  on  an  international  scale  was  able  to
prevent the crisis from turning into the Greatest Depression even
though it still produced the Great Recession. The capital market
cannot  create  full  employment.  It  requires  government
intervention to create an economy with full employment. 

The market does not have an invisible hand that guarantees
perfect wisdom and perfect justice. If you remove the regulations
and fire the regulators then people driven by the profit  motive
will  lie,  cheat  and  steal.  Predatory  corporations  will  prey  on
ordinary  citizens.  Alan  Greenspan  later  testified  to  a
Congressional committee that he had been wrong. The model of
the economy that had guided him for forty years was wrong. He
had been as shocked as Ben Bernanke to discover that markets do
not regulate themselves. When faced with the evidence he had the
integrity to admit that he was wrong. 

Ben  Bernanke  left  government  service  still  committed  to
market  economics,  but  deeply  disillusioned.  “I  still  considered
myself a conservative. I believed in the importance of personal autonomy
and  responsibility,  and  agreed  that  market  economies  were  best  for
generating economic growth and improving economic welfare. But I had
lost patience with the Republican's susceptibility to the know-nothing-
ism of the far right.” 

The capitalist system is a system for the exponential growth
of capital. This capital is still controlled by the electronic herd of
hedge funds, money market funds, pension funds, mutual funds,
sovereign wealth funds and ordinary investors. We will continue
to see speculative bubbles and we will  have one financial crisis
after another followed by recession and unemployment. Timothy
Geithner has a modest hope: “I hope the policy makers who have to
confront  the  next  crisis  can  learn  from our  successes  as  well  as  our
mistakes. Because there will be a next crisis.” 
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Reforming Corporate Governance

There are a number of unsustainable practices that can lead to
the  collapse  of  a society.  The unsustainable practice  peculiar to
Western industrial culture is the stockholder owned corporation. 

It is the structure of the stockholder corporation that justifies
paying people millions of dollars to destroy our environment and
to lie to us about it. The stockholder corporation is a corrupt and
irresponsible serfdom.  As long as we have an economy run by
transnational  stockholder  corporations  whose  primary  goal  is
profit maximization by any means, who have a limited liability for
the  destruction  they  are  causing,  and  who  buy  and  sell  their
serfdoms in the stock market, we can only expect environmental
catastrophe. The stockholder corporation has to change. 

We  don't  want  to  get  rid  of  corporations,  because  human
organizations are the generators of wealth and power. Fortunately
we can reform the system. Small changes in structure can make a
significant difference. Since the key to any system is the core value
or goal, reforming the system requires a reform to its basic values.
But we have to begin by debunking the myth that the stockholder
company is  the  only  possible  way to  organize  a  business,  and
maximizing stockholder value the only possible goal.

Business Ethics
American business  thinking can be  divided into  two main

schools.  The first  school is the customer-focused school,  and its
primary spokesperson was the management guru Peter Drucker.
Drucker  defined  the  purpose  of  a  business  as  “creating  a
customer.”  The  entrepreneur  has  an  idea  about  how  to  make
peoples' lives better. If she can convince other people to buy this
idea then she has created a customer, a business, and a job. It is
based  on  the  fundamental  truth  that  jobs  are  created  by
customers. If there are no customers there is no business, and no
jobs. Thus the primary concern of a business is to provide value
for customers. The goal of customer-focused business is to give
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the  customer  as  much  as  possible  while  charging  as  little  as
possible;  and to create a company culture where employees are
focused on customer value. The focus is on serving others.

In a competitive market, the company has to sell its product
to consumers. As a result, every company has to sell the customer
on the product's value to the customer, and the company whose
product has more value for the customer will win the competition.
Of course, some of them lie, and customers do get conned. Every
day I look at the car advertising that works diligently to convince
me of how their car could improve my life. Companies that are
successful in competitive markets will make customer value a core
corporate value. When you look at a company's mission statement
you will find that it usually focuses on customer value.

The second school is the school of profit maximization. Alfred
P.  Sloan,  Jr.,  the  long  time  CEO of  General  Motors,  when  told
about Drucker's definition, replied that the purpose of a business
is “to make money.” Harold Geneen, the CEO of ITT, put it in the
context of the stockholder corporation and told his executives that
the purpose of their businesses was “10% growth in earnings per
share.”  Most business schools now teach that the function of an
executive is to maximize stockholder value. The students come in
focused  on  customer  value  and  leave  focused  on  stockholder
value.  I  asked  my  nephew  what  he  learned  when  he  got  his
masters of  business  administration.  He replied,  “How to do an
IPO.” An IPO is an Initial Public Offering, in other words, getting
your company listed on the stock market. Milton Friedman wrote
a  famous  article  in  the  New  York  Times  Magazine, “The  Social
Responsibility  of  Business  is  to  Increase  Its  Profits”  urging
corporate  executives  to  ignore  all  the  concerns  about  the
environment or other social causes, and concentrate on only one
thing:  increasing  profits.  His  argument  was  that  if  stopping
pollution reduces the company's profit, then this reduction is an
unfair  “tax”  on  the  shareholders.  It  is  the  tragedy  of
individualism. Each person trashes the environment in order to
make a profit, not realizing that they are part of the environment. 

The goal of stockholder value is to give the customer as little 
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as possible while charging as much as possible; to pay workers as
little  as  possible  while  getting  as  much  work  out  of  them  as
possible; to pay your suppliers as little as possible while getting as
much as possible out of them; and to have the community pick up
the cost of the corporation's destruction of the community and the
environment. 

These companies seek to destroy the competitive market and
to create a monopoly where they are the only supplier and they
don't have to worry about marketing the product and providing
value for the customer. In Canada the bread producers and the
grocery  chains  formed a  cartel  to  raise  the  price  of  bread  and
extract  monopoly  rents  from  the  bread  market.  The  media
conglomerates would trade newspapers so that they could each
close  down  the  competition  in  a  given  city  and  make  their
newspaper  the  only  newspaper  there.  They see the  purpose  of
their  company  not  as  selling  newspapers,  but  as  selling
advertising.

Corporate Goals: The Mission
All businesses have a positive social purpose. If you look at

the mission statements of the Fortune 500 companies you will find
that they have the most admirable missions and hope to save the
world. The DuPont motto was “Better Living through Chemistry”
and  then  “Better  Living”  and  now  “The  Miracles  of  Science.”
Making  maximizing  shareholder  value  the  primary  goal  of  a
company subverts its positive social purpose. It is corruption. No
one  puts  on  their  mission  statement  “gouge  our  customers,
squeeze  our  suppliers,  steal  from  our  employees,  cheat  our
creditors,  and  externalize  the  cost  of  our  destruction  of  the
community and the environment.” They put “and also maximize
shareholder value.” It is not the mission of a corporation to enrich
the executives at the expense of all the other stakeholders. It is not
the mission of a company to subvert their government and spread
disinformation in their community. 

The importance of having a social mission can be seen in the
example of Manitoba Hydro. In my province there is a Crown 
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corporation called Manitoba Hydro. It produces hydroelectricity
for the province and for export. Because it is a Crown corporation
it  has  more  than  one  value.  Manitoba  Hydro  has  many goals.
Making  a  profit  is  one.  The  provision  of  cheap  energy  for
Manitoba homes and businesses is another. Energy conservation is
another.  It  provides  inexpensive  loans  to  people  to  help  them
become energy efficient. The loan payment could be put on your
hydro bill  and paid for by your energy savings.  Because it  is a
Crown corporation it can pursue a number of social goals. In a
stockholder corporation this is inconceivable. Reducing your sales
by lending people cheap money in order to conserve energy does
not  contribute  to  maximizing  profits.  The  people  who  were
engaged  in  climate  change  denial  were  attacking  energy
conservation because it would reduce their sales and reduce their
profits.  Maximizing  profits  is  the  purpose  of  climate  change
denial.

Healing  the  corruption  of  our  stockholder  corporations
begins with making the social mission of the corporation into the
real mission of the corporation. The simplest way to do this is by
having  the  incorporators  specify  their  corporation's  values  and
goals, in other words, their mission. At the moment, every non-
profit corporation has to specify what its goals are. This can be
expanded to apply to all corporations. 

Corporate Governance: Membership
The decisions  of  any organized group depend on how the

decision-making process is structured. The fundamental question
is “How do decisions get made?”  My friend at the International
Institute  for  Sustainable  Development  used  to  say,  “The  key
question is, how do we get to the decision-makers?” 

Because there has to be a way to make decisions for the group
as  a  whole,  organizations  are  necessarily  hierarchical,.  The
conventional method of democratic organization has become the
hourglass or X shape. Authority is  still  top down, but  now the
members are at the top. Individual members might not feel very
powerful, but as a group their values and concerns will guide the 
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corporation. In a shareholder corporation an individual can gain
control of the corporation by owning 51% of the stock. In a more
democratic  organization  you  have  to  convince  51%  of  the
members.

Members
 choose a
board, 
which 
chooses a
   CEO,
who chooses
a team,
which chooses
workers.

The effectiveness of the democratic structure depends on who
is defined as a member. In a consumer cooperative the members
are  the  consumers,  and  the  profits  of  the  corporation  are
distributed as rebates on purchases. In a workers' cooperative the
profits  of  the  corporation  are  distributed  to  the  workers  as
bonuses. In a credit union the depositors are the members, and the
profits  are  distributed  to  the  depositors.  There  are  also  a  vast
variety  of  organizations  that  are  designed  to  be  not-for-profit:
churches,  schools,  hospitals,  universities,  community  clubs,
athletic  clubs,  political  parties,  professional  organizations,
charities, etc.  

The corporation produces a variety of results for a variety of
people. The corporation affects customers, employees, suppliers,
creditors, executives, the community and the environment. We call
these groups “stakeholders.” And the corporation is responsible
for how it affects them. The interests of each of these stakeholders
needs to be taken into account in the decisions of the corporation. 

A corporation should produce a quality product that really
serves customers, and it should create a great place to work where
people are respected and rewarded and feel that their work is 
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making  a  meaningful  contribution  to  society.  The  corporation
should have good relations with its suppliers that are supportive
and encourage quality. The company should be a positive force in
the communities where it operates and should make the world a
better  place.  The  company  should  want  to  be  innovative,  and
always working to make its systems better. It should be profitable
and financially responsible. 

Reporting Requirements
The  stock  market  controls  corporations  through  quarterly

financial reports. The corporation becomes totally focused on its
quarterly  financial  results.  We  can  change  the  focus  of  the
corporation by changing the nature of the reporting requirements.
We can make the financial report an annual thing and change the
quarterly  report  to  focus  on  the  accomplishment  of  the  social
mission.  Has  the  corporation  fulfilled  its  mission  and  actually
made the community a better place? 

It would also be useful to require a stakeholder impact report.
To report only on investor impact distorts the complex role of the
corporation.  For  many  new  projects  an  environmental  impact
report  is  required.  It  is  a  reasonable  step,  then,  to  require  a
corporation to report regularly on its environmental impact and
its impact on the various stakeholders. The International Institute
for Sustainable Development (IISD) has developed a number of
tools for doing this.

Appointing Governors
The second way to keep an organization true to its mission is

by the method used for appointing the board members who will
govern the corporation. A requirement of incorporation needs to
be a plan for choosing the kind of board members that will reflect
the  mission  of  the  corporation.  The  form  of  governance  of  a
corporation should be appropriate to the nature of the service to
the  community  that  it  provides.  That  means using a  variety of
structures  to  serve  a  variety  of  goals.  But  in  any  case  the
corporation should be governed by people who have a human 
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stake in the corporation and are committed to the mission of the
corporation. 

Separating Ownership and Governance
Who  owns  the  corporation?  In  the  simplest  sense  a

corporation is owned by its creator. In one way it is a creation of
the  society  since  it  is  the  state  that  issues  the  articles  of
incorporation. On the other hand, a corporation is the creation of a
group of  people  committed to a  common adventure  to serve a
social need. The idea of owning a group of people is offensive to
Christian and Enlightenment morality. We can, however, resolve
this problem by separating the ownership from the governance.

The University of Winnipeg is a wholly owned subsidiary of
the United Church of Canada, but the church does not control the
university.  In  order  for  the  university  to  receive  significant
amounts  of  government  funding  the  church  had  to  give  up
control.  The Board of  Regents is made up of  the President,  the
Chancellor,  the  Vice-President  (Academic),  three  alumni,  four
faculty, two support staff, four students, ten members appointed
by  the  United  Church,  and  ten  members  appointed  by  the
provincial  government  (a  major  funder).  The  university  is
unionized.  The  board  has  representatives  of  all  the  major
stakeholders.  The church's “ownership” entitles  it  to a minority
representation on the board. The owners are represented on the
board, but it is only a minority representation.

It is here that we find the way to solve the problem of the
corruption inherent in the joint stock company. If the investors can
only appoint a minority of the board members then they can no
longer  be  considered the “owners”  and the corporation can no
longer be considered their “property.” They can no longer focus
the  corporation  on  their  interests  to  the  exclusion  of  all  other
interests. An additional advantage is that the company ceases to
be a piece of property that can be purchased by buying enough
shares.  This  also  solves  the  problem  of  corporate  serfdom  and
foreign ownership.

Foreign ownership is a serious problem. The government 
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reviews each foreign takeover to see if it is in the best interests of
the country. It would be much simpler if the contribution to the
society was a fundamental  part  of  incorporation,  reporting and
governance. This would apply to any merger. If the incorporation
of a merger has to state how it would serve society and how it
would  affect  the  current  stakeholders,  then  mergers  would
become more responsible.  

Responsibility and Liability
If you want to keep the corporation true to its mission then

the  governors  have  to  be  responsible.  One  way  to  make  the
transition  to  a  socially  conscious  board  is  through  corporate
liability.  A  corporation  would  be  free  to  incorporate  as  a
stockholder company and have the board members chosen from
among the investors. But if the investors form a majority on the
board then the stockholders of that company could be declared
“effective owners” and would lose their limited liability status. As
well, the stockholders could be defined under the criminal code as
the “responsible persons” for any malfeasance committed by the
corporation.  The  stockholders  could  be  sent  to  jail  for  crimes
committed on their behalf.

Limited liability  was designed to  encourage investment  by
putting a limit on the extent  of  the investor's  risk.  It  is  a  good
thing. But if the investors control the corporation then they cease
to  be  merely  investors  and need to  take financial  and criminal
responsibility  for  their  behaviour  as  a  corporation.  Eliminating
safety  measures  in  order  to  increase  profits,  for  example,
constitutes  criminal  negligence,  and is  the  responsibility  of  the
stockholders  who  are  demanding  10%  growth  in  earnings  per
share. Surely the “owners” who hired the actual perpetrators are
the ones criminally responsible.

The  question  of  how  do  we  transition  from  an  investor
focused corporation to a mission focused corporation is a function
of limited liability. If we remove limited liability from corporations
that have a board of directors appointed by the stockholders, then
the shift will come fairly quickly. Most stockholders do not see 
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themselves  as  actual  “owners,”  and  want  to  avoid  personal
liability. They would prefer to avoid the liability by surrendering
control.  Corporations  can  make  fairly  rapid  responses  to
legislative changes. When the Canadian government promised to
stop taxing trusts, there was such a rush of corporations seeking to
reconstitute  themselves  as  trusts  that  the  Minister  of  Finance
quickly  announced  that  they  were  not  going  to  keep  that
particular election promise. 

The  structure  of  our  corporations  is  a  choice  that  our
legislators have made. Legislators can choose to make three small
changes  to  our  laws  of  incorporation  so  that  corporations  are
required to a) have a social purpose; b) have a method of electing
board  members  that  is  consonant  with  that  purpose;  and  c)  to
remove  limited  liability  from  corporations  with  a  majority  of
stockholders on their board. This would marginalize stockholder
companies and replace them with corporations that are focused on
their social mission and have the governance structure that will
keep them focused on that mission.  

Needless to say, the billionaires will  fight tooth and nail  to
prevent these kinds of innovations. The argument that they will
present is that stockholder corporations are essential drivers of a
growth-focused  economy.  Getting  rid  of  corruption  and
irresponsibility would challenge our focus  on economic growth
and  without growth capitalism would create a nation of starving
homeless people. We can argue that environmental responsibility
demands that we move away from  growth as the primary focus
of our economy. But what is the alternative? It is one thing to have
corporations that focus on social mission. We already have many
of those. But how do you structure a whole economy? How do
you transition from a growth economy to a functional economy?
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Reforming the Economy

Economic Growth means Growing Consumption
At  the  centre  of  any  system  is  its  core  value.  The  core

economic value of Western civilization is economic growth. The
promise of wealth is one of the things that attracts people from
other  cultures.  The  West  has  conquered  the  world  with  guns,
germs and steel, as Jared Diamond has pointed out, but it has also
captured the imagination of the world with freedom, science, and
wealth. 

What is economic growth? In 1776 there was a revolution in
economic  thinking  when  Adam  Smith  published  The  Wealth  of
Nations. Adam Smith's argument was, “The purpose of production is
consumption.”  Therefore  the  wealth  of  a  country  could  be
measured by the amount it consumed. Economists measure the
amount consumed in a country by adding up all the goods and
services that are bought and sold in the end-user markets of that
country.  This  is  its  gross  domestic  product  (GDP).  A country's
consumption  can  grow  by  increasing  the  population  and  thus
adding more consumers,  but the goal of economic growth is to
increase  the  amount  that  each  individual  person  consumes,  in
other words, per capita GDP.

Economic Growth Comes From Increasing Efficiency
To increase the amount that each person consumes, you have

to increase the amount that each person produces. This requires
increasing efficiency. Efficiency means producing more stuff with
less  work.  It  is  sometimes  called  “productivity.”  As  far  as
economists  are  concerned,  efficiency  makes  the  economy  as  a
whole  better  off,   because  more  production  leads  to  more
consumption.

Most  increases  in  efficiency  come  from  cooperation.  What
fascinated Adam Smith was the power of cooperation to create
efficiency through the division of labour. The division of labour
improves skill, saves time, allows for mechanization, and creates

41
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a more complex economy.  If, instead of each individual working
on  their  own,  people  cooperated  and  divided  the  job  up  into
specialized tasks and each person performed a specialized part of
the job, then together they could produce much more than they
could ever do acting as individuals. Cooperation allowed the per
capita productivity to improve. 

With the addition of the heat engine and the computer we
have achieved the most consuming economic system the world
has  ever  seen. We support  a world population of  seven billion
consumers.

The Corporation and Growth
The  previous  chapter  stressed  how  the  demand  for

maximizing profit leads to the destruction of the environment. But
this is not the only way to make a profit. You can make a profit by
increasing  the  efficiency  of  your  business  or  corporation.  The
profit motive creates a constant drive for increasing the efficiency
of the business. This is why the corporation is a driver of economic
growth.

Turning Efficiency Into Poverty and Unemployment
Because the corporation is defined as being “owned” by the

stockholders, the increased efficiency becomes work-free income
for  the  stockholders  and  unemployment  and  poverty  for  the
workers.  The  increasing  economic  efficiency  was  supposed  to
bring in an age of increased leisure, and it has done that. But the
leisure  of  the  workers  is  called  unemployment,  and  it  usually
means living in poverty. 

Unemployment is seen as the problem. Since unemployment
is a result of increasing efficiency, the first response people have to
solve unemployment is to disrupt efficiency. 

Trade increases cooperation and thus increases efficiency, so
countries  restrict  trade  in  order  to  protect  jobs.  Technology
increases  efficiency  so  countries  restrict  technology  in  order  to
protect  jobs.  The  proposal  in  Limits  to  Growth was  to  restrict
technology by linking the purchase of new machines to the 
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depreciation  of  the  old  machines;  companies  would  only  get  a
new machine when the old machine wore out. The problem with
this  solution is  that  the  new machine  is  more  efficient.  It  may
delay but it will not stop the increase in efficiency.

The Evolving Economy
Efficiency  is  not  the  problem.  We  want  our  system  of

production to continue to innovate and become more efficient. An
increasing efficiency can produce leisure for everyone. Instead of
turning economic efficiency into unemployment,  we can turn it
into leisure. We can increase the average wage, reduce the length
of the work week, and lengthen holiday time. We need to look at
the growing efficiency of the economic system as a way to free
people for other things.

The desire to live in a more efficient economy is not a desire
for  growth.  We  do  not  need  growth  to  have  an  innovative
economy.  Curiously  enough,  economic  evolution  is  all  about
down-sizing. It is all about needing fewer people to produce stuff.
It  could actually help us to shrink the economy.  Efficiency only
becomes  a  problem  for  the  environment  when  it  is  used  to
increase consumption. We don't need to create jobs by increasing
consumer demand.  

The Popular Demand for More Growth 
In the Canadian federal election of 2015, all  of the political

parties promised to grow the economy. If you asked them why,
they would reply that the public demanded it. 

Although the economy continues to grow, the experience of
the average person is an economy where they are getting poorer,
and poverty is constantly spreading. We have organized Western
society  and  our  Western  economies  so  that  we  never  feel  full.
While living in the richest society the world has ever seen, our
economic system leaves us constantly hungry and afraid. People
want  economic  security,  but  instead,  the  system  supplies
insecurity. While rich people live on work-free income, workers
live on wages and salaries from their jobs. Thus the rich people tell
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us that the working people don't need an income; they need jobs.
The  normal  desire  for  economic  security  generates  a  political
demand for more jobs.  This  message gets communicated to the
politicians. 

Politicians  respond  to  the  problem  of  unemployment  and
poverty by promising economic growth: jobs, jobs, jobs. They feel
the hunger and the fear, and they have to promise that things will
be better. The only way they know how to do that is to promise to
grow the economy. In Bill  Clinton's  campaign room the banner
said, “It's the economy, stupid!” 

 
Creating Jobs

At the moment, the assumption is that innovation should be
used to  liberate  labour  to  make even more stuff.  In  traditional
laissez faire economics, efficiency makes products cheaper and the
consumer has more money to buy new things. At the same time,
the profits of the corporations are invested in new products, which
provides jobs for unemployed workers. The economy grows and
the nation becomes richer in terms of its  level  of  consumption.
Needless to say, it may work in theory, but it does not work in
practice. 

There  are  two  reasons  the  capitalist  method  of  income
redistribution prevents full employment. The first is fairly simple.
In order for consumption to grow, the consumer market has to
grow.  Unemployed  people  with  no  money cannot  increase  the
consumer market. 

The second reason is a bit more complex, and has to do with
the nature of private investment.  John Maynard Keynes argued
that the market was not a “mechanism” but consisted of human
beings  making decisions  under  conditions  of  uncertainty  about
their expectations of the future. As Keynes noted, “the basis of such
expectations is very precarious. Being based on shifting and unreliable
evidence,  they are subject to sudden and violent changes.”  Therefore
investors would be either too optimistic  or too pessimistic,  and
thus  create  a  boom  and  bust  dynamic.  This  is  what  we  saw
happening in the financial crisis of 2008: exuberant speculation 
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followed by panic.
Keynes showed that given the nature of investment decision

making,  the  capital  market  would not  “automatically”  produce
full  employment.  “I  conclude  that  the  duty of  ordering the  current
volume of investment cannot safely be left in private hands.”  When you
leave  investment  in  private  hands  you  have  the  tragedy  of
individualism: boom, bust, depression. 

Stimulating the Economy
Therefore  the  govenment  has  to  stimulate  the  economy.

Conservative politicians  create stimulus by cutting taxes  on the
rich.  Conservatives  argue  that  the  main  problem  with  the
economy is  the  lack of  investment  because  the  rich  don't  have
enough  money  and  the  poor  have  too  much,  therefore,  the
government  must  tax  the  poor  and  subsidize  the  rich.  Social
democratic politicians, on the other hand, put more money into
the  consumer market  by  lowering interest  rates  and increasing
government spending,  in order to tax the rich and susidize the
poor. 

Social Democracy
After  the  Great  Depression  politicians  learned  that  the

capitalist system is fundamentally unstable and produces poverty
and  destitution.  The  distribution  of  income  is  the  problem.
Compound  interest  continues  to  demand  constantly  increasing
rents, constantly increasing the work-free income of the rich, and
growth was one of the things that made that tolerable. Without an
increasing  level  of  economic  efficiency  increasing  rents  will
destabilize  the  political  system.  When  a  democracy  refuses  to
respond to the pauperization of the people created by constantly
increasing capitalist  rents,  then the people turn to a dictator to
protect them from the greed of the corporations. 

Governments responded  to  the  demand  for  economic
security  by  developing  a  variety  of  programs  for  achieving  a
general  level  of  economic  security.  There  were  restrictions  on
corporations: a minimum wage, a shorter work week, stronger 
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unions.  There  were  income  support  programs:  unemployment
insurance,  welfare,   old  age  pensions,  a  guaranteed  annual
income.  There  was  the  provision  of  public  services:  medicare,
public  schools,  libraries,  parks,  roads,  sewers,  street  lighting,
transit  systems,  etc.  They were paid for by taxes on capital.  By
reducing the incomes of the rich and improving the incomes of the
poor, they created a middle class society. 

There is nothing particularly radical in the things that I am
talking about. They could count as common sense, or even boring
cliches. Encourage innovation to improve our economic efficiency.
Use the money that is currently going as rents to the super-rich to
create economic security for the people.  This  would reduce the
political demand for economic growth, and allow us to focus on
sustainable  systems.  Create  more  jobs  by  increasing  wages,
shortening  the  work  week,  and  engaging  in  creative  social
improvements.  These battles have been fought and won before.
Many of the laws are currently on the books in the form of tax
codes,  labour  laws,  and  social  enterprises  for  science,  art,  and
education.

Governments were able to mitigate some of the destructive
effects of capitalism, but they retained the basic commitment to
economic growth, because economic growth itself was a way to
mitigate the destructive effects of capitalism.

The Growth Cycle
The problem with the  social  democratic  response is  that  it

promotes more growth. The social democratic reforms were able
to  balance  off  the  system  so  that  it  became a  system  of  fairly
constant  growth.  The  efforts  of  the  politicians  to  stimulate  the
economy just continued the same old growth cycle:

1. Corporations develop more efficient production;
2.  Then the  more efficient  production produces  more stuff

and more leisure;
3.  Then  the  distribution  of  the  profits  by  the  stockholder

corporation  produces  work-free  income  for  the  rich  and
unemployment for the workers;
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4.  Then  the  general  demand  for  economic  security  is
translated into a demand for jobs.

5. Then the politicians apply more economic stimulus.
6. Then the stimulus encourages more efficient production;
And the cycle goes on.
The value that drives the economic growth cycle is the human

demand for economic security. Only when we eliminate poverty
and provide economic security can we eliminate the demand for
more  growth,  and  begin  to  focus  on  creating  a  sustainable
economic system. 

Creating Full Employment
By eliminating poverty we can eliminate the economic need

for  more  jobs.  But  innovation  will  continue  to  create
unemployment,  and  so  we  are  going  to  have  to  respond  with
some form of creative work. Even though we don't need a job, we
do need meaningful involvement. Since we will continue to have a
corporate economy, people will continue to see their participation
in the economy in the form of membership in a corporation. 

Formerly  it  was  unpaid  work  that  was  challenging  and
meaningful:  church  work,  politics,  charities.  Now  people  want
paid  work  that  is  challenging  and  meaningful:  research,
innovation,  social  change.  This  presents  a  challenge  for
government job creation.

In a complex economy the government will always remain a
primary source of job creation. Part of this is setting the laws that
govern our economy. Part of  this is looking at the  wealth of a
nation as social wealth. For example, the United States decided to
put a man on the moon.  This was an expression of the wealth of
the United States.  The society used a lot of specialized labour to
do this, but it is not an expression of individual consumption.  It is
an expression of the wealth of the society as a corporate body, and
it  is  based  on  a  corporate  intention.   Society  decides  to  set  a
specific  goal,  and  to  mobilize  the  effort  to  achieve  it.  It  was
achieved by an organization, NASA, which is not a stockholder
corporation.  Its goal was not the maximization of profit, but 
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rather  putting  a  man on  the  moon.  There  are  numerous  more
serious problems that need our society's attention and work. One
current proposal is that a second “moon shot” would be curing
cancer. The government will continue to set priorities for society,
and this will define the work of society.

The Problem is Growth
It  is  not  enough  just  to  mitigate  the  negative  effects  of

capitalism; we need to have an alternative to growth.  Our main
environmental problem is growth. We need to stop talking about
economic growth as though it were a good thing. When growth
hits its natural limits it becomes a very bad thing indeed. 

Can We Shrink the Economy?
The usual proposal for a solution to the problem of economic

growth is  to move to a steady-state economy. But if  Beyond the
Limits is right, then before we can move to a steady-state, we have
to shrink the economy. This can be accomplished very easily. Just
do nothing.

Capitalism is, by its nature, a boom and bust system.   The
attack on social democratic reforms has meant a return to boom
and bust economics. The Great Depression shrank the economy by
30%. President Boris Yeltsin shrank the Russian economy by 40%,
and the Russian population by 5%. The recession of 2008 was the
first  time  anyone  had  seen  a  drop  in  world  carbon  dioxide
emissions. Since no one has any intention of doing anything about
the  economic  instability  created  by  the  capital  market  and  its
demand for compound interest, there will be another crash. The
simplest way to shrink the economy is  to shrink the supply of
credit, and that is what a financial crash does. If we add to that the
ecological catastrophes created by global warming, we can expect
to see a major reduction in the economy and the population. These
boom and bust  dynamics  distract  us  from the central  problem,
which is growth. 

Since the result of  a crash is significant human misery and
death, is there a way to have a soft landing? Can we shrink the 
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economy  without  having  immense  social  misery?  This  would
require a completely different understanding of the economy. 

Changing Our Economic Values
Changing our economy begins with changing our economic

values. At the moment, the primary goal of our society is wealth.
This is part of our culture. We simply assume that wealth is the
fundamental economic goal of any society. It is not.

We live in the wealthiest society the world has ever seen. The
problem  is  that  wealth  is  defined  as  consumption,  and  our
steadily  growing  consumption  is  reaching  natural  biological
limits.

We are being forced to return to our biological  reality.  The
basic value of a biological system is health. We are mammals. To
be healthy mammals we need a healthy society and an healthy
environment.  A healthy  society  requires  a  healthy  economy.  A
healthy economy is an effectively functioning one. 
 
The Functional Economy

The biological function of an economy is to provide for the
biological needs of its members: food, housing and clothing. We
all need food, clothing and housing. How well society does that is
the basic measure of economic functioning. A society that cannot
feed, house and clothe its people is an economic failure and an
unhealthy society.  Western culture is  failing at this  task.  I  walk
down  the  streets  of  my  city  and  I  see  the  homeless  and  the
beggars.  This  is  a  failed  economy.  But  this  is  not  a  failure  of
economic  production.  There  is  an  absolute  abundance  of
everything. It is a failure of the distribution system. The popular
demand  for growth  comes  from  the  failure  of  our  economic
system  to  perform  its  basic  biological  functions  of  feeding,
clothing and housing our people.

Instead of the stock market indexes, which tell us how much
richer rich people are getting, the economic news could show the
latest  hunger assessments,  the latest  measures  of  homelessness,
the latest numbers for child poverty. If we heard those on a daily 



50                                          GREEN RISING

basis we could begin to care about the failure of our distribution
system, and we could design a functional economy.

The  proposal  in  the  last  chapter  was  that  we  needed  to
redefine corporations in terms of their social mission while taking
into account the concerns of all of the stakeholders. This becomes
possible only when we define our national economy in functional
terms. When we look at our economy in functional terms, then we
can look at our corporations in functional terms and define their
social mission.

That change is not going to be easy.

Changing the System
The government makes the rules that the rest of us have to

live by. If you want to change the system you have to change the
government. Since political parties form the government you need
a political party that can look at the system not in terms of growth
but  in  terms  of  function.  But  what  political  parties  can  see  is
determined by their political ideology. Political ideology allows a
politican to look at poverty and homelessness and see a call  to
give  rich  people  more  money.  Political  ideology  sees  public
anxiety  about  economic  security  as  a  demand for  growth.  If  a
politician's  ideology  says  that  society  is  made  up  of  isolated
individuals each seeking to maximize consumption, then the only
possible  goal  of  society  is  economic  growth  and  the  politician
cannot understand how anyone could see it any other way.

Changing the economy requires changing political ideologies.
So, where do our current political ideologies come from? And how
can we change them?
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The Ideology With No Name

“The poor have occasionally rebelled against being governed badly.
The rich have always rebelled against being governed at all.”    

-- G. K. Chesterton

The Cold War
I grew up in the 1950s during the cold war. My introduction

to political ideology was a world divided into the capitalist West,
led by the United States, and the communist East, led by Russia.
The primary reality was the threat of nuclear war.  It is still the
most serious threat to the existence of the human race, but people
don't think about it, or talk about it. 

We lived in a world that was insane. The insanity is difficult
to  explain  without  understanding  the  influence  of  materialism.
Materialism  is  the  belief  that  only  matter  and  energy  are  real.
Matter and energy are governed by Newton's laws of mechanical
motion. It is a world of cause and effect. In Newtonian mechanics
nothing  changes  unless  it  is  forced  to  change,  therefore  the
solution to every problem is the application of force. 

The bombers of the Strategic Air Command with a load of
hydrogen  bombs  were  constantly  in  the  air.  It  was  called
“strategic” because the goal was not to destroy military targets,
but to exterminate the civilian population. The military thinking
was that it would be unnecessary to negotiate a surrender if you
reduced the other country to nuclear rubble. It was insane. It is
still insane. It is still United States policy, and the President of the
United States has an assistant who carries around the device for
ordering a nuclear holocaust. It only makes sense if you believe
that the only solution to human conflict is force, in this case the
Air Force. 

The Peace Movement
I went to University in the 1960s. It was a time of immense

social upheaval. The popular response to the threat of nuclear war
52 
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was  the  Campaign  for  Nuclear  Disarmament  (CND).  The
semaphore  flag  signals  for  the  letters  CND  became  the  peace
symbol.  On  the  university  campus  we  had  the  Combined
Universities Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CUCND). Our
hope was that by changing political attitudes we could create a
more  peaceful  world.  That  hope  depended  on  a  belief  in
communication, negotiation, and changing minds. It  made very
little headway against Western materialism's belief in force as the
sole agent of change. 

The peace movement was denounced as idealism. This was
technically correct. It was a belief in the power of ideas. But for
materialists  ideas  are  not  real.  They  have  no  force.  So  to  call
something “idealism” meant  that  it  could not  work,  since  only
force actually worked. 

The debate between force and ideas soon shifted its focus to
events going on in the United States. 

The Civil Rights Movement
The  United  States  was  convulsed  by  the  civil  rights

movement. Martin Luther King, Jr. became the foremost American
advocate of non-violent resistance. As a Christian he lived an ethic
of love. As a Christian he felt called to love his enemies. He was
drawn to the practice of non-violent resistance as it was practised
by Gandhi in South Africa and India. By refusing to give up her
seat on the bus to a white man Rosa Parks had engaged in non-
violent  non-cooperation  as  a  protest  against  the  injustice  of
segregation. She had used the power of ideas, the power to make a
decision. The rulers used force to create fear. But if people stopped
being afraid then the power of ideas became central. 

The  civil  rights  movement  soon  spread.  The  fundamental
principle of equality had been reaffirmed, and other groups that
had  been  discriminated  against  began  to  demand  the  right  to
equal treatment. The women's movement was reinvigorated and
women  began  to  demand  equal  rights  in  the  workplace.  Gays
began to demand equal rights. Western individualism demanded 
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social  equality  and  began  to  transform  the  shape  of  Western
society. 

My attitude was what I would now call “individualism.” On
the right I was attracted to the libertarians and on the left to the
anarchists. But I was dubious about the libertarians' belief in the
market,  and  the  anarchists'  belief  in  spontaneous  face-to-face
organization.

The civil  rights  movement was soon overshadowed by the
cold war and the American attempt to put down the communist
revolution  in  Vietnam.  In  the  universities  the  antiwar  protests
were growing. In the early 1960s the antiwar protesters had to call
in  the  police  to  protect  them  from  student  violence.  By  the
Democratic National Convention in Chicago in 1968, the students
were the protesters and the police were rioting against them. I was
in  Chicago  the  week  after  the  riot;  the  city  was  in  shock.
Eventually,  the United States lost  the war in Vietnam. Superior
armed force failed. Idealism won.

Political Ideology
Communist parties were able to hold successful revolutions

in  a  number  of  countries.  The  communist  governments  of  the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and the People's Republic of
China were sources of constant pressure on the capitalist system
to improve the conditions of working people. There were strong
socialist movements in the Western democracies that demanded
that their governments enact labour legislation and institute social
programs.  The  result  was  modern  social  democracy  that
attempted  to  walk  a  middle  ground  between  capitalism  and
communism.. 

But there remained a remnant of the aristocracy that longed
for a return to the wonderful days of the aristocracy. They called
themselves  “neoliberals,”  but  their  ideology  has  become  so
pervasive that I call it the ideology with no name.  

The Ideology With No Name
We in North America remember the First World War as a war 
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that we won. President Woodrow Wilson declared it to be a war
“to  make  the  world  safe  for  democracy.”  And  we  believe
democracy is a good thing. Because we see it as the triumph of
good,  we  have  a  hard  time  understanding  the  feelings  of  the
losers. It is difficult for us to understand what people felt like in
Austria. They lost the war. Not only did they lose the war, they
lost their empire. Vienna went from being the centre of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, to being the capital of a small country with an
oversized bureaucracy. This catastrophe came upon them in the
name of democracy. They longed for the time “before the war.”
Although they were not allowed to say it, they hated democracy.
This hatred took two forms, depending on your class. We are most
familiar with the hatred that was embodied by Adolph Hitler. He
was a person from the lower classes, who left Austria and moved
to Germany where he set out to subvert German democracy and
make Germany great again. Since we see Hitler through the lens
of wartime propaganda and the Holocaust, it is difficult for us to
grasp how popular he was. He restored the glory that Germany
had “before the war.”

The Austrian aristocrats despised Hitler, not because he was
anti-Semitic,  not because he was a dictator,  but because he was
lower class. He was the worst possible catastrophe, a lower class
dictator,  their  social  inferior.  He  actually  wanted  to  make  life
better  for ordinary people,  ordinary,  racially pure  people.  They
longed to return to the pre-war aristocracy. Not only had they lost
the  war,  but  when  the  post-war  inflation  came,  they  lost  their
fortunes.  They  hated  the  democracy  that  had  cost  them
everything. But they chose a different strategy.

They set out to turn the Western democracies into aristocratic
societies  again.  The  leader  of  this  movement  was  an  aristocrat
named  Friedrich  von  Hayek.  His  classic  book  “The  Road  to
Serfdom”  set  out  the  ideological  method  that  they  would  use.
Supporters of the movement argue that the title is ironic, but the
program  it  sets  forth  is  what  the  title  promises:  a  return  to  a
society of lords and serfs. The beginning of the book is filled with
this immense nostalgia. Von Hayek writes “Only those whose 
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memory goes back to the years before the last war [WWI] know what a
liberal world has been like.”  Today, we look back to the nineteenth
century from a working class perspective. For working people it
was a time of misery, squalor,  and unspeakable cruelty.  For the
rich, however, it was a wonderful time. One of the Canadian rich,
who  shall  remain  nameless,  used  to  wax  eloquent  on  what  a
wonderful  time the Great Depression was, “You could buy two
full  course  meals,  a  hotel  room  and  a  woman  for  under  five
dollars.” It  was a wonderful time to be rich. The dream was to
rebuild the nineteenth century class system: freedom for the rich
and serfdom for the rest of us. The longing for the old aristocracy
may  seem  ridiculous  to  us,  but  von  Hayek  really  was  talking
about a class war when he says, “it was from the masses and not from
the classes steeped in the Prussian tradition,  and favoured by it,  that
National Socialism arose.“ He blamed Hitler on the “masses,” the
ordinary German citizens,  and absolves  the German aristocrats,
the “classes steeped in the Prussian tradition.” Von Hayek really
did believe in the moral superiority of an hereditary aristocracy.
History, of course, records that Hitler had the active collaboration
of the German aristocracy.

The  political  strategy  was  very  simple:  to  go  back  to  the
nineteenth century, the age of the robber barons, you simply had
to go back to laissez faire economics. “Though we neither can wish
nor possess the power to go back to the reality of the nineteenth century,
we have the power to realize its ideals –“ The banner that they raised
was  the  banner  of  “liberalism.”  They  met  at  a  retreat  on  Mt.
Peleron  and  organized  the  Mt.  Peleron  Society.  They  called
themselves “neoliberals.” Milton Friedman was a neoliberal and a
member  of  the  Mt.  Peleron  Society.  Von  Hayek  moved  to  the
United States and a position at the University of Chicago. From
their positions at the University of Chicago the neoliberals would
mount a systematic campaign of social transformation that would
reverse  the  movement  towards  equality  and  instead  move
American society towards rigid class divisions. 

The  move  to  the  United  States  presented  vocabulary
problems. Von Hayek dropped the “von,” because aristocratic 
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terms had no meaning.  Neoliberal also had no meaning. In most
of  the  world  the  term  “socialist”  refers  to  supporters  of  the
working class, “liberal” refers to supporters of the merchant class,
and “conservative” refers to  supporters of the landed aristocracy.
The  neoliberals  were  liberals  in  the  sense  that  they  were
supporters of the merchant class. In the United States, attempts to
create  a  landed  aristocracy  had  ended  in  failure.  As  a  result,
supporters  of the merchant class are called “conservatives” and
supporters of the working class are called “liberals.”  The term
“neoliberal”  is  incomprehensible.  As a result  it  has  become the
ideology with no name. Nevertheless, I will continue to use the
words  liberal  and  neoliberal  in  the  European  sense,  and
occasionally  use  “conservative”  when  that  seems  appropriate.
Also  the  word,  “aristocracy,”  is  not  technically  correct.  The
neoliberals  did  not  seek  to  create  an  aristocracy  based  on  the
ownership  of  landed  estates;  rather  they  sought  to  create  an
oligarchy based on the ownership of capital. That kind of ruling
class is called a “plutocracy.” Plutocracy means rule by the rich.  It
is  government  of  the  people,  by  the  rich,  for  the  rich.  It  was
Abraham Lincoln's greatest fear.

Conservative Thinking
In the United States, the primary conservative thinker was the

editor of the National Review, William F. Buckley, Jr. Since I was
raised  to  be  a  little  gentleman,  I  found  Buckley's  aristocratic
pretensions to be one of his more endearing stylistic peculiarities.
It  was only later  that  I  learned that  the aristocratic  pretensions
were not just stylistic, they were ideological. 

The Market Mechanism
In America the Austrian school of neoliberalism joined forces

with the Chicago school of market fundamentalism. 
The Chicago school of economics argued that in order for you

to be free, you needed a free market.  All other systems depend on
human decency, and a concern for others, but a free market creates
a wealthy nation out of a society of selfish, greedy people. They 
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appealed to Adam Smith's concept of “the invisible hand.” Adam
Smith argued that the baker who bakes your bread doesn't care
about you. All he cares about is how much money he can get off of
you.    As one of my friends once said, “When a person comes into
my store, they have money in their pocket.  My job is to get the
money out of their pocket and into my till.”  But because the baker
is greedy he bakes you bread. It is a materialistic society. In a free
market where everyone has to sell something to survive, human
greed will be transformed by an “invisible hand” into the wealth
of nations. Therefore the key to the wealth of nations is greed. This
produces a profound cynicism. Greed is perceived not as a moral
choice, but as the nature of reality.  Everybody is selfish, greedy
and mean. If they appear loving, kind and generous then they are
being phony in order to cheat you. In Adam Smith we see the dark
side  of  materialism:  the  ideal  of  the  isolated,  greedy,  selfish
individual.  

It is important to note that the neoliberal philosophers were
liberals  intent  on  liberating  human  beings.  Liberals  are  people
whose primary value is liberty. Plato argued that this is the core
value of  a  democracy.  They wanted to  liberate  people.  No one
should ever be able to tell you what to do. The result was moral
anarchism: liberty from any kind of moral restraint. After all, any
kind of morality is just other people telling you what to do or even
worse  trying  to  guilt-manipulate  you.  They  were  not  making
people  greedy,  selfish  and  cruel;  they  were  merely  liberating
people.  If  all  human relationships became market  relationships,
and  you removed all  government  regulations,  then  you would
have a nation that was both free and wealthy.  This philosophy
was particularly appealing to the rich.  

Friedman presents his utopian vision, “In an ideal free market
resting  on  private  property,  no  individual  can  coerce  any  other,  all
cooperation is voluntary, all parties to such cooperation benefit or they
need not participate.” To achieve this state of perfect freedom the
government would have to turn all of human life into a market
commodity.  Wealth  became  the  only  goal  and  greed  the  only
value. Moral anarchism and the deification of greed made a good 
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fit.   But  this  utopian  vision  all  depended  on  a  belief  in  the
benevolent nature of the market. 

The Market as God
In November 2013 Pope Francis issued a document entitled

“Evangelii Gaudium” (The Joy of the Gospel). In it he spoke of a
“deified market.” The Pope was saying that the market is an idol.
An idol is a human creation for which people claim the attributes
of God. The neoliberals don't claim that it is God, they claim that
the  market  has  the  qualities  of  God.  Thus  the  market  is  the
ultimate source of wisdom. An individual may make a mistake,
but there are so many people in the market that their information
must be better,  and thus the market  has a wisdom beyond the
wisdom  of  individuals.  Therefore  mere  mortals  should  always
defer to the wisdom of the market. The market is the source of
perfect  justice.  Since  the  market  has  an  equilibrium  price,  any
variation from that price must be an injustice to either buyers or
sellers. The market is holy.  Any interference with or attempt to
influence the market mechanism is sacrilegious, and the market
will punish those who are guilty of this sacrilege. The market is
beneficent. All good and perfect gifts come from the market. The
market is magic. We do not understand how it works, but there is
an “invisible hand” that guides it. The market is transformational.
It takes individual greed and turns it into universal abundance.  

Harvey  Cox  has  written  a  book  about  the  worship  of  the
market,  The Market  As God.  He expands on market  theology in
terms of evangelism, the breath of God, the end of the world, and
many  other  doctrinal  elements.  Some  of  his  applications  may
seem a bit  of  a  stretch,  but  there is  no question that neoliberal
beliefs about the market constitute a faith, and evoke a religious
devotion.  In  its  extreme  form  it  is  market  fundamentalism.
“Fundamentalism” has become a term of denigration. It refers to
people who have such a fanatical attachment to their faith that it
produces a rage that defines people who hold different ideas as
not merely wrong but evil.

Some of the neoliberals promoted the market god as a way to 
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establish a class-based society, and some actually believed it was
the road to freedom. It is clear that for von Hayek and for William
F. Buckley, Jr. building the class society was basic to the project.
But Milton Friedman and Alan Greenspan appear to have been
true believers.

The Market as a Source of Inequality
Whatever one may think of the market as a religion, it does

do what the neoliberals wanted it to do. It is creating a constantly
growing  inequality  which   is  becoming  a  set  of  rigid  class
divisions.

The  equilibrium  theory  of  markets  distorts  what  markets
actually  do.  Markets  are  fundamentally  unequal  and  they  are
engines  of  inequality.  When  you  are  in  a  real  market  you
understand that it is fundamentally unequal. The person with the
most money has the most power. And the more money he has, the
more market  power he has.  Any system that  is  organized as  a
market  is  designed to  give  power to  the  richest  people  and to
exclude the poorest. 

My friend has a cottage and he had more renters than he had
weeks available to rent.  It  was a problem until  he remembered
that there is a market solution to the problem. He simply raised
the rent until the number of renters equalled the number of weeks.
The  market  solution  is  to  exclude  the  poor.  There  is  a  market
solution to housing.  It's  called homelessness.  There is  a  market
solution to health care. It's called death. There is a market solution
to jobs. It's  called unemployment.  There is a market solution to
food distribution. It's called starvation.

During World War Two, if  Winston Churchill  had told the
English people that they were fighting a war for capitalism and
the  free  market,  they  would  have  lost  the  war.  Markets  are
fundamentally  unequal.  Under  free  market  principles  people
would have starved to death. But instead he introduced rationing
and  treated  people  equally.   He  was  an  aristocrat  and  a  true
conservative. He believed in rule by the landed aristocracy.

The most famous example of free market genocide is the Irish
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famine. The Irish landlords continued to export food throughout
the famine because there was no “market” for it in Ireland. An
estimated one million people starved to death. The population of
Ireland fell by 20-25%. This is the wonderful nineteenth century
that the market fundamentalists wish to return to.

In our contemporary world we see the same thing. If we have
grain should it go to feed people or cattle? The poor say to feed
people. The rich say to feed cattle in order for rich people to eat
meat.  In  a  free  market  the  cattle  are  fed  and  the  poor  starve,
because the rich have more money.

Markets  are  an  engine  of  inequality.  Where  access  to
fundamental human needs is dependent on money, then the rich
have a privileged access. If your access to education is dependent
on income, then the rich will be better educated. If your access to
food and housing is based on income, then the rich will be better
housed and better fed. If your access to health care is based on
your income,  then the rich will  live longer.  Free market  people
love to talk about a level playing field. By a level  playing field
they mean one that is massively tilted in favour of the rich.

As more and more parts of the economy are developed on a
“market model,” the more unequal the society becomes and the
greater  the  poverty,  unemployment,  and  misery.  Thus  the
neoliberals  planned  to  return  to  a  nineteenth  century  society,
rigidly dividing the rich from their serfs.

The Revolutionary Strategy
The  Road  to  Serfdom set  forth  the  ideological  basis  of  the

movement.  Hayek  then  supplemented  it  with  a  paper  that  set
forth  a  political  strategy,  The  Intellectuals  and  Socialism.  In  a
democracy the understanding and will of the people in general is
controlled  by  what  they  believe  to  be  happening.  That
understanding is controlled by what Hayek calls “intellectuals.”
They are the retail trade of ideas. They do not create new ideas,
but they simply express the ideas that others have generated. They
are the people that we today call “media pundits.” The category
also included university teachers and the educational system. 
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Today,  we  have  seen  a  plethora  of  think  tanks  and  research
institutes designed to generate political propaganda with a facade
of science. 

After  a  period  of  initial  struggle,  the  movement  found  a
number of wealthy donors who saw the advantages of creating a
plutocracy  and  were  willing  to  subsidize  the  activities  of  the
movement. The press, of course, had always had a political bias,
so  their  conversion  was  a  matter  of  course.  The  media  slowly
passed over from ideological indoctrination to what Ben Bernanke
called “know-nothing-ism.”

The  educational  establishment  was  easily  taken  in.  The
economists had never really given up on laissez faire. They still
believed  that  markets  were  the  source  of  perfect  wisdom  and
perfect  justice.  As  Ben  Bernanke  put  it,  “As  an  economist,  I
instinctively  trusted  markets.”  One  of  their  great  propaganda
victories was establishing the Bank of Sweden Prize in Economics
in  Honour  of  Alfred  Nobel.  It  allowed  them  to  give  a  “Nobel
Prize”  to  neoliberal  economists.  Friedman  was  one  of  the  first
recipients.  Their  success  can  be  measured  by  the  fact  that  Ben
Bernanke had a PhD in economics, taught at Princeton, studied
the  Great  Depression,  and  yet  was  surprised  that  a  capitalist
economy could have a financial crisis. The teaching of economics
in the university became an indoctrination in neoliberalism.  

One  impressive  victory  was  the  reframing  of  the  Second
World War as the battle  against  collectivism. The battle against
Hitler  and against Japan had been a battle against  imperialism.
Hitler  wanted  to  return  to  the  nineteenth  century  project  of  a
powerful  German  empire,  and  he  set  out  to  conquer  other
countries.  Japan was an empire and even had an Emperor. But the
war ended with the establishment of a Russian empire. The result
was a cold war between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). In the
United States there was an anti-communist witch hunt. The genius
of  Hayek was  his  characterization of  both  the  Nazi  rule  under
Hitler and the communist rule under Stalin as “collectivism.” It
could thus combine the war-time anti-Hitler propaganda with the 
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post-war anti-communist propaganda. He thus defined the war as
a war for freedom. The term “liberal,” is derived from the word
“liberty.” By defining liberty as laissez faire,  he could label any
interference with a laissez faire economy as collectivism. It made
laissez faire economics not just a policy option to be judged on its
results, but gave it the emotional power of a crusade.

The neoliberal success can be measured by their effectiveness
in turning the communist countries of the Soviet Union into the
domain of the robber barons, called the “kleptocrats.”

The Classless Society as Class Mobility
In the United States the problem of maintaining a class-based

society  while  claiming  to  support  liberty  and  equality  had  a
neoliberal  solution.  It  was  called  “the  American  Dream.”  In
America  the  plutocracy  preserved  itself  by  promoting  the  idea
that fundamental  individual equality could be accomplished by
class mobility.  In Europe, class was based on birth, but in America
it was based on money.  In Europe, with an hereditary aristocracy,
the idea of class mobility was not considered credible.  In America
all  you needed to move up the class ladder was to make more
money.  This  was  defined  as  the  American  Dream.  Coming  to
America  meant  freedom,  but  specifically  it  meant  getting  rich.
Everyone was equal in the struggle for inequality. In America the
class structure requires the continuing illusion of social mobility.
The class structure  is  the background against  which individual
success is measured. And the American Dream is success.

Social  mobility  was  seen  as  coming  from  three  sources:
education, invention, and hard work. You may be a poor worker,
but if you worked hard your daughter could be a doctor and enter
the middle class. As wages steadily decline, and as education is
steadily being priced out of the reach of working people, moving
up to the middle class becomes less and less possible. That leaves
only the possibility of a fabulous new invention. We see the rise of
the celebrity, the beneficiaries of the mass market. A single mother
working in her kitchen can write a children's book that becomes a
bestseller and makes her wealthy.  An aspiring actor gets the right 
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role at  the  right  time and becomes a  superstar.  A kid shooting
hoops on the street gets an athletic scholarship and a career in the
NBA.  A singer gets the right song at the right time and becomes a
singing sensation. A nerdy kid writes a new computer program
and becomes a  billionaire.  It  was  all  up to  the  individual.  The
stockholder  corporations  were  simply  another  vehicle  for  the
individual to prove his worth and climb the social ladder. But the
competition is fierce and the ones who make it are few. The focus
on celebrities implies that people who are poor are just not good
enough. For ordinary people the only hope is the lottery. 

The other justification of the plutocracy is that people are co-
opted. When I receive interest on my bank deposits and when I
receive  my pension  cheque,  I  benefit  in  a  small  way from  the
capitalist system. Peter Drucker called it “pension plan socialism,”
but it is more accurately described as “popular capitalism.”

The Neoliberal Revolution
The  Great  Depression  had  revealed  that  laissez  faire

economics  was  nonsense.  As  a  result,  the  governments  of  the
liberal  democracies began to actively manage the economy and
build in income supports and social programs. By the 1960s they
had built egalitarian middle-class societies.  

The war in Vietnam and the oil price shock of 1973 created a
major  economic  problem  for  the  Western  social  democratic
governments. The petroleum exporting countries formed a cartel
called the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC),
reduced their production of oil and significantly raised the price.
Higher prices for oil meant inflation. As the price of oil went up,
the price of everything else went up. People even began buying
smaller cars to save on the price of gasoline. But since OPEC was
taking that money out of the Western economies, there was less
money in the economy. Less money meant fewer sales,  and the
economy began to stagnate. Unemployment grew. The resulting
combination was called “stagflation.” The governments attempted
to  bring  in  wage  and  price  controls  in  order  to  control  the
inflation. I was on Winnipeg City Council at the time and there are
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two memories that come back to me. One was when I brought up
the problem of OPEC in Council, I was actively jeered. “What has
Saudi Arabia got  to do with us?” The other was attempting to
explain  to  our  social  democratic  Premier  that  “wage  and  price
controls”  meant  wage  controls,  which  meant  union  bargaining
controls. Since costs were going up prices would go up. You could
not ask a business to lose money. There was no way that any level
of  government  was  going  to  bring  in  the  kind  of  bureaucracy
needed to enforce price controls in a peace time economy.

The key economic problem was who was going to pay the
monopoly  rents  that  OPEC  was  collecting.  The  government  of
President Jimmy Carter, and his chairman of the Federal Reserve,
Paul  Volker  decided  that  whoever  was  going  to  pay,  it  most
certainly was not  going to be the rich.  Inflation meant that  the
buying power of a dollar was reduced, which meant that the value
of capital measured in dollars was reduced. The capital markets
would be protected at all costs. Unemployment would be ignored.
Inflation  would  be  the  target.  Interest  rates  soared.  Inflation
would  be  cured  by  reducing  the  money  in  the  economy  even
further. Then nobody would be able to afford to pay higher prices.
Labour unions that wanted to bargain for higher wages to cover
the cost of inflation would be broken.

The American electorate rejected President Jimmy Carter at
the next election and voted for Ronald Reagan. Reagan inherited
the Southern strategy begun by Richard Nixon.  The South had
traditionally  voted  Democrat,  and  the  Democratic  Party  had
enforced and expanded racial segregation. The South had been the
most successful attempt to create a landed aristocracy in America,
but it was based on slavery. When the South lost the Civil  War
slavery was abolished. But the South kept the rigid class divisions
based  on  race  by  using  Jim  Crow  laws  that  enforced  racial
segregation. When Democratic President Lyndon Johnson signed
the Civil Rights Act he commented that the Democratic Party had
probably lost the South for a generation. Richard Nixon had taken
the  Republican  Party,  the  party  of  Abraham  Lincoln,  and
transformed it to appeal to the segregationists in the South. 
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Seeking to undermine equality and create a class-based society,
President Reagan could appeal to the racist voters in America. 

This became an opportunity to begin to dismantle the social
democracy of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and replace it
with unrestrained rent  seeking.  The goal  of designing policy to
make  the  rich  richer  went  under  the  guise  of  “capital
accumulation,” and “supply side economics,” but its primary goal
was to expand the economic and political power of the wealthy.

One of the most powerful tools was the trade agreement. Free
trade is  always in the interest of  the richer country,  but  poorer
countries  could  be  bullied  into  it.   The  new  trade  deals  were
primarily designed to protect capital. Companies were given the
power  to  sue  governments  if  they  thought  the  laws  that  the
government  passed  would  interfere  with  their  possible  profits.
Corporate monopolies were protected and enhanced. The creation
of  multi-lateral  trade  agreements,  and  international  trade
institutions  would  guarantee  that  the  power  of  international
corporations to collect  work-free income was never again to be
threatened by democratic governments. 

Donald Trump and the Republican Party versus Planet Earth
The  election  of  Donald  Trump  as  president  of  the  United

States represents the victory and the failure of neoliberalism. It
represents  the  failure  of  neoliberalism  because  Americans
experiencing the growing inequality and impoverishment of their
country  voted  for  change.  It  was  a  victory  for  neoliberalism
because they voted for someone who was not going to challenge
the class system. 

Trump presented a policy of rigorous economic nationalism
that  would  put  American  workers  first  and  not  transnational
corporations. Trump promised to build a wall to keep out illegal
immigrants, renegotiate all the international trade deals, especially
the  North  American  Free  Trade  Agreement  (NAFTA),  get  the
United States out of foreign military entanglements, and clean up
political corruption in Washington. Trump has delivered on these
promises. He has attempted to build the wall. He has pressured 
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Mexico into preventing people seeking to enter the United States
from passing through Mexico. He has renegotiated NAFTA and
produced the USMCA. He has been conducting a trade war with
China. He has been willing to implement a variety of tarrifs. The
election  of  Donald  Trump  represented  the  deep  suspicion  that
many Americans feel  toward their government.  It  was perfectly
reasonable for him to appoint the most vocal critics of government
departments  to  head  up  those  departments.  He  presented  the
classic  conservative  response  to  the  economic  malaise  of  the
American middle class: cut taxes on the rich, cut social programs,
and  remove  government  regulations.  As  well  he  has  provided
economic stimulus through large deficits. Why tax the rich when
they are perfectly willing to lend you the money? 

In  the  conflict  between  economic  growth  and  the
environment, there was no question that economic growth came
first. President Trump entered office as a climate change denier,
and the leader of a party of climate change deniers. Trump spent
his  first  hundred  days  working  to  roll  back  environmental
regulations  that  had  been  developed  during  the  Obama
administration. For head of the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) Trump appointed Scott Pruitt, who as Oklahoma Attorney
General had sued the EPA a total of 14 times. He appointed Rick
Perry  as  Secretary  of  Energy.  During  Perry's  campaign  for  the
presidential  nomination  he  had  promised  to  eliminate  the
Department  of  Energy.  As  Secretary  of  the  Interior,  Trump
appointed Ryan Zine, a U.S. Representative from coal-producing
Montana.  As  a  one-term  Congressman,  Zinke  worked  to  boost
mining,  including  supporting  an  effort  to  end  a  coal-leasing
moratorium  on  federal  lands.  Trump  reversed  an  order  than
prevented coal mines from polluting rivers and streams. He hopes
to eliminate environmental regulations on energy companies. He
withdrew  from  the  Paris  Agreement,  an  agreement  within  the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

Neoliberalism has become the consensus political ideology of
the West. To understand how this could happen we have to look at
the roots of our liberal democracy.
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The study of history is an emancipating force in human life. 
- Reinhold Niebuhr

 
The New Orthodoxy

Since the 1980s and the rise of Ronald Reagan and Margaret
Thatcher  neoliberalism  has  been  the  dominant  political
philosophy of the West. Growth has remained the central mantra.
If  the  economy isn't  growing,  it  is  because the  rich need more
money. If you want to create jobs, then you give more money to
the  rich,  now  called  “job  creators.”  Trade  deals  are  important
because they give access to foreign markets and create more jobs.

The political consensus is that the fundamental goal of society
is wealth, as measured by Gross Domestic Product per capita, and
the road to wealth is capitalism and the free market. 

In Western society, and particularly in North America, there is
a  strong tendency to  anarchism. The anarchist  believes  that  all
social  structures  are  oppressive,  since  all  social  structures
constrain  the  freedom  of  the  individual.  Therefore  the  only
community  that  is  acceptable  is  the  intentional  community,
entered by free choice, and where decisions are made by face-to-
face negotiations.  

When Ronald Reagan told people that  “The government is
not the solution. The government is the problem.” it struck a deep
religious chord in the heart of many Americans. Behind this is the
understanding of society developed by the liberal revolutions of
the   eighteenth  century.  A  society  is  made  up  of  isolated
individuals each seeking to maximize their consumption, and the
role of government is to protect their right to life, liberty and the
pursuit of money. 

Neoliberalism was able to disguise a design for replacing the
democracy  with  an  oligarchy  of  wealth  by  covering  it  with  a
facade  of  individualism.  This  goes  back  to  the  beginnings  of
liberalism.

68
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Individualism
The neoliberals believe that there is no such thing as society;

there  are  only  individuals.  As  Friedman  opines  “There  are  not
values, no "social" responsibilities in any sense other than the shared
values  and  responsibilities  of  individuals.  Society  is  a  collection  of
individuals and of the various groups they voluntarily form.” 

For  von  Hayek  the  battle  is  between  individualism  and
collectivism. They are black and white and easily distinguished.
Individualism  is  an  unalloyed  good,  and  the  source  of  all  the
goodness  of  Western  civilization.  Collectivism  is  bad  and  the
source of all misery in the world. He goes further and argues that
the  social  context  should  be  replaced  by  “the  impersonal  and
anonymous mechanism of the market.”  Only one steeped in Western
Enlightenment thinking would think of  that  as a utopia,  rather
than a kind of hell. But there is a fundamental connection between
our individualism and our mechanism. Materialism lies at the root
of both of them.

There are constant attempts to affirm the importance of the
community.  But  the  critics  are  part  of  the  same enlightenment
liberalism  that  informs  neoliberals,  and  voters.  They  cannot
present an alternative. They are left exhorting individuals to do
something. 

The Reformation
Individualism  has  deep  roots  in  Western  religion.  Modern

politics  is  based  on  individualism,  and  modern  individualism
begins  with  Martin  Luther.  Luther  began  the  Reformation
emphasis that the presence of God was made real by individual
faith. The core of the Christian faith is the love of God revealed in
the forgiveness of sins.  Luther affirmed that forgiveness was not a
function of  the church sacraments,  but  a function of  individual
faith. The individual was free to follow his own conscience. The
liberty of the individual became one of the dominant ideas of the
new  age.  For  Luther  the  selling  of  Papal  indulgences  for  the
remission of sins was an error. For the Pope, on the other hand, the
indulgences were an important source of revenue, and the 
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hierarchy demanded that Luther recant. 
When the  General  of  his  order  told  him  to  recant,  Luther

refused. In spite of his vow of poverty, chastity and obedience, he
became more adamant, and published a series of pamphlets that
were  widely  distributed.  He  was  prepared  to  listen  to  reason.
Unlike Galileo, a hundred years later, he was not going to recant
just because the Pope told him to. Then Emperor Charles V, who
had been crowned in 1520, called an Assembly of the Holy Roman
Empire to discuss some constitutional and religious matters. On
April 17, 1521, Luther was called before the Assembly and asked if
he had written the books, and if he recanted the heresies in them.
Luther  had  expected  them  to  at  least  list  the  heresies  he  was
accused  of,  but  they  didn't.  Luther  refused  to  recant  and
concluded by saying, “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the
Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the Pope or in
councils  alone,  since it  is  well  known that they have often erred and
contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted
and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not
recant  anything,  since  it  is  neither  safe  nor  right  to  go  against
conscience. May God help me. Amen.” That moment was the birth of
modern  individualism,  and  its  theological  basis.  Luther  was
standing  up for  righteousness.  This  was  the  moral  energy  that
drove him. 

The  individualism  implicit  in  his  stand  would  steadily
become  one  of  the  core  values  of  Western  society.  Western
Civilization was in a process of a religious conversion. 

Political Individualism
The problem at the core of Western Civilization is how to find

a political system that could express this new individualism. The
first response was not to change the structures, but just to change
the theology. Luther's reform of the church simply replaced the
Papal  hierarchy  with  the  secular  hierarchy.  What  the  Lutheran
reformation did was to replace the authority of the Pope with the
authority  of  the  Prince.  In  1532  an  Act  of  Parliament  declared
Henry VIII the supreme head of the church in England and later a 
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vote of the church declared him the supreme head of the Church
of England. Thus England became Protestant.  Christendom was
over.  The days  when the  King of  England could be  flogged in
front of Canterbury Cathedral were over. The secular would now
rule over the sacred.

Those  who  did  not  accept  the  authority  of  the  King  in
religious  matters  were  “separatists.”  They  were  subjected  to  a
variety of civil disabilities. It was not until 1870 that people who
were  not  members  of  the  Church  of  England were  allowed  to
attend  university.  In  1620  a  group  of  Calvinists  in  search  of
religious  freedom set  sail  for  North  America  on the  good ship
Mayflower, and founded a colony in Cape Cod Bay.  New England
would be a Protestant New England. 

Calvin and the Reformed or Presbyterian Tradition
Individualists have a hard time with hierarchical structures. I

was told to avoid the word “hierarchical” since it would generate
a visceral revulsion in the reader. The attempt to find a middle
way  between  hierarchy  and  individualism  was  found  in  the
theology of John Calvin. Those to be saved, the elect, had already
been  chosen  by  God.  This  was  the  doctrine  of  predestination.
Salvation  was  purely  individual.  God  simply  chose  specific
individuals  for  salvation,  and  the  church  is  the  group  of
individuals so chosen. 

The other thing that the doctrine of predestination did was
form a good fit with the growing deterministic materialism. God
could be seen as the great designer of the universe, who created
this marvellously intricate mechanism and then left it to run on its
own, rather like a clock. 

But the doctrine of individual salvation also affected the way
the Calvinists structured the church. Ministers were to be elected
with the consent and approbation of the people. Although each
individual was chosen by God, the officials  of  the church were
chosen by men. All those chosen by God were therefore equal in
the only thing that really mattered, salvation.

The political implication was immediately obvious. Public 
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officials ruled only with the consent and approval of the people.
Therefore  political  structures  would  be  determined  by  the
elections  of  the  people.  Calvinism  was  the  religious  fuel  for
democratic revolutions against the feudal aristocracies.    

In 1560 the Scottish Parliament met,  approved a new Scots
Confession,  abolished  the  jurisdiction  of  the  Pope,  forbade  the
saying of the Mass, and assigned John Knox to organize the new
Calvinist or Presbyterian church, the Kirk. Knox had trained in
Geneva with Calvin.

Representative Democracy
The aristocracy fought back. In 1639 Charles I had set out to

attack the reformation in Scotland and to bring the Scots into line
with the Church of England. He established bishops to discipline
the  ministers  and  introduced  a  book  of  common  prayer  for
Scotland.  His  father  James  I  had  taught  him,  “No  bishop,  no
king.” The Scots rioted. Since it was clear that it would require
military force to put them down and enforce the English religion,
Charles called Parliament to authorize a new tax to pay for the
necessary army. Parliament had not been called for the previous
eleven  years,  and  they  took  this  opportunity  to  reassert  their
privileges.   The  result  was  civil  war.  The  battle  was  over  the
Calvinist  principle  that  a  ruler  required  the  consent  and
approbation of the people. The state was a human creation, and
the king was not appointed by God but depended on the consent
of the governed, a collection of individuals. In 1649 the English
Parliament deposed Charles and had him beheaded. 

The Free Church Movement
For  many  people,  the  Calvinist  reforms  and  the

representative democracy did not  go far enough. The hierarchy
was a representative hierarchy, but it was still a hierarchy. As well
as the Lutherans and the Calvinists  there was a third group of
reformers,  the  Baptists.  They  pushed  the  centrality  of  the
individual  one  step  further.  Luther  retained  the  sacrament  of
infant baptism. Calvin argued that you couldn't know who was 
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redeemed; only God could know, therefore you accept all people.
The Baptists  argued  that  redemption  is  an  individual  decision.
Since a person needed to be of the age of consent only an adult
could  make  a  responsible  decision.  That  decision  would  be
expressed in a sincere profession of faith. The Church would then
recognize that profession of faith and initiate the person into the
congregation by the rite of baptism.

At  the  time  of  the  Reformation,  people  who  had  been
baptized  as  infants  would  be  re-baptized  as  adults,  thus  Ana-
baptists. The most numerous of these were the Mennonites who,
as  the  society  of  the  redeemed,  were  pacifists,  and  avoided
political involvement in secular society. 

Not only did they reject the religious authority of the king,
they also rejected the authority of the Presbytery or Council  of
Ministers and Elders. They recognized only the authority of the
local  congregation.  In  1648,  a  meeting of  the Churches  in New
England  affirmed  the  doctrines  of  the  Calvinist  Westminster
Confession,  but  insisted  that  there  is  no greater  church  than a
congregation which can meet in one place. This was an extension
of materialist doctrine. Since only material things are real, only a
congregation made up of material people can be a “real” church.
Congregational  decisions  would  be  made  by  the  whole
congregation  of  believers.  There  remains  to  this  day  a  deep
suspicion  of  any  governing  group  beyond  the  face-to-face
meeting.

So  when  Ronald  Reagan  appealed  to  American
individualism, and a deep suspicion of government he was not
just appealing to the anarchism of  the time,  but  to the deepest
beliefs of Protestant Christianity.

The Baptists stressed the other aspect of Christian teaching,
the fundamental equality of all believers, and just as the monks
before  them had done,  they expressed their  equality by calling
each other “brother” and “sister.” The Reformation doctrines were
liberty,  fraternity and equality.   This  doctrine was revolutionary
and would fuel the French Revolution.
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Jean Jacques Rousseau
The man who is to the Liberal Revolution what Karl Marx is

to Communist revolution is Jean Jacques Rousseau.  He is often
seen  as  the  father  of  the  Romantic  movement  because  of  his
Discourse  on  the  Arts  and  Sciences which won a  prize  from  the
Academy of Dijon. In it he argued that the Arts and Sciences, far
from contributing to human happiness, are the source of human
degeneration. Leisure gives rise to the arts and sciences, and the
arts  and  sciences  give  rise  to  a  people  that  are  effeminate,
cowardly and unproductive. He had grown up in Geneva and he
had a Calvinist faith in the value of work, and a Swiss belief in the
need  for  military  preparedness.  But  everyone  that  is  rebelling
against  the  establishment  and  against  the  stifling  effects  of
civilization,  and  longing  to  return  to  “nature”  is  a  child  of
Rousseau. 

From Rousseau we get the ideal  of  the isolated,  individual
consumer.  In  contrast  to  the  Christian  doctrine  of  original  sin
which  sees  a  morally  flawed  humanity  in  a  fallen  world,  his
“Discourse  on  the  Origins  of  Inequality”  set  forth  his  doctrine  of
original  innocence.  In  a  state  of  nature  man  is  an  isolated
individual roaming the forest in search of food. Children quickly
separate from their parents in order to roam alone, away from any
social relationships. This is the myth of the “noble savage.” The
person in the primitive state of nature, a savage, is noble because
“men in  a  state  of  nature  having  no  moral  relations  or  determinate
obligations  one  with  another,  could  not  be  either  good  or  bad.”  The
noble  savage  is  free  and  equal.  Equality  means  that  the  noble
savage  is  an  isolated  individual  without  any  kind  of  social
relationship,  and  motivated  primarily  by  self-love.  He  is  free
because he lives in the moment, and his free will allows him to
adapt to his environment. He is a self-sufficient individual. 

If people are all innocent then what is the source of all  the
misery  of  humanity?  Rousseau  sees  misery  as  coming  from
society.   As  a  good materialist  he  believes  in  cause  and  effect.
Misery  is  an  effect  and  its  cause  is  society.  As  people  become
civilized they become debilitatingly dependent on one another. 



                  The Reformation                                          75

Social relationships create pride. Social status demands that to be
superior one needs to see others  as inferior and thus it  creates
malicious competition. There is a grovelling subservience to one's
betters  in  order  to  achieve  a  feeling  of  superiority  to  one's
inferiors. The competition for public esteem creates on one side
vanity and contempt and on the other side shame and envy. Pride
gives rise to sexual jealousy, the exerting of rights and privileges,
the  need  to  dominate  others  and  to  demand their  admiration.
Social relationships produce the domination system.

It  can  be  summed  up  in  Rousseau's  opening  aphorism
“Everything is good as it comes from the hands of the Author of Nature;
but everything degenerates in the hands of man.” The solution to this
human misery is  a  return to the state of nature.  Instead of  the
system of social classes there has to be a return to the equality of
individuals. In the commonality of our human vulnerability and
suffering all elements of privilege, status, power, and dominance
are stripped away, and the exercise of free will requires a universal
recognition of a fundamental human equality. In community life
there  has  to  be  some sense  of  a shared life,  that  we may term
“fraternity” or “the brotherhood of man.” This was an echo of the
monkish  idea  of  the  holy  community  as  a  brotherhood,  or
sisterhood. 

The  sense  of  belonging  to  a  community  is  expressed  in
patriotism, and the role of the legislator is to engender this sense
of identification. The purification of social institutions will lead to
human  happiness.   Rousseau  therefore  set  out  to  describe  the
changes needed to redeem society in his book The Social Contract.
It  is  described as an incomplete  work,  but  it  contains  his  most
famous sentence.  “Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.”
The  Communist  Manifesto  is  echoing  Rousseau  when  it  calls
“Workers of the world unite. You have nothing to lose but your chains.”

Society has the authority to make laws. These laws have as
their end liberty and equality.  Thus they are expressions of the
“general will.” Anyone who differs from the general will does so
from a desire to enslave others.

These ideas would be central to the liberal revolutions.
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The Liberal Democracies
The  vision  of  society  as  a  collection  of  equal  individuals

makes democracy the only reasonable political  order.  The great
cry of the revolutionaries was “Liberty, Fraternity, Equality.” Thus
they are called “liberals.”  The basic justification of revolution is
the belief  that  healing human misery is  accomplished by social
change.  There  is  always  human  suffering;  it  can  always  be
attributed to a social cause; therefore there is always a need for
social  change.  As a  result,  liberal  democracies  are  in  a  state  of
permanent revolution. 

The American War of Independence
The  American  War  of  Independence  was  not  a  social

revolution as such, but rather a war of national liberation against
an imperialist power. The colonists were simply seeking what they
thought were the traditional  rights  of  free Englishmen.  But the
ideas  that  they  used  to  justify  their  independence  were
revolutionary. It  begins with the new physics:  Nothing changes
unless it is forced to change. Independence is not a decision that
they have made, because there are causes which forced them to do
it. From John Locke they had adopted the concept of natural rights
including  the  right  to  national  sovereignty:  “To  assume  the
separate  and  equal  status  which  the  Laws  of  Nature  and  of
Nature's  God  entitle  them.”  The  revolutionaries  were  deists.
Deists  believe  in  a  deity,  a  god.  They  believe  that  nature  was
created  by  God,  but  the  deity  no  longer  interferes,  but  allows
nature  to  work things  out  by  its  own inexorable  and  scientific
laws. They also included the idea of the state as a social contract
whose purpose was to protect individual civil rights such as life,
liberty,  and the pursuit  of  happiness.  The justification for these
positions  was  reason;  these  truths  were  “self-evident”  to  any
reasonable person. And four score and four years later they would
fight a civil war over these ideas of human equality, and would
transform their society by the emancipation of the slaves. But in
1789  the  French  would  be  the  first  to  take  these  ideas  and
revolutionize their society.
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The French Revolution

Growing up in Winnipeg,  everything I  was  told  about  the
French  Revolution  was  a  lie.  My  understanding  of  the  French
Revolution was coloured by  A Tale of Two Cities, and  The Scarlet
Pimpernel. These stories focus on the time of the Terror, which was
an eleven-month period in a fifteen-year revolution, and the focus
is  on  chopping  off  the  heads  of  aristocrats.  This  is  always  an
excellent source of literary entertainment. The hero is there to save
the poor oppressed aristocrats. In fact, the French Revolution was
a revolution by aristocrats  and for  aristocrats.  Many aristocrats
went  to  the  guillotine,  not  because  they  were  aristocrats,  nor
because they had committed horrible crimes against the people,
but for the age-old reason, because they belonged to the wrong
faction in the continual struggle for political power.

The  Monarchy, the ancien régime
The  failure  of  the  monarchy  resulted  from  financing  the

American  War  of  Independence.  Supporting  the  colonists  had
been immensely expensive, and paid for with borrowed money.
Eighty percent of the King's tax revenue was going to pay interest
on his debt. The financial crisis was caused by an aristocracy that
did not pay taxes. Louis XVI was in theory absolute, but over the
years  there  had grown up various  treaties,  grants,  concessions,
privileges and institutions that he was bound by. 

The economists told Louis that free trade would bring wealth
and solve his financial problems. Unfortunately the free market
benefits the rich, and the British were rich. The result of the free
market  reforms  was  that  the  British  bought  French  grain  and
French people starved. By the time the King moved to stop grain
shipments to Britain it was too late; there was famine. The result
was catastrophic for King Louis. From that point on any famine
would not be blamed on the free market economists; it would be
blamed  on  the  King.  We  are  all  familiar  with  the  propaganda
about Marie Antoinette's witticism, “The people have no bread. 

77
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Well,  let  them  eat  cake.”  The  lack  of  bread  would  always  be
portrayed as a royalist plot. This is most unfair to the King when
for most of his reign the people had bread. 

The King decided to use revolutionary measures. He made a
fateful  decision.  He  called  the  États-généraux,  a  body  that
represented the whole society. It would give him the authority to
levy new taxes.  Like Charles  I  in England,  Louis XVI probably
assumed that after some minor acts of appeasement for the 60,000
catalogues of grievances sent to them, the Estates-general would
simply  pass  a  new  tax.  Instead  they  created  a  revolution.  The
success  of  the  American  Revolution  had  authenticated  a
revolutionary creed of liberty, equality, and happiness. The French
Revolution lasted for fifteen years from 1789 to 1804. 

The Libertarian Revolution (1789-1792)  
The French Revolution was a  revolution by the  aristocracy

against the monarchy. The appropriate comparison from British
history is Runnymede, where the barons forced King John to sign
the Magna Carta.  In France the King's ancestor,  Louis XIII,  had
centralized power in the monarchy. The king's word was law. As
feudal vassals all the the barons held their estates at the pleasure
of  the  monarch.  The  aristocrats  wanted  to  change  their  social
position from feudal vassals to property owners. They wanted to
extract not feudal dues, but rents. They sought a constitution that
would establish them as property owners and would protect the
sacred  rights  of  property.  They  wanted  the  same rights  as  the
English  aristocracy.  One  of  the  prominent  supporters  of  the
revolution was Louis-Philippe duc d'Orléans who was one of the
wealthiest men in France and a member of the royal family. The
revolutionary  public  meetings  were  often  held  at  his  palace  in
Paris.

On May 5, 1789 the États-généraux was convened. The Estates-
general had three estates: the Church, the Nobility, and the Third
Estate. The calling of the Estates-general began with doubling the
representation  from  the  Third  Estate  and  giving  it  the  same
number of members as the Church and Nobility combined, six 
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hundred.  On  May  17,  1789  the  Third  Estate  declared  itself  a
National Assembly with national sovereignty, and began to work
on a new constitution. They claimed absolute authority over the
society.  They then guaranteed the King's debts, which had now
become the national debt. They solved the king's major financial
problem, and the reason he had called the Estates-general.

By  the  end  of  May  the  other  two  orders  had  joined  the
National  Assembly. Although they had entered as a class-based
assembly, they had quickly turned it into an egalitarian assembly.
Partly this was simply the fact that they were all members of the
aristocracy. The positions in the church were largely sinecures for
the younger sons of the aristocracy. The Third Estate was in theory
the common people, but in fact the representatives tended to be
lawyers. Lawyers were the younger sons of the aristocracy who
had gone into Law. 

The  aristocracy  and  the  churchmen  had  been  deeply
influenced  by  the  Enlightenment  ideas  of  equality,  and  liberty.
They were willing and sometimes eager to replace the old feudal
system based on royal land grants with a new system based on
property rights. 

When the king realized his mistake and attempted to bring in
the army to crush the National Assembly, it was too late. On July
14, 1789 the citizens of Paris, fearing a military intervention by the
King, stormed the Bastille and seized the arms and ammunition
there.  July 14 remains to this day a public holiday in France. The
importance of the Bastille as the primary symbol of the revolution
was  that  it  represented  a  popular  uprising.  It  showed that  the
people supported the revolution. The Assembly could claim that it
was not just a collection of aristocrats negotiating their property
rights, but represented the “general will” of the people. 

The Libertarian Reforms
The leaders of the revolution had a very simple idea: all men

are created equal. The leaders had to find legal expression to this
idea. Class distinctions are inimical to the idea of equality, and all
egalitarian revolutions seek a classless society. The first step was to
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eliminate  the  three  class  distinctions  in  the  Estates-general  and
create one National Assembly in which each member was equal.
By the end of the first month this had been accomplished. They
abolished the nobility. There would no longer be titles indicating
social class or social privileges based on birth. They also abolished
privileges, forced labour, and the sale of public offices. 

The  Assembly  moved  quickly  to  abolish  feudalism.  The
aristocracy  supported  the  abolition  of  feudalism,  because  it
changed  them  from  vassals  of  the  king  into  land  owners.  The
feudal  dues  became rents.  As  well  as  rents,  the  peasants  were
required to pay the aristocracy a lump sum compensation for the
loss of their feudal privileges. In addition, the tithes that had been
paid  to  the  church  were  now  paid  to  the  land  owners.  It
transformed  the  feudal  aristocracy  into  a  property  owning
bourgeoisie. 

The  desire  for  equality  also  meant  a  desire  for  national
uniformity.  They abolished all  the traditional  regions with their
regional  loyalties  and  privileges,  and  replaced  them  with  a
national  administration  which  divided  the  country  into  83
departments. 

From  the  beginning  liberalism  was  associated  with  the
economic doctrine of laissez faire. To enforce the ideology, guilds
were dissolved, trade unions were banned, and corporations were
wound up. The free market reforms meant that starvation became
a constant reality. Since no criticism of laissez faire was allowed,
the revolutionaries blamed the lack of bread on a conspiracy by
the  monarchists  to  secretly  interfere  in  the  perfection  of  the
market. 

All  of  the  special  privileges  and  tax  exemptions  that  had
permitted  people  to  avoid  taxation  were  attacked.  Excise  taxes
were  eliminated  and  free  trade  was  mandated.  The  primary
concern  was  that  everyone  would  pay  tax  according  to  their
means. The previous taxes were replaced by taxes on three forms
of  income:  property  income,  non-property  income,  and
commercial profits. At the same time it was essential to see that
the “sacred rights” of property were guaranteed.  An aristocracy 
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based on breeding would be replaced by a plutocracy based on
wealth.

The Nation State
The creation of one National Assembly was the basis of the

revolution. From that point on the King was no longer an absolute
monarch; the National Assembly was the absolute sovereign. The
first  revolutionary idea is  that  there  is  a  Nation which may be
called “la Patrie,” or the Fatherland. The revolutionaries replaced
“Vive le Roi” with “Vive la Patrie,” and modern nationalism was
born. The second revolutionary idea is that the Nation is absolute.
The National Assembly did not view any previous commitments
as  binding  on  the  absolute  sovereignty  of  the  Nation,  and  by
extension the absolute sovereignty of the National Assembly. 

The National Assembly knew that their job was to rewrite the
social contract. Therefore on July 7, they became a Constitutional
Assembly, set up a constitutional committee and set out to write a
new  constitution  that  would  protect  the  rights  of  man.  The
American Declaration of Independence had stated: “That to secure
these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just
powers from the consent of the governed. On August 26, the National
Assembly approved the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of
Citizens, which was to be the basis of the new constitution. It was
careful to correct the error made by the American revolution of
not putting property rights at the centre. Thus article 2. was  The
aim of  all  political  association  is  the  preservation  of  the  natural  and
imprescriptible rights of man. These rights are liberty, property, security,
and resistance to oppression. And if this was not clear enough article
17 was Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no one shall be
deprived thereof except where public necessity, legally determined, shall
clearly demand it, and then only on condition that the owner shall have
been previously and equitably indemnified.

Nationalizing the Roman Catholic Church
Once  it  had  finished  with  the  structural  reforms,  the

Assembly set  about addressing the national  debt.  In November
1789, the Assembly nationalized the Catholic church. They 
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abolished the  monasteries  and prohibited monastic  vows.  They
had a relatively simple idea. They would sell  off all  the church
lands to pay the national debt. 

The Assembly attempted to reorganize the church along the
same lines as those used for the municipalities with elections for
priests  and  bishops.  Priests  were  required  to  take  an  oath  of
allegiance to the Civil constitution. Half of the priests refused. The
Pope denounced these changes. To the list of the enemies of the
revolution was added the Catholic church.

Those of us accustomed to the separation of church and state
find  this  nationalization  puzzling  in  the  extreme.  It  seems  a
horrible  violation  of  individual  spirituality.  But  the  Church  in
France was seen as part of the feudal system. The church lands
were feudal privileges. There was also a church tax or tithe that
people had to pay for the support of  the church. Although the
local  parish  priests  were  often  well  loved  and  respected,  the
church hierarchy was seen as just more aristocracy at the expense
of the people. 

The  other  part  of  the  anti-clerical  feeling  came  from  the
atheism  of  the  materialist  assumptions  that  were  driving  the
revolution.  The church was seen as superstitious  nonsense that
prevented  people  from  living  in  the  pure  light  of  reason  and
science.  The concept of the pure individual corrupted by social
institutions demanded the destruction of the church. The ideology
of  national  sovereignty  also  meant  that  there  was  only  one
significant  relationship:  the  citizen  to  the  state.  If  there  was  a
mediator  between the  individual  and God,  then it  was not  the
church, but the state. This idea is unacceptable to a Christian.

The War
Queen Marie Antoinette was an Austrian and the aristocrats

who  fled  France  had  gone  to  Austria.  On  April  20,  1792,  the
Legislative  Assembly  voted  to  declare  war  on  Austria.  The
Assembly  found in  the  war  a  distraction  from  their  disastrous
economic  policies.  The  combination  of  inflation  and  starvation
caused by the free market was something they felt could be solved
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by  foreign  conquest.  It  would  certainly  help  solve  the
unemployment problem. Get those young men off the streets and
into the army.

On  July  30,  1792,  a  company  of  600  fédérés,  semi-military
volunteers  from  Marseilles,  trooped  into  Paris  singing  La
Marseillaise. On July 14, 1795, the anniversary of Bastille Day, the
song was officially accepted as the French national anthem. It calls
on the children of “la patrie,” telling them that the day of glory
has arrived and they are to soak the fields with the blood of the
tyrant's  soldiers  who  are  coming  to  murder  their  wives  and
children. It  loses something in the translation.  But  it  presents a
clear appeal to two values: the family and military glory.

Stage Two: The Republic (1792-1794)
By  the  summer  of  1792  the  war  was  going  badly.  The

Austrians had taken Guienne and had promised to slaughter all
the Parisians, reduce Paris to rubble, and destroy the revolution.
The prospect of the royalists returning to Paris, bent on revenge
and extermination, galvanized the people of Paris into action. Up
to this point people had tolerated the King, but now it was clear
that  he  was  involved  in  a  conspiracy against  the  revolution of
genocidal proportions.

On August 9, 1792 there was an insurrection against the City
government, and the formation of the Insurrectional Commune.
The next day the new Paris government and the National Guard
stormed the Tuileries Palace and arrested the King. 

After  the  victory  of  the  French  army  at  Valmy,  the  mood
softened. The Austrians had been assured by the emigrant nobles
that without the aristocracy to lead them, the French army was
simply  a  rabble  that  would  flee  at  the  first  shot.  Instead  the
Austrians  faced  the  first  manifestations  of  the  citizen  army,
citizens in arms in defence of the Nation. It was the Austrians that
retreated.

On September  21,  1792,  the  new National  Convention  met
and declared France to be a Republic.  The army went on from
Valmy to attack the Austrians in Belgium. On November 6, 1792, 
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the  French  army  defeated  the  Austrians  at  Jemappes  and
conquered Belgium. The problem then was what to do with it.
They were faced with a decisive choice. They would either be the
liberators  of  the  Belgians,  or  they  could  annex  Belgium.  The
argument that won the day was that they had to annex Belgium
because they needed the money.

When a cache of correspondence was uncovered that showed
that the King had been conspiring for years against the revolution,
the demand for a trial became overwhelming. He was tried by the
Convention, found guilty, and on January 21, 1793, the King was
guillotined.  The death of  the  King was not  just  a  judgment on
King Louis, it was a rejection of monarchy. And not just the French
monarchy,  but  all  monarchies.  In  February,  the  Convention
declared  war  on  Britain,  Holland,  and  Spain.  They  were  now
committed to a war of imperial aggression. In response, the rest of
Europe declared war on France. The result was that the Austrians,
with  the  help  of  the  Prussians,  were  able  to  have  success  in
Belgium. 

The expanded nature  of  the  war  meant that  more  soldiers
would be needed. On March 3, 1793, the Convention set out to
raise an army of 300,000 conscripts. Not everyone was happy with
the  idea  of  conscription.  A  third  group  of  enemies  of  the
revolution had been created. 

The Civil War
People  rebelled.  There  were  royalists  who  supported  the

monarchy.  There were the supporters of  the old feudal system.
There were the supporters of the old church system. There were
people who opposed the draft. There were people who clung to
their  old  regional  identities.  For  peasants,  the  Convention  had
authorized that the abolished tithes and feudal dues were simply
added to their rents. Talking about land redistribution had been
made an offense  punishable  by  death.  There  were  people  who
were  starving  and  wanted  bread.  In  Paris  a  new  group  of
protesters was dubbed the “enragé,” the Rabid Dogs. 

In March the Convention established a special court to try
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traitors, and a special police to root them out. Special police were
established in every municipality and village. The civil war was a
war  of  competing  atrocities.  The  rebels  slaughtered  local
republicans. The National Guard slaughtered the rebels. 

The Revolutionary Religion
Although all claimed to worship Reason, the revolution had

different  factions with different understandings of  religion. The
original attack on the church consisted of seizing the church lands,
democratizing  the  hierarchy,  and  then  arresting  and  later
executing the priests who did not sign the oath of allegiance. The
civil war often found the priests aligned with the royalists. Thus
putting down the rebellions was transformed first into an attack
on the priests, and then an attack on Christianity. 

On August 10, 1793, the revolutionaries held a great festival
of 'Unity and Indivisibility.'  Since the core Christian values were
not  the  values  of  the  revolutionaries,  they  sought  to  create  a
secular religion. Rousseau had argued that the main function of
religion was to promote patriotism. Thus the great public festivals
had  to  be  redefined  to  celebrate  the  Republic.  In  Paris  they
celebrated a Republic Mass with a chalice serving water from the
Fountain of Regeneration. There was a symbolic  burning of the
relics of monarchy. The radicals demanded rationalism, atheism
and  a  public  Cult  of  Reason.  Churches  were  renamed  “The
Temple of Reason,” 

The  more  moderate  revolutionaries  like  Robespierre  tried
instead to transform the church into a Deist religion which saw
God  as  the  Creator  of  Nature,  and  Nature  as  the  realm  of
inexorable  scientific  laws accessible to Reason.  Thus on May 7,
1794, they had a Festival of the Supreme Being with Robespierre at
the head of the great procession. 

Eventually  the  Convention  recognized  that  the  attempt  to
nationalize  the  Catholic  church  had  failed.  The  attempt  to  de-
Christianize the country had failed. The attempt to create a state
religion of the Supreme Being had failed. And they had created
massive opposition to the revolution. On September 18, 1794, the 
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Convention renounced all religious affiliations and affirmed the
separation of church and state. There would be no public salaries
for priests. Private ceremonies could be held, but there would be
no public processions or bell ringing. 

The Terror
On September 4, 1793, there was a protest outside the City

Hall  about  the  lack of  bread.  Not  understanding the  nature  of
market-  generated scarcity,  people blamed it on hoarders and a
royalist  conspiracy.  The  government  of  Paris,  the  “Commune,”
demanded the creation of a “revolutionary army” that would hunt
down hoarders, speculators and other traitors for swift justice. On
September 5, the Convention responded to the demand for bread
by instituting the “Terreur,” and establishing a revolutionary army.

On  September  17,  the  Convention  passed  the  Law  of
Suspects. It  ordered the arrest of everyone suspected of opposing
the revolution or being insufficiently enthusiastic in its support.
The Revolutionary Army was sent out to discover and imprison
these people. 

The concept of the Nation as “the people” leads to the idea of
the  “people's  will.”  Anyone  not  in  agreement  with  the  general
will, was outside the sovereignty of the Nation and thus an outlaw
who was not entitled to the protections of the law. Equality meant
uniformity. 

The Convention brought in price controls called the “General
Maximum.” It began with a preamble proclaiming the perfection
of supply and demand, and the ultimate failure of efforts at price
control, but it explained that radical measures were necessary to
deal with a broad conspiracy. And it was, of course, accompanied
by a “maximum” on wages. Within days the shops were emptied. 

On  June  10,  1794,  (22  prairial  on  the  new  revolutionary
calendar), the Convention passed the Law of 22 prairial (June 10)
which deprived the accused of any form of defence. This was the
beginning of the six weeks of le Grande Terreur. 

On July 26, 1794 Robespierre addressed the Convention, and
presented a proposal that the Convention had to be purged of 
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corruption. There was a conspiracy against Robespierre, and the
conspirators  took  this  opportunity  to  tell  the  members  of  the
Convention that they would be next on Robespierre's list of people
to be purged. The Convention then moved to arrest Robespierre.

On July  28-29,  1794  (9-10  thermidor  on  the  new  calendar)
Robespierre  was  arrested.  When  he  was  rescued  by  the  City
administration, the Convention declared him an outlaw. The next
day he  was  captured and guillotined.  One hundred  and seven
Robespierrists were immediately executed. The Jacobin clubs were
closed. There were attacks on Jacobins throughout France. Many
people consider this the end of the revolution. It was not. It was
merely the end of the democratic and middle class revolution. The
libertarian  revolution  would  continue.  Wiping  out  all  dissent
meant that all  of  the people who had a revolutionary ideology
were killed.  You were left  with rulers for whom the revolution
was a way to get rich. The revolution of the libertarian kleptocrats
had begun.

Stage Three: The Keptocracy (1794-1799)
The  economic  situation  remained  disastrous  with  high

inflation and food shortages. But the ordinary citizens had been
put down. They had supported the revolution because the King
feasted while  the  people  starved.  Now the king was  gone,  the
feudal system was gone, the nobility was gone, the church was
gone, and the rich still feasted while the people starved.

After a number of army appointments Napoleon Bonaparte
was eventually put in charge of the neglected and demoralized
French  Army  on  the  border  with  Italy.  On  April  2,  1796,  he
addressed  his  troops.  “Soldiers!  You  are  hungry  and  naked.  The
government owes us much but can give us nothing. . . . I will lead you
into the most fertile plains on earth. Rich provinces, wealthy towns, all
will be yours for the taking. There you will find honor and glory and
riches.” Napoleon delivered on his promise. The revolutionary cry
had changed from “Liberty, fraternity, equality.” to “Honour, glory
and riches.” The aristocratic morality had triumphed. It was 
affirmed that the primary goal of the society would be riches.
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Stage Four: Napoleon as First Consul 
On November 9-10, 1799, Napoleon staged a coup and took

over the government. The chaos of kleptocracy led to the return of
the autocrat. Under a new Republican constitution he became First
Consul. In 1801-2 he signed a Concordat with the Pope, ending the
war with the church, and in 1804 he promulgated the Code Civil 
which  consolidated  the  massive  transfers  of  property  that  had
occurred during the revolution. 

In 1804 he crowned himself Emperor.  Thus ended the First
Republic and the French Revolution. But the social changes that
had been made would not be reversed. In 1814, after the defeat of
Napoleon, when Tsar Alexander marched into Paris he affirmed
that he was there not as a conqueror but as a liberator returning
France to constitutional government, a constitutional monarchy of
course, but still a constitutional government.

The Legacy of the French Revolution
The  French  Revolution  changed  the  world.  It  realized  the

concept of the nation state.  In particular it  defined the primary
human relationship to be the citizen to the state. From that point
on, all the kingdoms of the world began to redefine themselves as
nation states. It redefined the concept of revolution in terms of the
absolute sovereignty of the nation state. It affirmed the right of the
nation state to redefine all  human relationships.  It  affirmed the
basis of all constitutions to be the protection of human rights. In
the end, it affirmed the separation of church and state. 

Rousseau's critique of representative democracy was that it
would be subverted by special interests, particularly those of the
rich.  The  revolutionary  constitutions  developed  a  number  of
different  ways  to  design  the  constitution  so  that  only  the  rich
would be represented.  Although the democratic  revolution was
crushed, the myth of the citizen revolutionary lived on, and the
victories of the citizen army continued to be celebrated. Although
the  hereditary  class  divisions  of  the  aristocracy  survived  as  a
plutocracy with  hereditary divisions  of  property,  the  ideal  of  a
society of equals, the classless society, lived on. The revolutionary
movement would continue to try to redress these failures.
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The Classless Society in Communism
The tradition of the French Revolution was carried on by the 

Communists. Communism is a child of Enlightenment liberalism.
Karl Marx saw himself as a materialist and a scientist. He called
his  metaphysics  “dialectical  materialism,”  and  called  his  social
theory  “scientific  socialism.”  It  appeals  to  the  radical
individualism of the Enlightenment and the revolutionary values
of  liberty,  fraternity,  and  equality.  Individualism  was  to  be
expressed  through  the  Soviets.  The  Soviets  were  local  worker
communes. Decision making for the new society was to be pushed
down to the local level so that all decisions would be made by
local  communes.  The  only  legitimate  democracy  was  the  local
face-to-face  group.  In  that  way,  every individual  would have a
direct say in the things that affected them; then the state would
wither away. People inspired by the communist vision still  talk
about driving decisions down to the local level where they can be
decided by the direct involvement of individuals. In the end it was
not the state that withered away, but the local soviets.

Marx argued that the liberal democratic reforms had not done
away  with  class  divisions;  they  had  simply  redefined  them  in
economic terms. What Marx saw was that  the new stockholder
corporations had created a new plutocracy.  Previously it had been
the landlords who had collected a level of rent that would give
their tenants a mere subsistence existence.  Marx saw that the new
capitalist profits were rents on the industrial apparatus and would
also leave the workers a mere subsistence wage.  He combined the
old landlord rents and the new capitalist profits under the term
“ownership of the means of production.”  

Marx thought that people were primarily motivated by self-
interest,  but  it  was  intelligent  self-interest.  People  would
understand that the only improvement they could hope for was an
improvement for their class.  Marx saw the driving force of history
to be class interest.  Thus the Communist Manifesto begins with
the following analysis:

“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles.  Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, 
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guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed stood
in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now
hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended either in a
revolutionary  reconstitution  of  society  at  large,  or  in  the
common ruin of the contending classes.”

This  meant  that  the  victory  of  the  working  class  and  the
establishment  of  a  communist  society  would  create  a  truly
classless  society  and  be  the  end  of  history.  A classless  society
meant that everyone would be working class.

The economic problem could be solved by turning the means
of  production  over  to  the  state.   They  saw  the  productivity
increases as a result of  the industrial process.   Thus abundance
was  simply  a  matter  of  applying  the  industrial  process  to  all
aspects of production. The primary goal of society was wealth and
increasing levels of consumption.

Liberalism
The Reformation gave rise to a religious individualism that

was  suspicious  of  all  hierarchical  structures.  The  liberal
revolutions  gave  rise  to  democracies  that  were  focused  on
protecting individual civil rights especially property rights. It was
the  sacred  right  of  property  that  made  the  market  a  sacred
institution. It  was the sacred right of  property that allowed the
creation of corporate serfdoms. It was the sacred right of property
that created a society divided into classes based on wealth, and
that made wealth the primary goal of the society. The neoliberals
were  appealing  not  only  to  the  radical  individualism  of  the
reformation,  but  also to  the  worship of  wealth  that  was at  the
heart of the liberal democracies.

Unfortunately  for  the  environment,  the  liberal  democracies
see the primary goal of society as wealth and increasing levels of
consumption.  The  accomplishments  of  liberalism  in  terms  of
liberty, equality and fraternity are not sufficient to deal with our
environmental  problems.  For  that  we need to  seriously  rethink
our core social goals.
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The Healthy Society

The  voter  is  faced  with  a  choice  between  the  neoliberal
Conservatives,  the  neoliberal  Liberals,  neoliberal  Labour,  the
neoliberal  Republicans,  the neoliberal  Democrats,  the  neoliberal
New  Democrats,  the  neoliberal  Communists,  or  the  neoliberal
Greens. The only debate is which party can grow the economy the
fastest.  When there  is  a  conflict  between  the  environment  and
economic growth the environment loses. We are headed as fast as
we  can  go  towards  ecological  catastrophe.  The  voter  has  no
alternative. Politicians feel they have no alternative.  

There  is  an  alternative.  A political  ideology  is  based  on  a
particular  vision of  society.  The neoliberal  ideology although it
seeks to build rigid class divisions in society is based on a radical
individualism. It sees society as simply a collection of individuals
each seeking to maximize their consumption. It proposes that a
market  economy  is  the  best  way  to  maximize  individual
consumption. It is a radical individualism because it denies that
society even exists. It presents a vision of individuals competing in
a  free  market  as  the  ultimate  in  individual  freedom.  But  in  a
market the amount of money you have is an exact measure of how
much freedom you have. Fortunately there is more to life than the
market.

The idea that Gross Domestic Product is the only measure of
the  health  of  a  society  has  come  under  persistent  attack  and
people  have  been  working  to  come  up  with  alternatives.  The
United  Nations  Development  Programme  developed  the
Inequality-adjusted  Human  Development  Index  (IHDI)  which
measures  life  expectancy,  education,  per  capita  income,  and
inequality. It attempts to measure the health of some basic social
functions. 

The IHDI is  a first step in measuring the health of various
social functions. At the end of the last section we talked about the
economy as  a  functioning  part  of  a  society.  That  assumes  that
society is a biological whole, and the functioning parts of a society 
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are  the  basic  biological  functions.  The  alternative  to  radical
individualism is thinking of society as a biological whole.  

The Biological Whole
The human body is a biological whole, an organism. My body

has a skin that separates me from the environment around me and
gives me a unique biological identity. That boundary is permeable.
I  can eat  and drink nutrients,  breathe air  and also expel  waste
products. I process food and have energy processes that allow me
to move around. I  have information processes that allow me to
control  my  movements.  I  can  receive  information  about  my
environment with my five senses of sight, touch, hearing, smell,
and taste. I have a complex internal communication system that
consists of nerves, hormones, and other impulses and chemicals.
Every  cell  in  my  body  has  a  copy  of  my  DNA which  gives
instructions  for  the  structure  and  functioning  of  the  different
parts.

The Self-controlled Whole
My body is not just a collection of individual cells competing

for survival. I am more than the sum of my cells. I am a whole
person. I  can act as a whole and not just a collection of cells. I
make  plans.  I  make  decisions.  I  control  my  behaviour.  I
communicate with other people and I make promises. The essence
of being a person is being self-controlled, being able to make my
own decisions. I am free because I am more than just a collection
of cells.

Life Has Meaning 
We are not just lonely individuals floating in a meaningless

world.  We  are  part  of  a  larger  biological  reality.  We  have
relationships.  Those  relationships  give  our  lives  meaning  and
purpose.  We  are  born  into  families.  Because  of  the  long
maturation period for a human being, those families have to stay
together for decades. The family makes us part of a clan. We have
relatives. We belong to tribes. Society is a larger biological reality
to which we belong.
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If we look at society as a biological whole then we can talk
about it in organic terms. The goal of an organism is health, and
health is defined as effective functioning. We can then look at our
society  in terms of  each of  the  biological  functions  to  see  how
healthy the society is.  We need to change our core social  value
from wealth to health.  We have a choice.  When we understand
that our society is a biological whole then choosing health is the
only rational choice.

Functional Parts of a Biological Whole
The  most  useful  analysis  of  society  based  on  biological

categories was done by the anthropologist Edward T. Hall in his
landmark book  The Silent Language. In 1951 he went to work for
the American government training foreign service workers.  The
epiphany for an anthropologist is when they go into a different
culture and realize that the culture really is different. The people
in a different culture really do live in a different world.  Hall was
attempting to train people who had not had that epiphany. For
those  who  thought  there  might  be  something  to  this  cultural
difference thing, he did not have any material that would describe
the specific cultures that these foreign service officers were going
to. 

He began a collaboration with George L. Trager to develop a
method for the analysis of culture. As an anthropologist he faced
the  basic  theoretical  problem:  How  do  you  map a  culture?  To
describe a culture in the same terms we use to describe our society
would create  a  distorted  picture.  He  based his  analysis  on  the
assumption  that  culture  is  communication,  and  that  the
vocabulary  of  culture  is  rooted  in  biological  activities.  He
identified  ten  biological  functions  of  a  society,  and  the
evolutionary order of their development.

We can see how some of these functions are related to The
United Nations efforts to develop an understanding of a healthy
society,  in  the  Inequality-adjusted  Human  Development  Index
(IHDI) and in the Millenium Development Goals (MDG). 
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The Ten Biological Functions of a Society
1.  Communication.  All  living  things  interact  with  their

environment.  They  constantly  gather  information  about  their
environment both internal and external and use this information
to maintain internal values. The means of communication take an
amazing diversity of forms. Western society was transformed by
the invention of the printing press, and now is being transformed
by the Internet.

2. Organization. To work together the members of a society
need to organize a complex set of special functions and roles with
clear values and a clear strategy. The work of Western society is
assigned  to  various  corporations.  To  improve  the  health  of  a
society the United Nations recommends Millenium Development
Goal (MDG) 3.  Promote gender equality and empower women,
and  MDG  8.  A  global  partnership  for  development.  The
Inequality-adjusted  Human  Development  Index  (IHDI)  uses
inequality  as  a  measure  of  the  health  of  a  country's  social
organization.

3. Economy. Subsistence. All living things need adequate food
and shelter. They have to eat and go about getting food. In human
society  we  call  this  the  economy.  First  on  the  UN's  list  of
Millennium  Development  Goals  is  MDG  1.  Eradicate  extreme
poverty and hunger The IHDI uses per capita GDP as a measure
of the health of a society's economy. The last section proposed that
a healthy economy is one that feeds, clothes and houses people.
An economy with homelessness and hunger is a sick economy. 

4. Reproduction. A society has to maintain its membership.
Thus MDG 4. Reduce child mortality. MDG 5. Improve maternal
health.  The  IHDI  measures  the  health  of  the  membership  of  a
society by life expectancy. Since every member must at some point
be  replaced,  all  societies  develop  some  method  of  controlling
sexuality.

5. Territory. All activities involve a defined space and area of
activity. The possession and defence of territory is an essential part
of  any social  organization.  The size  of  a  society's  territory is  a
traditional measure of the political power of a society.
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6.  Time.  A society  must  control  the  perception and use  of
time, and the time frame for activities. Life is full  of cycles and
rhythms, and everything can be seen as an historical process. The
daily  newspaper  and  the  television's  daily  news  have  been
replaced by a 24/7 news cycle. The pace of our society that used to
be measured in hours, is now measured in nanoseconds.

7. Education. A society requires an educational process that
trains people to participate in the culture. Learning came into its
own with the rise of the warm blooded animals. MDG 2. Achieve
universal primary education. The IHDI uses years of schooling to
measure the health of a society's  educational system.

8.  Creativity.  Play.  This  appears  to  be  a  relatively  recent
evolutionary development. But it is well developed in mammals
and forms the ability of  a  society to respond to problems with
creative new solutions. The only measure we are currently using is
the number of patent applications.

9. Defence. Given the idea of the survival of the fittest, a great
deal of attention has been given to how animals develop specific
defences  against  competitors  and predators.  Defence  has  many
aspects: it refers to the defense of territory, but also to health care.
Thus MDG 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases. The
desire for a safe space is fundamental. Jane Jacobs comments, “The
bedrock attribute of a successful city district is that a person must feel
personally safe and secure on the street among all these strangers.” The
IHDI  measure  of  longevity  could  be  considered  a  measure  of
personal safety. Defence also refers to the ability to defend the core
identity of a society. 

10.  Technology.  A society  controls  its  environment  by  the
application  of  technology.  Thus  MDG  7.  Ensure  environmental
sustainability.  All  manufacturing processes can be treated as an
extension of biological abilities, what people used to do with some
part of their body,. The traditional measure of the capacity of our
machines to do work, is being matched by the measure of  our
computers' capacity to process information.

These ten functions are the necessary functions of any society,
and indeed of any independent organization.
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The Biological Metaphor
It is important to understand that this is not a metaphor. If we

say that the society is like a body and the church is the liver, and
the aristocrats are the kidneys, then we are creating a metaphor.
The  most  famous  one  is  the  fable  of  the  parts  of  the  body
conspiring against the stomach because they all worked hard and
the stomach just consumed. They all concentrated on not feeding
the stomach, and the result was that the whole body got sick. The
metaphor was that the aristocracy is like the stomach: they seem
to have no purpose except to consume, but since the society is like
a  body  they  must  have  some  essential  purpose.  It  is  the
quintessentially  conservative  fable.  More  progressive  thinkers
compare the aristocracy to a tapeworm, a parasite.

Hall  is  not  creating  a  metaphor.  He  is  doing  a  biological
analysis. He is not comparing a mechanical society to an organic
body.  Society  is  a  biological  phenomenon,  and he  is  analyzing
what  its  biological  functions  are.  He  is  doing  science,  and  not
ideology. We cannot return to environmental sanity as long as we
view  our  society  as  somehow  outside  of  nature  and  above
biological  analysis.  Sanity  begins  with  recognizing  that  we  are
mammals. Our society is a biological phenomenon and shares the
functions and characteristics of other animal societies.

The Individual and the Whole
When we see society as a biological system our point of view

changes in some very important ways. The society has interests
that are distinct from the interests  of any individual or class of
individuals. There are times when the interests of a member have
to be subordinated to the interests of the society. One of John F.
Kennedy's most famous lines is “Ask not what your country can
do for you. Ask what you can do for your country.” These words
only  make  sense  because  there  is  a  larger  social  reality  called
America.

The other side of  this  sense of  society is  that harm to any
member of the society is harm to me. If a member is hurt then the
whole body is hurt. It is all for one and one for all. Although the 
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generative nature of humanity means that each individual will be
replaced,  a  healthy  society  requires  healthy  individuals.  The
health of the body depends on the health of each cell. There is a
fraternity involved in our belonging to the same society and the
same  species.  There  is  an  equality  that  is  essential  to  healthy
functioning. 

Civil rights protect the integrity of the individual member of
society.  The Bill  of  Rights,  the Charter of Rights and Freedoms,
and the Universal  Declaration of  Human Rights are documents
that set forth the necessity for certain fundamental freedoms for
the  functioning  of  an  effective  democracy:  freedom  of  speech;
freedom of assembly; the right to vote; the right to organize and
grow within a specific time and space. But the health of the whole
requires  the  ability  to  limit  that  growth.  The  ideology  of
unrestrained individual growth is the ideology of the cancer cell.
It  is the tragedy of  individualism where individual self-seeking
destroys  the whole body.  Individualism sees a conflict  between
society  and  the  individual,  but  a  biological  understanding  of
society  sees  that  the  health  of  the  whole  is  dependent  on  the
health of individuals and the health of individuals is dependent
on the health of the whole. 

Society as Part of the Planetary Ecosystem
Because  society  is  an  organism,  it  is  part  of  a  planetary

ecosystem, or as we used to say a part of Nature. We cannot be a
healthy society in an unhealthy environment. The basic value of
an ecosystem is life, but life in a complex way. 

The role of  humanity in the environment begins as a high
level  predator.  But  human  society  evolves  and  becomes  more
cooperative and more complex. With the advent of technology the
effects  of  human behaviour  become  so  significant  that  we  can
change  the  thermostatic  control  of  the  earth.  This  new  power
changes  the  relationship.  No  longer  are  we  simply  predators
seeking whom we may devour. We have become responsible for
the health of the planetary ecosystem. We have become stewards.
A healthy human society is one that is a good steward of the 
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ecosystem of which it is a part. Environmental stewardship is an
additional social function that we have acquired. For the survival
of  our  species  and also  for  numerous other  species  we can no
longer  allow  the  tragedy  of  individualism  to  destroy  our
environment.

Corporate Culture
Just as every person has a personality, so every society has a

personality. It is made up of the worldview of the group: how it
sees the world, its most important core values, and the processes it
uses to  make decisions.  The worldview of a society controls  its
decision making.  It  is  shared by all  the  decision makers  in the
society; the young are trained up in it; and immigrants must adopt
it. The worldview of our society is materialism.

Why  are  we  destroying  our  environment?  Because  our
Western worldview tells us to. We do not see ourselves as part of
nature. Our materialistic science has taught us that nature is just a
deterministic  machine.  We,  however,  are free.  Therefore we are
not part of nature. We are some kind of outside observers. 

Our  Western  worldview  tell  us  that  we  are  isolated
individuals  seeking to accumulate  wealth.  Our dominant social
value  is  wealth.  Therefore  it  is  okay  for  us  to  damage  the
environment in order to get wealth. In fact, our economists tell us
that it is our duty. As a result, our society is headed for ecological
catastrophe. 

Instead of making the main goal of society an exponentially
growing consumption, we can make the main goal of our society
building  a  healthy  society.  To  do  that  we  have  to  change  our
society's  worldview.  That  is  a  major  battle. It  means  changing
minds that have been long steeped in materialist presuppositions.
It  means  thinking  thoughts  that  our  culture  tell  us  are
unthinkable. It means changing the minds of our intellectuals.



Section IV: The Intellectuals

Chapter 11. Materialism in Enlightenment Philosophy
The materialism of science, Immanuel Kant and hedonism.

Chapter 12. Holism
Holism gives an integrated understanding of mind and body.
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Materialism in Enlightenment Philosophy

There  is  a  biological-systems  alternative  to  our  current
political assumptions, and for some years now environmentalists
have been trying to convince people that we are part of nature.
But  they  have  failed  because  we  cannot  choose  the  organic
alternative if our basic worldview is one of materialism. The idea
of  an organic society is not new. It  is not that  no one has ever
thought of  it  before.  It  is  actively rejected.  It  is  a  battle.  If  you
suggest that society is an organism and has to be approached as
an organism, you will  be met with an intense rant.  An organic
view of the state means that there is a source of authority other
than the individual.  You will  be told it  is merely a ploy of the
dominance  system  to  destroy  individual  freedom.  You  will  be
accused of  attacking the fundamental  liberties  of a  free people.
You will be called a communist, a fascist or a collectivist. 

When I was twenty I  sat down to write my philosophy.  In
politics I was an individualist. In morality I was a hedonist and
believed that the primary goal of life was pleasure. After a number
of  years  at  the university I  came to understand that it  was not
“my” philosophy but only a rehash of the cliches of my culture. In
politics I was an individualist because I live in a liberal democracy.
In morality I was a hedonist because that is the dominant morality
of Western Enlightenment culture. At university I learned to find
the historical roots of my ideas. 

Only when you understand the historical roots of your ideas
and what the alternatives are can you make an intelligent decision
about what you personally believe. Until you reach the point of
understanding  and  decision,  you  are  simply  following  the
program laid down for you by your culture. This is why I spent
two chapters  talking  about  the  Protestant  Reformation and  the
liberal revolutions. We need to understand that the teachings of
our culture are historical creations and not absolute truths. Only
when  we  understand  that  individualism  and  liberalism  where
specific historical choices, can we hear the idea of an organic 
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society as a political possibility. It is the choice that is appropriate
to our moment in history. But now we have to go deeper.

At the end of chapter two we asked the question “How did
we build a system that employs people and pays them millions of
dollars to destroy the planet and to lie to us about it?“ Part of the
answer is systemic. Putting profit ahead of all other values is built
into the structure of the stockholder company. These men were
programmed  by  the  assumptions  built  into  their  corporate
structure. But it requires more than that. To betray your country
and to betray your species for money requires a specific morality.
We may look on it as immoral or corrupt, but these men do not.
They are simply following Enlightenment morality as expounded
by the neoliberal movement.  These men may behave as though
they  have  an  antisocial  personality  disorder,  but  they  are  not
mentally ill. They simply have a moral philosophy that mimics a
mental illness.  

We cannot challenge their behaviour until we challenge their
morality and the philosophical assumptions on which it is based.
We  have  looked  at  how  individualistic  political  structures  are
rooted  in  the  church  politics  of  the  Reformation,  and  the
revolutionary assumptions  of  liberal  democracies.  But  the ideas
behind these revolutions were rooted in the materialist philosophy
of the Eighteenth Century Enlightenment. 

Only when we see the philosophy of our culture in historical
perspective  can  we  take  seriously  choosing  an  alternative
worldview.   Now,  we  need  to  trace  the  history  of  how  the
theological discussions in the Middle Ages were developed into
the philosophical basis of Western civilization, the Enlightenment
worldview. 

What Constitutes a Worldview?
Just as an individual is controlled by a model of the world,

and a set of values, and a set of skills, so a civilization is controlled
by a model of the world, a set of social values and a technology. A
model of the world involves answering certain basic philosophical
questions:  What is real?  What can you know?  Similarly social 
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values  are  based  on  the  questions:  What  is  good?   What  is
beautiful?    The  answers  to  these  questions  will  create  the
framework  for  answering  the  other  questions:  What  is  human
nature?  What is the meaning of life?  What is the good society?
What means or technologies are appropriate to the building of the
good life and the good society?

The Secular
The strange thing about the Western worldview is the belief

in a godless or secular world. The idea of the secular begins with
the Jews. During their captivity in Babylon, the Israelites who had
been taken to  Babylon continued to  worship their  God.  To the
pagans, it made no sense for a people who had been defeated to
continue worshipping their God. Clearly if the people had been
defeated then their god had been defeated. The theology that the
rabbis  developed saw the  key to  their  religion as  the  covenant
with God entered into at Sinai during the escape from Egypt. The
defeat of the Israelites was not a defeat for God, but rather God's
punishment for the sins of the people, and a sign of God's ultimate
sovereignty.  The  gods  of  the  pagans  had  no  real  power.  The
pagans had merely been used as a instrument of the true God. The
Jewish scriptures treasured the words of the prophets who had
denounced  the  sins  of  the  people.  By  accepting  that  guilt  the
devout Jews could continue to be a godly people in the midst of a
godless, pagan society.  

Christians adapted this theology to their own situation. As a
persecuted Jewish sect, the church could see itself as a community
of the godly in the midst of a godless Roman society. The Romans
had many gods, but they were powerless. The people who were
killed by the Romans were martyrs who witnessed to a faith in a
God more powerful than Rome, more powerful than death. One of
the results of this distinction between the godly and the godless
was the development of the monastic movement. While a person
living  in  Roman  society  was  bound  to  be  involved  in  various
compromises  with  paganism,  the  monks,  by  going  into  the
wilderness and devoting themselves to prayer and fasting, could 
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be more godly. During the Middle Ages there developed a number
of religious orders dedicated to living a more holy life of poverty,
chastity and obedience. The result was a distinction between the
“religious” who belonged to the various orders and the “secular”
clergy who were the parish priests. Ordinary society came to be
seen as godless, as secular.

Ordinary people continued to be religious, and much of the
drive of the Reformation was dedicated to making ordinary life a
religious  life.  But  there  were  philosophical  changes  that  would
reinforce the idea of a godless world.  It  began with the monks
developing a nominalist understanding of reality.

Nominalism
Unless you are a philosopher or a medieval scholar you have

probably never  heard of  nominalism. This  is  because you have
never before met anyone who was not a nominalist. The debate for
the  scholar  monks  was  on  the  status  of  abstract  nouns.  The
position taken by the nominalists was that concrete nouns refer to
real  things and are therefore real,  while  abstract nouns are just
words. Thus “horse” is real, while “love” and “compassion” are
just words. On the other side of the debate were the “realists.”
They argued that abstractions are real. If you are familiar with the
“Ideas”  of  Plato  you will  understand where  they were  coming
from.

The state of the debate can be judged by the fate of the word
“realist.” It no longer means believing in the reality of the abstract,
it now means exactly the opposite. In modern usage a “realist” is
someone who believes only in the concrete. It is often related to
empiricism, the belief that you can only believe in what you can
see, hear or feel.

Nominalism  is  an  atheism.  “God” is  one  of  those  abstract
words  that  does  not  have  any  immediate  sensation  you  can
identify  it  with.  Although  there  is  a  constant  attempt  to  build
statues  and  pictures  of  God,  none  of  them  are  actual
representations of God. They are all some form of metaphor. Thus
for the nominalist theologians of the Middle Ages, the primary 
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function of theology was to prove the existence of God.
Peter Abelard was a medieval university professor. He taught

dialectics,  what  we call  logic.  He decided at  one point  to  start
teaching theology. He was rigorously opposed by the theologians.
Their complaint was that he did not focus on the central problem
of theology: proving the existence of God. Abelard was baffled by
this. He accepted the existence of God on faith. It was an axiom, a
first principle. Axioms are not subject to proof, because they are
self-evident. The theologians wanted to burn him as a heretic for
not  doubting  the  existence  of  God.  The  theologians  were
nominalists.

Martin  Luther  was  a  monk,  a  university  professor,  and  a
nominalist.  At  the  root  of  his  reasoning  is  the  philosophy  of
nominalism  which  he  had  learned  when  getting  his  master's
degree  at  the  University  of  Erfurt.  The  Pope  saw  himself  as
speaking for the reality of the One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic
Church. To Luther “the church” was just a name that was applied
to  a  group  of  individual  Christians.  As  a  result  he  felt  no
obligation  to  accept  the  authority  of  the  Pope  or  the  Councils.
They simply represented individual ideas that needed to be tested
by reason and scripture. It is nominalism that allowed Margaret
Thatcher to proclaim “And, you know, there's  no such thing as
society.  There  are  individual  men  and  women  and  there  are
families.” Like Margaret Thatcher, Luther did not think of himself
as  defending  nominalism;  he  just  assumed  it  as  a  self-evident
truth.

He needed to find a concrete expression of his faith. He found
the Bible. Since God is spirit you cannot know God in a material
form. God, to be known, has to reveal himself, and the Bible is that
revelation. It is the Word of God. If you applied your reason to
what  it  says  in  scripture,  you  could  come  to  know  God.  The
question that fundamentalist Christians ask is “Do you accept the
Bible as the revealed Word of God?” Given the choice between the
word of  the Bible and the word of  the Emperor and the Pope,
Luther had to choose the Bible,  because the words of  the Pope
were just words. Luther was simply appealing to the individual 
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reason engaged in evaluating the objective facts but he let loose a
flood of individualism that terrified even him.

Materialism
The term “nominalism” is seldom used any more because we

now refer to this  particular belief  system as “materialism.” The
word in its philosophical sense refers to the belief that only matter
and  energy  are  real.  We  have  explored  how  this  leads  to
individualism,  but  it  also  leads  to  materialism in  the  everyday
sense.  When  we  speak  of  someone  as  being  materialistic  we
generally mean that they are focused on getting material things:
big house, fancy car, expensive clothes, exotic foods, and all the
things  that  money  can  buy.  This  approach  to  life  flows  from
philosophical materialism, the belief that only material things are
real. If only material things are real then the only reasonable goal
of an individual and a society is wealth.

In the end, the monkish nominalism led to the dissolution of
the monasteries;  institutions that had been around for centuries
disappeared overnight.  The argument against them was simple:
monasteries did not produce wealth. When Henry VIII gave the
lands  owned  by  the  monasteries  to  his  favourites  then  they
became producers of wealth for the aristocracy. When the French
Revolution  expropriated  the  church  lands  they  became wealth.
The politicians could sell them to pay off the King's debts. They
were  getting  rid  of  unreal  things  like  prayer  and  chastity,  and
replacing them with real things like money.

Scientific Materialism
 What gave materialism a powerful support was the rise of

Western  science.  The  philosophical  materialism  of  the  monks
became the scientific  method. It  took atheism as a fundamental
assumption.  Science  was  devoted  to  discovering  the  laws  of
nature. Those laws were eternal and immutable. The theologians
could read the Bible and be religious, but the scientists would read
the book of Nature and be secular. If God were to intervene then
there would be no way to develop laws. Only if the phenomena 
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were always and everywhere the same could they be universal
laws. Nature had to be godless.

In  their  search for the  laws of  Nature the  scientists  would
refer only to reason and experimental evidence. They would focus
only  on  those  things  that  could  be  empirically  measured.  The
history  of  science  is  the  steady  development  of  methods  for
physical measurement. These physical measurements could then
become mathematical formulae. The proof of a law would be the
experiment.  If  a  repeatable  experiment  always  gave  the  same
results  then it  would prove the law. The repeatable experiment
would also allow any scientist to do their own proof. It would be
an individualistic proof. This was the road to truth. 

At the time of Galileo the debate between religion and science
was  dominated by religion.  When Galileo  was  rebutted  by the
Vatican, he recanted. The terms of the debate changed radically
with the success of Sir Isaac Newton.  

Isaac Newton 
In 1687 Sir Isaac Newton published the Philosophiae Naturalis

Principia Mathematica. In it he set forth his three laws of motion:
(1.) Things in motion tend to remain in motion, and things at rest
tend to remain at rest; (2.) Motion changes by the application of
force. Force is mass times acceleration, F=ma: (3.) Every action has
an equal and opposite reaction. 

It  transformed  the  world's  understanding  of  reality.
Previously people had looked at the world and seen a world of
change and decay. Newton saw a world that was constant. It never
changed unless it was forced to change. Force and change could
be understood mathematically. It was all determined. If you knew
the situation and the forces acting on it then you could deduce any
previous state and you could predict any future state. The world
was  simply  a  machine  that  operated  according  to  mechanical
principles.  The  job  of  science  now  was  to  find  out  the  forces
governing the deterministic world. The forces were the causes and
the changes were the effects. Everything could be understood as
cause and effect, and the cause must be some kind of force. The 
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usefulness was immediately obvious. You could now calculate the
trajectory of a cannon ball with deadly accuracy. People came to
assume  that  the  only  acceptable  view  of  reality  was  scientific
materialism. 

The  nominalist  metaphysics  that  had  been  behind  the
Reformation  lead  to  impressive  advances  in  physics.
Enlightenment  philosophers  began  to  assume  a  materialist
metaphysics.  René Descartes  set  out  to  develop  a  philosophy
based solely on his own reasoning. He began with his proof of his
own existence.  “Cogito ergo sum.” I  think,  therefore I  am. The
philosophers of the Middle Ages had been concerned with proofs
of  the existence of  God.  The new philosophers  were concerned
with proving the existence of the self. Since we are taught that the
existence of the self is a basic and unquestionable truth, it comes
as a surprise that, like the existence of God, it is extremely difficult
to prove.

Descartes  is  normally  blamed  for  the  existence  of  the
mind/body  problem  in  Western  philosophy,  as  though  a  time
traveller could go back in time, kill Descartes, and the mind/body
problem  would  disappear  and  everybody  would  be  happy
materialists. Unfortunately, the mind/body problem is created by
materialism. If only material things are real then all the things of
our everyday life are not real.  Making plans,  making decisions,
talking to people, having ideas are defined by materialism as not
really  real.  Descartes  was  trying  by  pure  reason  to  solve  the
problem. 

The world of materialism is not a world that human beings
can live in.  For  the materialist  only matter  is  really real,  while
ideas and values aren't  really real.  A world without values and
ideas  has  no morality,  and no aesthetic.  Thus it  is  incapable of
answering the fundamental human questions: What is the good
life?  What  is  the  good  society?  Finding  a  way  to  reconcile
materialism and the life of the mind is the essential philosophical
problem in Western thought. Enlightenment thinkers found two
ways  of  filling  in  the  missing  pieces.  One  was  the  Kantian
Compromise, which we can call the conservative enlightenment 
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and  the  other  was  the  classical  philosophy  of  the  Epicureans,
which we can call the radical enlightenment.

The Conservative Enlightenment: Immanuel Kant 
Kantian philosophy is notoriously complicated, but when it

enters popular culture it is quite simple. Immanuel Kant divided
reality  into  the  objective  world  and  the  subjective  world.  The
terms are taken from grammar. The subject is the one that acts;
and the object is the one that is acted upon. For example in the
sentence “John kicked the football.” John is the subject. John acts,
The football is the object. It simply responds to John's actions. For
Kant the world around us is the world of matter, and matter is an
object as described in Newtonian mechanics. It is a world of cause
and effect. It simply responds to the forces acting on it. Science can
describe  those  forces  with  universal  and  unchanging  scientific
laws.  Kant's  Critique  of  Pure  Reason is  simply a  justification for
looking at the world as a giant mechanical object run by cause and
effect. 

The subjective world, on the other hand, is the world of action
governed by moral  choices.  The opposite of cause and effect is
choice. I am not a machine. I am a subject. I make decisions in a
world  where  there  is  knowledge,  learning,  perception,  and
decision making. Kant''s Critique of Practical Reason was an attempt
to find a general rule that would define the rational way to make
moral  decisions.  He  argued  that  the  only  reasonable  guide  to
moral behaviour is a set of rules that can apply to everyone. The
most famous example is the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you
would have others do unto you.” 

The distinction between the objective world of  pure reason
governed by cause and effect and the subjective world of practical
reason  governed  by  moral  choices  was  so  powerful  because  it
allowed people to preserve the scientific  project of describing a
mechanistic  world,  while  adding  the  moral  and  aesthetic
dimensions that were missing from the Newtonian paradigm. This
also resolved the conflict between faith and reason. The objective
world was the world of science, the world of materialism, and the 
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subjective realm was the realm of spirituality, the realm of faith.
Scientists could go to the lab all week and practice their science
and then go to  church on Sunday and practice their  faith.  The
implication,  however,  was  that  since  the  realm  of  faith  was
subjective  it  was  private  and  individual.  It  reinforced  the
individualism  that  began  with  Luther's  appeal  to  his  personal
conscience. Kantian thought allowed people to embrace both the
dissociated, mechanistic view of reality, as well as the traditional
virtues of love, compassion, generosity, and forgiveness. Kant is
one of a number of attempts to achieve a compromise between
science and religion. In the midst of a dehumanizing scrabble for
wealth,  people would pause for a moment to engage in acts  of
remarkable charity and philanthropy. The Carnegie libraries are
my favourite example of creative philanthropy. When I was a boy
growing up in Winnipeg we were very poor, and I spent many
happy hours in the Winnipeg Public Library, a Carnegie library. 

The  theological  implications  of  this  worldview  were
significant. If the world is a mechanism then God must exist in a
realm outside of the world,  above nature,  a realm of  the  super-
natural.  The  idea  of  the  “supernatural”  is  a  Western  idea  that
people in the West assume is universal. It is not. Most religions see
God as another aspect of reality. But when you think the world is
just a gigantic machine, like a giant clockwork mechanism, then it
requires the idea of a realm outside of it, the realm of a creator.

The importance of this division between the natural and the
supernatural is that it puts people outside of and apart from the
world. All previous philosophies had seen human beings as a part
of the world. But when we look at the world as just a big machine,
then we can't see ourselves as part of it. We are not machines. We
are not just a  part  of  a big machine.  We have theories,  and do
experiments  and  go  to  conferences,  and  write  papers.  We  are
subjects  who  live  in  the  world  of  practical  reason  and  moral
decisions. This feeling of separation from the natural world is the
root of the modern idea that we can destroy the environment, and
it won't affect us. We don't feel any involvement or responsibility
because we're not part of it. The environment is something outside
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of us that we observe. We live in the world  of what Kant called
“practical reason.”  And indeed, you will  be told by the people
engaged in damaging the natural world that they are just being
practical.

The  Kantian  compromise  represents  the  conservative
enlightenment because it has no social critique as such. Since the
objective world is a mechanism unfolding according to scientific
laws  there  is  nothing  to  be  done.  As  for  the  subjective  world
where we live, it is private and personal, and has no real effect on
the world. The result is a scientific worldview that is immensely
conservative. Kant's Critical Philosophy was being taught in every
university  in  Germany  with  the  support  of  the  Prussian
government. 

But the radical enlightenment drove revolution. 

The Radical Enlightenment: Epicureanism
Epicurean hedonism is  the basis  of  the  philosophy of  Jean

Jacques Rousseau and the inspiration for the French Revolution.
The  only  meaning  of  life  is  the  pursuit  of  happiness.  Each
individual is essentially selfish, and seeking to liberate the “self”
from all social and institutional involvements. Liberty became its
central value. This meant liberation from the church and from the
state, the two main sources of domination. 

Epicureanism is the philosophy of the rebel. One of the heroic
themes of Western literature is the individual as hero liberating
himself from the oppressive forces of religion and society.  In John
Milton's epic poem  Paradise Lost Satan became the model of the
hero filled with an insatiable ambition that covers an inconsolable
sadness over a world of loneliness and worthlessness. But he can
be seen in the Elizabethan Malcontent, the Byronic hero, and the
Lost Generation. Anyone who has read Ayn Rand will have met
this  hero.  The  romantic  poets  found this  stance  attractive,  and
popular,  but it was the scientists who became its most devoted
followers. As science became more bureaucratic and controlling,
scientists still saw themselves as Galileo fighting the dogma of the
Pope. The romantic knight errant becomes the lone hero of Rocky, 
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Rambo, James Bond, Sherlock Holmes, and any one of the comic
book  heroes.  They  are  outsiders.  Their  special  genius  is  the
triumph of the individual will.

Epicureanism  presents  an  heroic  atheism  striving  for
liberation from the oppression of the gods.  Atheism is an essential
part of this philosophy. In all previous philosophies and religions,
freedom  had  meant  freedom  from  greed.   For  the  Buddhist  it
expressed itself as non-attachment. Jesus said, “You cannot serve
both  God  and  Mammon.”  For  the  Epicureans  freedom  meant
living a life totally dedicated to pleasure and rejecting any other
god.

In scientific materialism, atheism is a function of indifference.
God  is  irrelevant.  If  you  wish,  you  can  think  of  God  as  “The
Creator,” the one who created the great machine of nature, and
after that doesn't interfere. Whether there is a God or not doesn't
make  any  difference  to  the  operation  of  the  great  machine.  In
Epicureanism  atheism  is  more  militant,  with  a  proselytizing
aspect.  Believing  in  God is  bad,  and they  want  to  convert  the
world to atheism. For them liberty requires the destruction of the
church and any belief in God.

Classical Epicureanism reached the Renaissance through the
De Rerum Natura of Lucretius. It was a materialism with an atomic
theory that fit  neatly into the Newtonian Scientific Paradigm of
individual objects driven by forces. Just as the world was made up
of atoms floating in the void, so people were isolated individuals
driven by the goal of personal pleasure. The atomic theory gave
rise to the individualism that is one of the hallmarks of Western
ideology. It gives rise to the belief that the only virtuous form of
government  is  democracy  which is  seen  as  a  contract  between
individuals. 

The American Declaration of Independence affirms “We hold
these  truths  to  be  self-evident.   That  all  men  are  created  equal  and
endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights among which
are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” It seems common sense.
How  could  anyone  think  otherwise?   Individualism,  hedonism
and freedom from authority are seen as self-evident. Because it 
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holds these opinions to be self-evident and morally pure, the West
has always felt an obligation to impose them on the rest of  the
world.  The  rest  of  the  world  has  not  always  appreciated  that
imposition.  

The left wing and the right wing both affirm these values.  On
the  left  it  becomes  anarchism.   On  the  right  it  becomes
libertarianism.  There is a deep suspicion of any kind of authority.
Marxism promised a state of perfect individual freedom with the
destruction of the church and the withering away of the state. It
was the failure to deliver on this promise that led to its collapse.

Unfortunately,  Epicureanism  is  a  form  of  narcissism,  and
leads to a collapse of all moral values. The Austrian philosopher
and neoliberal Ludwig von Mises in his classic Theory and History:
An Interpretation of Social and Economic Evolution worked out fully
the implications for neoliberal morality. There is no god. There is
no society. There are only individuals. If there is no god, and no
society,  then  there  is  no  authority  that  can  pass  judgment  on
individual desires. The only morality that can bind the individual
is “the end justifies the means.”  Any behaviour is acceptable if it
gets  you  what  you  want.  Telling  the  truth,  sharing,  mercy,
following the rules are only good if there is a payoff in terms of
getting what you want.  It is the ultimate moral anarchism. 

Neoliberalism  both  advocates  the  value  of  maximizing
shareholder  value,  and  at  the  same  time  advocates  the  moral
anarchism  that  justifies  paying  people  millions  of  dollars  to
destroy the environment and lie to us about it. 

The materialism which sees  matter and energy as the only
reality, leads to both the indifference of the Kantian compromise,
which  sees  nature  as  a  deterministic  machine  and  morality  as
private  and  personal;  and  the  hedonistic  anarchism  of  the
neoliberals that refuses to recognize any responsibility to society
or nature. As the poet W. B. Yeats put it, “the best lack all conviction
and the worst are filled with passionate intensity.”

The Modern World 
       The modern world of the West has a number of characteristics:
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liberal democracy, science, and the capitalist market. All of them
are products of a materialist worldview.

It  was  the  nominalism  of  the  medieval  monks  that  led  to
materialist science, and the belief that nature is simply a machine
operating  according  to  natural  laws.  This  allowed  science  to
discover the natural laws of physics and chemistry and allowed
our engineers to create the marvels of modern technology. 

It was the nominalism of the medieval monks that led Luther
to create the individualism of the Protestant Reformation which
lead  to  the  democratic  revolutions  of  the  modern  age  and  the
passion for individual civil rights.

It  was the individualism of the Protestant Reformation that
led to the development of liberal economics, and the belief in the
mechanism  of  the  free  market  which  led  to  our  society's
commitment  to  economic  growth.  And  the  world  market  has
made available to the world  the  incredible  technology that  our
engineers have developed.

These major accomplishments are also our biggest problems.
Our  mechanistic  science  looks  at  science  as  the  work  of  an
objective  observer  who  is  not  part  of  nature.  It  allows  our
scientists  to  look  at  all  problems  as  technical  problems  and  to
ignore  the  moral  implications  of  what  they  are  doing.  Our
individualism makes it impossible to see the effects caused by our
society. It sees morality as a private individual thing and makes
invisible the moral decisions of our society. Our capitalist market
system is the source of the growth that is steadily destroying our
environment.

We  cannot  challenge  the  destruction  of  the  environment
unless we challenge the materialist philosophy. If we accept that
philosophy as legitimate then we participate in all its destructive
effects.

At the root of these destructive moralities is the division of
mind and body, and the belief that only matter is real. We need to
replace materialism with an integrated philosophy that reconciles
mind and matter. Fortunately, the twentieth century supplied the
materials for doing just that.
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One of the questions that puzzled people in the Twentieth
Century was how we could have an advanced technology that
could create  an atomic  bomb,  and at  the  same time the  moral
immaturity  to  use  it.  The  answer  is  found  in  our  philosophy.
Materialism is the dominant philosophy of our culture and it is
materialism that creates that world of contradictions. Building an
atomic bomb is pretty impressive, even if blowing up the world is
pretty stupid. Materialism insists that only matter and energy are
real. As a result you can pursue material processes to the limit and
create  an  atomic  bomb.  But  materialism  also  insists  that
corporations,  society,  decisions,  plans,  morality,  and  beauty  are
not real because they are neither matter nor energy. It is not so
much moral immaturity as moral anarchism.  

Chapter  One  challenged  the  materialism  of  Limits  to
Growth.  It  pointing  out  that  if  your  purpose  is  to  influence
decision makers, it doesn't make much sense to begin by insisting
that decisions and purposes aren't really real. It will only succeed
in convincing them that you aren't really real.  Then Section Two
went on to talk about corporations,  decision making,  purposes,
and  lies.  We  know  all  these  things  are  real,  even  though
materialism  insists  they  aren't  really  real.  Section  Three  went
further and talked about society as though society exists and has
values,  and  a  worldview,  and  makes  decisions,  and  traced  the
historical roots of our individualism.

Chapter  Eleven  tried  to  explain  how  people  justify
materialism.  The  dominant  justification  is  the  Kantian
compromise  that  divides  reality  up  into  the  objective  and  the
subjective. Thus for Kant objective reality is a world of cause and
effect and deterministic mechanisms. All of the other things like
morality and decision making exist in the subjective world of the
imagination, and the subjective world only exists in the brain. My
physics textbook has no problem with telling me that systems are
imaginary.
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Holism
The alternative to materialism is holism. The basic premise

of  any  holistic  understanding  is  that  there  is  only  one  reality.
Holism  rejects  materialism's  insistence  that  there  two  realities:
body  and  mind  but  only  the  body  is  really  real.  The  Kantian
version is that there is objective and subjective reality and only the
objective is really real. Holism says that both body and mind are
really real.

Most people will be familiar with holism in the therapeutic
context. The term is used by counsellors to talk about therapies
that combine mind and body. Thus a therapy that combines body
work  such  as  exercise  and  diet  with  mental  work  such  as
meditation and visualization is  considered holistic.  It  sees  both
mind and body as important in achieving therapeutic outcomes.
This is essentially a both/and response that is willing to use both,
since both have been shown to work. It is pragmatic rather than
theoretical. It is not an integrated approach. 

Systems
An integrated approach would have to describe the nature

of  the  relationship  between  body  and  mind  and  between  the
objective and the subjective. Holism as the name implies believes
in wholes or what we call systems. The common term for a whole
is a system.

There  are  two  definitions  of  systems.  The  elemental
definition  is  that  a  system  is  a  set  of  relationships  between  a
number of elements. Think of the solar system. The centre of the
system is the sun. The planets are elements that each have an orbit
around the sun. The relationship between the planets and the sun
is determined by the force of gravity and by their orbital velocity.
This can all be calculated mathematically.

The basic strategy is to break things down into their basic
elements. And analyze how these basic elements interact. Thus we
analyze a material object down into molecules. The molecules can
be  analyzed  into  atoms.  The  structure  of  the  molecule  is  the
relationship between the atoms. We analyze atoms down into 
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particles. The structure of the atom is the relationship between the
particles. 

This  is  the  basic  approach  of  physics,  chemistry  and
mathematics.  In  this  definition  the  elements  are  real  and  the
relationships are a function of the elements.  The system can be
understood  in  terms  of  mathematical  relationships  because
mathematics is based on elements which are units. In mathematics
a collection of units is called a “set.” Think of a jar of marbles. You
can count the number of marbles in the jar because each marble is
an individual unit. In mathematics the whole is equal to the sum
of the parts. It is a quantity.

The holistic  definition of  a  system is  that  a  system is  a
boundary  that  distinguishes  the  system  from  its  environment.
Think of a circle. Inside the circle you have the system. Outside
the circle you have the environment.

Those  familiar  with  logic  will  recognize  the  basic  Venn
diagram where the circle represents a logical category. The circle
creates a distinction between things that are part of the category
and things that are not. Logical categories allow for both sets and
wholes. A whole does not have elements, it has parts. For example
the human body. Looking at the body mathematically we find that
it is has the following elements: 65% oxygen, 18.5% carbon, 9.5%
hydrogen, 3.2% nitrogen, 1.5% calcium, 1% phosphorus, and 1.3%
other elements.  If  the body dies the elements remain the same.
Carbon remains carbon, calcium remains calcium. Looked at from
a holistic  point  of  view,  the body has  parts:  a  heart,  a  brain,  a
stomach, a liver, two kidneys, two eyes, etc. The parts take their 

System Environment
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meaning from the whole. Outside the body the lungs are just dead
meat. Materialism does not accept the reality of wholes. Since it
considers atoms to be the only reality, only elemental systems are
real,  and only mathematical  relationships are real.  It  denies the
existence of organic wholes. This is mechanistic reductionism. It
believes  that  all  organic  wholes  can  be  reduced  to  a  set  of
elementary  mechanisms.  You  will  find  that  mechanistic
reductionists  will  always  insist  on  putting  things  into
mathematical  terms.  You  cannot  do  a  holistic  analysis  using
mathematics.  You can only  do an elementary analysis.  To do a
holistic analysis you have to use logic. It is important to note that
holism does not deny the existence of elemental relationships, but
includes  them  in  its  logical  definition  of  a  category.  It  is
materialism that denies the existence of organic wholes. 

One of the most important discussions of holism is found
in  the  work  of  Arthur  Koestler.  Koestler  was  a  journalist  and
novelist who wrote essays on politics, science and creativity. The
result of his thinking on these matters was published in The Ghost
in the Machine. In it he coins the term “holon.” He uses the term to
illuminate the structural levels of holistic systems. Each holon is a
whole to a number of parts, and yet it is itself a part of a larger
whole. Thus my stomach is a whole to the tissues that make it up.
And yet the stomach is only a part of my whole digestive system
which, in turn, is only a part of my whole body. The multi-level
structure of holons he called “holarchy.”

Society is a layered reality.  It  is made up of a variety of
communities. Each of those communities has its own boundaries
and its own decision process and its own values.  And in each of
those communities a person plays a role. In the family I am the
father of my children; son to my father and mother; brother to my
siblings. In traditional native spirituality you have the concept of
“All my relations.” My relations begin with the members of my
family, then my extended family, and then includes the land and
animals around me, and even the Great Spirit.    

Belonging to a larger whole creates meaning and identity
for the members. 
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Individualism
This may seem like an extremely abstract discussion, but it

has  important  political  implications.  We have  spoken at  length
about western individualism. It is based on the assumption that
only individuals are real. It denies the existence of organic wholes
beyond the individual. Luther's rejection of the authority of the
Pope was based on his thinking of the church as a collection of
individual Christians. Thus Hayek refers to society as a collective,
a  mere  collection  of  individuals.  The  union  of  market
fundamentalism  and  neoliberal  ideology  was  based  on  this
common  assumption  that  only  individuals  are  real,  and  an
economy  is  only  a  collection  of  individual  decisions.  Thus
Margaret Thatcher could become the first British Prime Minister
to  deny  the  existence  of  her  own  society.  This  metaphysical
individualism  is  behind  the  liberal  assumption  that  the  only
purpose of a constitution is to protect individual rights.

Organic Wholes 
Holism sees individual human beings as organic wholes. A

human being is not just a collective of 37.2 trillion individual cells.
The  cells  are  parts  of  a  whole  person.  As  an  organic  whole
individuals have an intrinsic value. Just as the cells are part of an
organic whole that is a human being, so individual human beings
are part of an organic whole which is a society. As a species we are
part of a larger organic whole which is Gaia.

From the point of view of the environment there are two
problems with the Western Enlightenment worldview. We do not
see ourselves as part of the environment; and we do not value the
environment.

Of course, we see humanity as part of the animal kingdom,
and as a product of evolution. But just acknowledging that fact
doesn't mean that we feel part of nature. The Kantian maintains a
position of scientific objectivity. It is a stance outside of nature to
observe  it,  and  to  experiment  on  it.  Nature  is  in  the  objective
realm, but we don't live in the objective realm; we study it. The
epicurean, on the other hand, does not recognize any reality 
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outside the individual. They go further than the Kantian and deny
the existence of society and nature. We are not part of society, and
we are not  part  of  nature,  because they don't  really exist.  Both
philosophies  are  expressions  of  Western  individualism  and see
humanity  as  somehow  outside  of  nature.  If  we  do  not  see
ourselves  as  part  of  the  environment  then  we  do  not  see
environmental problems as our problems. 

Similarly the value of nature is an instrumental value. The
epicureans see the value of nature only in terms of what it can do
for  our  pleasure.  The  Kantian  sees  the  environment  as  just  a
mechanism, and like any mechanism it has no intrinsic value. Both
philosophies  find  it  perfectly  acceptable  to  destroy  the
environment for the sake of profit or economic growth. If we do
not see the environment as having intrinsic value then it does not
matter if we destroy it.

Decisions
Materialism not only denies the reality of wholes, it also

denies the reality of decisions. In the objective mechanism of the
materialist universe everything stays the same until it is forced to
change.  As a result  there are no decisions.  Everything happens
because  it  was  forced  to  happen  and  any  event  is  simply  the
working out of mathematically precise laws of cause and effect.
The  scientific  method  is  a  method  for  identifying  causal
relationships.

Holism insists not only on the reality of wholes, but also
on  the  reality  of  decision  making.  Organic  wholes  are  control
systems  and  control  systems  are  decision  making  systems.
Probably the most important discovery of the twentieth century
was  that  information  and  communication  control  matter  and
energy. This required two important revolutions: the information
revolution, and the cybernetic revolution.

The Information Revolution 
Telecommunications  was  the  first  revolution.  Since

telecommunications is in the business of transmitting ideas the 
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engineers  had  to  come  up  with  a  relationship  between  the
engineering equipment they were using and the ideas that they
were transmitting. It had to be one that would work in the real
world  which  contains  both  mind  and  matter.  But  they  had  to
pretend  that  they  were  materialists.  They  used  a  bit  of  word
magic. They called ideas “information.” When I send a telegram to
my  friend  in  Toronto  clearly  the  telegram  is  objectively  real.
Clearly the telegraph line is objectively real. Clearly the electrical
pulses are objectively real. If we call the telegram “information”
then we can coverup the fact that it consists of ideas and pretend
we are just talking about matter and energy. The new information
technologies had found a new way to unify mind and body. But
this  required  replacing  the  term  “mind”  with  the  terms
“information and communication.”

They then had to define information. The engineers at Bell
Labs  defined  information  as  a  message  selected  from  a  set  of
possible  messages,  in  other  words  a  decision.  Decision  making
went from being totally denied to being the central  idea of the
new  technology.  The  telecommunication  solution  to  the
mind/body  problem  is:  matter  and  energy  are  the  media  of
information and communication. 

They had developed a holistic solution that pretended to
be  materialistic.  Thus  when  Frances  Crick  and  George  Gamov
enunciated the Central Dogma of Microbiology, that the important
processes in a cell are not the energy processes but the information
processes, it never once occured to them that they were replacing
materialism with a holistic understanding of biology.  The Soviet
biologists who were doctrinaire materialists realized that this was
heresy. Their persistent refusal to accept the new holism left them
decades behind the rest of the world in biological research.

The Cybernetic Revolution 
Another  group  of  engineers  were  developing  control

systems.  The  twentieth  century  saw  a  great  increase  in  the
development  of  automated  control  systems.  What  the  people
studying control systems found was that there was a similarity   
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between the way the body controls arm movements and the way
the controls  on the anti-aircraft  guns controlled the guns.  They
called  the  combined  study  of  control  in  the  machine  and  the
animal “cybernetics.” 

Control  systems process information. Norbert Weiner,  in
his book Cybernetics, comments, “Information is information. It is
neither matter [n]or energy. No materialism that does not admit
this can exist at the present time.” The telecommunications people
had already defined information as a decision. Therefore control
systems are decision making systems. The classic example is the
thermostat.  It  decides  to  turn  the  furnace  on  or  off  based  on
information about the temperature in the room. 

The  cybernetic  solution  to  the  mind/body  problem  is:
information and communication control matter and energy.

It is important to point out the difference between force
and control. With a jet airplane the jet engines provide the force
that drives the plane forward, but it is the pilot at the controls who
makes the decisions that will take the plane into the air, and gets
you to your destination.  Also it  is the design of the wings that
allows it to fly. The airplane is controlled by ideas. Both force and
control are operating together.

This was the second step in integrating mind and body.
The reason the information processes in a cell are the important
processes  is  because information controls  the behaviour of the
cell. If you believe that DNA is the medium for the coded genetic
information that controls the development of the body, then you
are operating from a holistic perspective that integrates mind and
body.

These ideas are so contrary to the accepted materialism of
our culture that this book has three appendices that are devoted to
going into them in some detail. I'm told by people whose opinion I
respect  that  skipping  the  technical  part  makes  the  book  more
readable, so I have labelled them appendices. 

The Holistic Revolution
Holistic understanding allows us to progress beyond the 
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narrow vision of materialism and have a more realistic worldview.
It allows us to see ourselves as part of nature. It allows us to see
nature  as  intrinsically  valuable.  It  allows  us  to  see  that  our
destruction of the environment is controlled by our social ideas.
As  long  as  materialism  controls  our  social  behaviour  we  will
destroy our environment.

If we choose to look at our society as a biological reality
and see our country as part of a planetary ecology then we can
have a politics with biological priorities. We could make the first
economic priority of government the basic needs of the people for
food, clothing and housing. By focusing our priorities on a healthy
society and the effective functioning of health care, education, and
innovation,  we  could  replace  jobs  lost  to  innovation  with
government initiatives in science,  health care,  education, sports,
entertainment, child care, communication, and reconciliation.

If we look at our society as a biological system then we
would  shift  our  political  priorities  to  the  health  of  the  society
rather than the wealth of individuals. Such a government could
then act  to  ensure  that  corporations  are  created to  serve social
functions and not just to grow capital. It could eliminate poverty
by taxing the super-rich, and subsidizing the poor, and creating a
middle-class society. By eliminating poverty it could eliminate the
social  pressure for constant growth. Without the systemic drive
for  growth  from  corporations  and  the  unemployed  the
government  could commit to  acheiving a steady-state  economy
with a stable population.   

We don't  need to have a constantly growing population
and a constantly accelerating economic growth. We don't need to
be  disrupting  our  environment.  But  building  a  healthy  society
means changing our culture from a materialistic one to a holistic
one. That is going to be a struggle.



Section V: The Struggle
What is to be done?  - V. I. Lenin

Chapter 13. Reforming a Worldview
Changing our educational institutions: church and university.

Chapter 14. Do You Love This Planet?
Love makes things happen.

123



| 13 |
CHANGING A WORLDVIEW

Cultural Institutions
Every  society  has  a  method  for  passing  on  its  cultural

concepts.  In  most  societies  it  is  the  family  that  passes  on  the
culture.  The job of the parent is  to enculturate the children. As
societies become more specialized there are tribal elders who pass
on the basic knowledge and mythology of the society. As religions
develop,  the  worldview of  the  society  is  found in the religious
teachings and the basic educational institutions are religious. In
the  West  the  Christian  church  developed  the  university  as  a
separate institution for teaching Western society's worldview. 

The modern world is dominated by the Western worldview.
There are other worldviews and other cultures, but the military
and economic power of the Western democracies has created an
intellectual dominance. The leaders of non-Western countries send
their children to school at American universities. 

The Holistic Synthesis
The  first  four  sections  of  this  book  were  devoted  to

developing an alternative to the current worldview. We don't have
any choice about the environment. We are stuck with Planet Earth
and we have to make the best of it. But we can change our cultural
models, our social values and our technology. We have choices to
make:

Cultural Models: Materialism or Holism
Social Values: Wealth or Health
Social Organization: Profit or Function 
A holistic approach means that we want to find a synthesis, a

way forward that includes the advances that have been made in
individual rights and freedoms, but also includes a recognition of
our  belonging  to  the  society,  and  to  the  planet.  When  we  see
society as a biological system then the core value becomes health,
and the integrity of each person is recognized.

Since social decision making is controlled by our institutions, 
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the transition to a holistic worldview entails a struggle for control
of  the key institutions of  the society.  The new worldview must
become the new worldview of our institutions. This is where the
battle for Planet Earth will be won or lost. The fight occurs on two
fronts: the church, and the university. Both will have to change.
Both will view any change as a loss to the other side. 

The Dialectic: Science versus Religion
The problem in Western thought is the mind/body problem,

which is  usually  expressed as  the  debate  between religion and
science. This was reflected institutionally in the split between the
university and the church, the two great teaching institutions of
Western society. The university gradually became dominated by
science. Science was dominated by materialism.

The  church,  on  the  other  hand,  took  the  part  of  mind.  It
retained  a  worldview  that  included  communication,  decision
making, and a belief in God. The Christian doctrine still retained a
concept  of  sin  and  redemption.  It  was  an  affirmation  of  life,
against  the  deterministic,  mathematics  of  the  machine.  It  could
still see the world in holistic terms and saw human life as part of a
larger reality.

Unfortunately,  the  theologians  came  to  accept  the  Kantian
Compromise.  The  world  of  mind  was  the  subjective  realm  of
personal,  private,  individual  opinion.   The  church  thus
surrendered the world of nature to the materialists, and retreated
to a theology of individual salvation, and personal morality.  At
most the church took stands on social issues. The Kingdom of God
could be brought in by social justice.

The Relationship to Nature
The result was disastrous for the environment. We discussed

this in chapter one. The materialists view nature as a mechanism.
Therefore,  their  models  of  the  world  do  not  contain  decision
making. Therefore, they cannot do anything about our ecological
problems except to appeal to a higher power they don't believe in.
The theologians, on the other hand, having turned the world of   
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nature over to the materialists were left exhorting individuals to
be  environmentally  responsible.  Neither  could  deal  with  the
cultural decision system that is destroying our environment.

Church Reform
The problem of church reform is immediately apparent. The

church cannot be changed from the outside. While a commercial
corporation can only be changed from the outside,  and politics
must be changed both from without and within, the church must
be changed from within. The decision to change has to come from
church councils, and church councils are made up of the clergy.
You must be a theologian. Having political support is immensely
helpful,  but  cannot  change church policy.  As a  Minister  of  the
United Church of Canada it is my responsibility to do what I can
to reform the church. 

Strategy for the Church
The problem in the church is that the theology of the church

is  already  holistic,  but  no  one  believes  it.  It  is  extraordinarily
difficult to convince people that the things they pretend to believe
are actually true. They think everyone else is just pretending too.
We  need  to  challenge  atheism.  But  challenging  atheism  means
challenging an atheist culture; challenging Western culture. 

How are our children converted to atheism? They are taught
in school that there is no god. As my granddaughter cheerful puts
it:  “I  don't  believe  in  God.  I  believe  in  Science.”  She loves  her
science teacher. 

Then  when  they  go  to  University  they  are  taught  that
believing in God is stupid. There is one woman author who tells
the story of how she was converted to atheism. She was going to
university and had signed up with one of the Christian groups.
When she was about to go out to a meeting her friends made fun
of  her.  So  she  didn't  go  to  the  meeting  and  instead  became  a
committed  atheist.  This  is  how  most  people  are  converted  to
atheism, by peer pressure.

The scientist Francis Collins was head of the genome project
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at the National Institutes of Health in the United States. He was an
atheist,  and  he  realized  one  day  that  he  had  never  actually
thought  about  it.  Everyone  else  was  an  atheist,  so  he  was  an
atheist  too.  So  he  decided to  think  about  it.  A local  Methodist
minister gave him a copy of C. S. Lewis's book Mere Christianity,
and Collins read it, was convinced by it, and became a Christian. 

The argument  that  convinced him was  the  argument  from
morality. Science is amoral. Science looks at the universe as just a
giant machine operating according to scientific laws of cause and
effect.  There is no good and bad;  there is  only the mechanism.
Collins  was  a  good  scientist.  He  knew  that  mechanistic
reductionism was an accurate description of science. 

Lewis argues that even small children know that there is fair
and  not  fair.  And  when  we  say  something  is  not  fair,  we  are
appealing  to  a  standard  of  fairness  that  is  more  than  just  our
personal opinion. We appeal to an understanding of fairness in the
universe.  This  convinced  Collins  that  there  is  something  more
than science in the universe. 

The  argument  that  convinced  me  is  found  in  Reinhold
Neibuhr's book The Nature and Destiny of Man. The argument that
convinces me today is the argument from holism. In other words,
there  are  many  reasons  for  believing  in  God.   In  fact  all  the
rational arguments are with God.
 But the rational arguments are not what convinces us. What
convinces us  is  the experience of  God.  One popular theologian
used to say that he went to university and became an agnostic,
and then he went to seminary and became an atheist. Then one
day he had an experience of God. 

It always goes back to the authority of experience. When the
apostle Thomas was told of the resurrection of Jesus, he required
the experience. He believed it when he saw it. For John Wesley the
word of scripture about the forgiveness of sins was not sufficient;
the word of witnesses about forgiveness of sins was not sufficient;
it was only his felt experience of a heart strangely warmed, and an
inner assurance that convinced him that his sins were forgiven.
Our experience is convincing because it is holistic, and integrates 
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both mind and body. The church has to rise to the challenge. Its
ability to provide an experience of the holy, and of the presence of
God will be decisive.

So I bring you a prophetic word, a word of hope that is also a
challenge. There is a way forward for the Church. But its means
challenging our atheist culture. It is possible to believe in God and
to  convince  other  people  to  believe  in  God,  but  it  means
rediscovering  the  rational  arguments  for  God  and  above  all
renewing the experience of the holy, the experience of the love of
God.

The University
The  decisive  worldview  changes  will  take  place  in  the

university. If the university does not change then we cannot make
the transition to a new culture. The transition to a secular culture
was first accomplished in the university.

The university used to be a combination of the religious and
the  secular.  It  was  a  training  ground  for  the  clergy,  the  civil
service,  and  the  aristocracy.  The  curriculum  used  to  be  a
combination  of  theology  and  classical  Latin  texts.  In  1870  the
British Parliament passed a University Reform Act that allowed
women and dissenters to attend university. It had previously been
the law that to attend the university a student had to be a male
member of the Church of England.

During  my  lifetime,  I  have  watched  the  university  be
transformed. The University of Winnipeg, which I attend, used to
be called United College because it was a college of the United
Church of Canada. It had a Faculty of Theology and was a training
ground for United Church clergy. A few years ago, the Faculty of
Theology  was  closed,  and  the  University  of  Winnipeg  now
considers itself a secular institution.  

At the same time that the university was losing its theological
capacity, it was absorbing just about every other form of learning.
The 1960s saw a massive expansion of the universities, and some
people  said  that  it  should  now  be  called  a  multiversity.  Every
occupation began to move to the university to establish their 
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training programs. And the massive expansion of technology and
science required a whole new range of highly trained technicians
and professionals. Previously, every trade or profession had their
patron  saint.  Now,  they  pride  themselves  on  their  university
department.

The transformation of the university into a godless place was
a  result  of  the  growing  prestige  and  importance  of  science.
Because it was a place of higher learning the university has always
been the home of science. Western science has always been at war
with religion, and at this point in time it has succeeded in routing
religion from the university. 

The  materialist  model  is  taught  by  our  universities  and
increasingly by our grade schools. The university is the intellect of
our society. To change the cultural model of our society means to
change the cultural model taught by our universities. 

Resistance to Change
The university cannot be changed from the outside. It can be

influenced, but it is difficult. The two ways of doing it are funding
research, and funding prizes. Research has been corrupted by the
influence of corporate funding for and control of research in both
natural  and  social  sciences.  The  economics  departments  of  the
university were influenced by the Bank of Sweden when it set up
a prize for economics in honour of Alfred Nobel. But this would
not  have  worked  had  it  not  been  for  the  liberal  tradition  in
economics  and  the  neoliberal  cadre  inside  the  economics
profession. 

Unfortunately, if the church is notorious for its resistance to
change, the university is more so. In the medieval university one
became a master by presenting a thesis and then defending it. The
university was a place for debate. Luther began his revolution by
nailing  his  95  Theses  to  the  Wittenburg  church  door  and
challenging anyone to debate. That model has been replaced by
the  German  model  where  the  university  is  a  place  of
unquestioning obedience to authority. One becomes a Doctor by
presenting a Dissertation. The first step is to narrow down the 



130                                          GREEN RISING

subject matter to a very narrow question.  The second gruelling
effort is to see that every sentence is footnoted and attributed to an
authority. Originality is defined as a new proof of what everyone
already  believes.  Debate  is  discouraged.  The  result  is  what
Thomas  Kuhn  in  The  Structure  of  Scientific  Revolutions calls
“normal  science,”  the  filling  in  of  blank  spots  in  the  standard
paradigm. 

This creates an ongoing tension in the university between the
originality that it claims to value and the rigidity of thought that it
demands.

New  ideas  come  from  cross-fertilization.  The  university
attempts  to  prevent  this  kind  of  cross-fertilization  by
specialization and peer review. Each subject area becomes divided
into  smaller  and  smaller  areas  of  specialization.  Each  specialty
develops its own language. Socialization is restricted to members
of  the  specialty,  both  by  physical  isolation,  and  by  linguistic
isolation. Reading is restricted to specialist publications that have
been  peer  reviewed  to  prevent  any  new  ideas  from  being
contained in them.

In 1948 Norbert Wiener was overly optimistic when he said
that  “Information  is  information,  neither  matter  or  energy.  No
materialism that does not admit this can exist at the present time.” The
truth is that seventy years later, mechanistic materialism continues
to  ply a  very active  trade,  and continues  to prevent  new ideas
from being published.

How  does  an  individualistic  organization  maintain
discipline?  The answer that  the Anabaptists  came up with was
shunning. You simply don't speak to people who are not orthodox
and you don't allow them to speak. Science has adopted the same
method. If your ideas differ from the standard paradigm then you
will  not  be  able to  publish,  or  speak at  conferences,  or  receive
grants,  or  get  tenure.  The  inquisition  of  peer  review  is  the
institutional means for enforcing the shunning. It is the equivalent
of  the  Nihil  Obstat of  the  Roman Catholic  Censor  Librorum.  It
guarantees  that  all  of  the  contents  conform  to  a  standard
paradigm and that the reader will not be bothered by any new 
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ideas. Peer review means nothing new. Just as the Nihil Obstat is
reassuring  to  the  devout  Roman  Catholic,  the  peer  review  is
reassuring to the cautious bureaucrat.
  
Strategy for Change

But  the  efforts  to  prevent  any  communication  with  the
outside world is  never entirely successful.  New ideas  enter the
university from the outside by the process of networking. As each
person talks to their friends, relatives and associates, the mind of
the  network  changes.  Each person touches  hundreds  of  people
and is involved in dozens of institutions. If one person begins to
think of society as an organism that is seeking health, and comes
to  value  belonging,  sharing,  compassion  and  love,  then  each
person they touch and each institution they belong to is changed.
The  network  has  to  make  room  for  the  presence  of  a  new
understanding and a new morality.

Systemic change from within involves a change agent who is
willing to challenge the status quo.  There are still a few scientists
that manage to slip past the censors. They remain points of light in
the darkness. 

The Genetic Revolution: Crick and Gamov
Although  there  are  still  people  who  cling  to  orthodox

materialism, and still people who feel a need to prove that they
are orthodox materialists, major advances have been made in the
addition of communication and decision making to our model of
biology.

The  major  turning  point  was in  1956  when Frances  Crick,
famous for his discovery of the molecular structure of DNA, and
George Gamov,  the physicist  and cosmologist,  enunciated what
they  called  “the  central  dogma  of  microbiology:”  that  the
important processes inside a cell are not the energy processes, but
the information processes. This principle recognizes that there are
two different processes inside a cell, and that the control process is
the information process. All scientists researching DNA now use
an integrated approach. They look at DNA as both an acid, and 



132                                          GREEN RISING

genetic information. It is the genetic information that controls the
development  of  the  organism.  They  accept  the  two  basic
discoveries that integrate mind and body. Matter and energy are
the media of information and communication and it is information
and communication that controls matter and energy.

The Gaia Hypothesis
James Lovelock, a genius instrument designer, was working

for the National Aeronautic and Space Administration (NASA) on
designing an instrument to detect life on Mars.  Dian Hitchcock
and  he  came  to  the  conclusion  that  life  would  create  enough
change in the chemical composition of the atmosphere to make a
planet with life  recognizably different from a lifeless planet.  The
simplest  expression of  this  difference  is  that  Earth  without  life
would have an atmosphere that was 98% carbon dioxide, similar
to Mars and Venus. This would be the chemical equilibrium. But
Earth's atmosphere is primarily nitrogen and oxygen. Oxygen is
chemically  active  and  an  oxygen  atmosphere  is  far  from
equilibrium.  Life makes a huge difference. This was not a happy
idea for NASA, because they were looking for some evidence of
life that would require them to send a spaceship to other planets.
You don't  need a spaceship to tell  you that the atmospheres of
Mars and Venus are mostly carbon dioxide.

Lovelock proposed the term “Gaia” to refer to an emergent
property of interaction among organisms, the spherical planet on
which they reside, and an energy source, the sun. His definition is
rather  convoluted,  but  Gaia  displays  a  physiology  that  we
recognize  as  planetary  regulation.   Life  on  Earth  is  a  control
system. Life is dependent on a set of values: a specific temperature
range,  a  specific  salinity  of  the  oceans,  a  specific  atmospheric
composition,  and  other  elements.  These  are  not  equilibrium
positions,  and  left  to  ordinary  chemical  processes  they  would
decay.  Clearly  some control  system is  maintaining the  Earth  at
these values.  

Lovelock was able to  identify  a number  of  values  that  are
critical to life on Earth.  Gaia acts to keep those values at specific 
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levels. But we don't know how. The system is opaque. This is a
problem because we appear to be unintentionally interfering with
that system, and we have significantly changed the temperature
control. 

When Lovelock suggested that  there  was life  on Earth  the
orthodox materialists  were  outraged.  They accused Lovelock of
being  unscientific  because  he  had  committed  the  “teleological
fallacy.”  The belief  that some behaviour has a purpose is called
“teleological thinking.”  

In  1943   Arturo  Rosenbluth,  Norbert  Wiener,  and  Julian
Bigelow  published  their  landmark  paper,  “Behaviour,  Purpose
and  Teleology.”  (Philosophy  of  Science,1943.  X.  pp.  18-24.)  Their
argument was simply that cybernetic systems exhibit purpose or
goals or teleology. In some quarters these ideas are still radical and
even unthinkable. 

If Gaia behaved as Lovelock proposed then clearly it would
have goals, or ends that it was seeking to maintain. He would be
suggesting that the planet earth exhibited holistic characteristics.
He would be challenging the materialist teaching that the world is
merely a mechanism. If the accusation stuck then Lovelock would
be shunned by the scientific community. He would find it difficult
to teach, publish, speak or receive grants. He had to respond.

To  prove  his  commitment  to  materialist  orthodoxy,  and  to
show  that  thermostatic  control  could  exist  without  being
“teleological”  Lovelock developed an hypothetical  world  called
“Daisyworld.”  The purpose of Daisyworld was to show that you
could have a control  system that was “not  teleological.”  I  have
been given to understand that Lovelock does now refer to Gaia as
a cybernetic system.

Sadly this proof was only partly convincing and a significant
number  of  scientists  felt  he  had  not  fully  recanted  the  Gaia
hypothesis and that he still secretly believed that there is life on
Earth, and that Earth is more than just a complex mechanism. He
is a modern Galileo.



134                                          GREEN RISING

The Evolution of Evolution:  Lynn Margulis
The  theory  of  evolution  that  began  with  Darwin  is  also

evolving to become more holistic. The Darwinian theory was “the
survival of the fittest.” The theory had two parts. First there was
the accumulation of small changes over time. Then there was the
selection  of  the  changes  with  the  best  survival  value  by  the
extermination of the unfit. The genius of Darwin was his ability to
generate  a  theory  of  evolution  compatible  with  the  Newtonian
concept of change by outside forces. Kill or be killed. Eat or be
eaten. 

Darwin made his theory compatible with mechanistic ideas
primarily  by  what  he  left  out.  Darwin  had  no  knowledge  of
genetics, so he simply assumed small changes were adaptations or
else just happened, and the accumulation of enough small changes
would lead to a change of  species.  Genetic  research by Gregor
Mendel  showed  that  the  small  changes  within  a  species  were
mixtures of genes already in the gene pool and did not lead to a
new  species.  Sexual  reproduction  produced  both  variation  and
stability.

The key to modern theories of evolution is the relationship
between  organisms  called  “symbiosis.”  Symbiosis  is  the
development  of  interdependent  relationships  between  species.
The classic  example is  the nitrogen fixing bacteria  that  become
housed in the roots of legumes. Legumes and their nitrogen fixing
bacteria are true symbionts in that they each require the other to
thrive.  For  symbiosis  to  happen  the  individual  species  have  to
communicate.   They  have  to  recognize  each  other  and  then
cooperate with each other. They have to control their behaviour in
order to accommodate the other.  

Symbiotic relationships can then lead to symbiogenesis, the
sharing  of  genes  between  species.  The  microbiologist  Lynn
Margulis who developed the modern theory of the evolution of
cells  with  a  nucleus,  and  who  was  a  supporter  of  the  Gaia
hypothesis, in her book Acquiring Genomes: A Theory of the Origin of
Species, developed the current theory of evolution that the leaps to
new species occur with the acquiring of genomes. The idea of 
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acquiring  genomes  is  supported  by  the  fact  that  the  human
genome is significantly longer than the genome of a bacterium,
therefore the process of evolution must have involved a process of
addition. Also it turns out that mutating genes is very hard, but
splicing them is surprisingly easy. 

In the new understanding of  evolution, change does not just
come from the competition of isolated individuals. Reproduction
does  not  come from individuals  but  from mating  pairs.  It  is  a
cooperative process. Evolution also comes from cooperation and
sharing in the creation of a new ecosystem. As Smuts proposed,
evolution is holistic. Instead of a desperate struggle for survival,
dependent  on  small  competitive  advantages  accumulated  over
millions of years, biologists look to the development of systems of
communication,  cooperation,  and  control.  The  higher  value  is
found in a higher level of cooperation. The single cell organism
may have a higher survival value, since, in the right conditions, it
is  almost  immortal,  while  everything  that  has  sex  dies,  but
evolution moves to higher levels of complexity and cooperation.
The modern theories of evolution focus on cooperation between
species.

The  focus  on  the  individual  led  to  a  misunderstanding  of
evolution. Evolution was seen as progress. The inferior creatures
were simply steps leading to the masterpiece of nature which was
“Man.”  But a closer look at evolution shows that it does not create
just  individuals,  it  creates  ecosystems.  The  complexity  of  the
individual is made possible by the complexity of the ecosystem.
There  is  not  just  an  environment  in  which  the  individual
competes, but rather an ecosystem in which the individual plays a
part.  Survival of the fittest means a species has to fit in. It has to
integrate. It has to cooperate.

The Crisis
The primary reason for change is a crisis in the environment.

Thomas  Kuhn in  The  Structure  of  Scientific  Revolutions proposes
that  the acceptance of  a new paradigm is  preceded by a crisis.
There is a felt need for some kind of resolution that will heal the 
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problems  in  the  current  theory,  but  the  need  does  not  lead  to
action until the problem reaches a crisis point.  Arnold Toynbee
argued in A Study of History that when a disintegrating civilization
faces a crisis, it comes as a series of increasingly serious crises.  

Crisis, as we never tire of saying, is a combination of danger
and opportunity. There is a crisis because the current method of
operation has failed to deliver. This is a danger because the system
has failed. This is an opportunity because there is the possibility of
change. 

Financial Crisis
The problems in the social environment will continue to get

worse.  The crisis  of  capitalism was the Great Depression which
was  solved  by  social  democracy.  But  social  democracy  did  not
solve the basic problem of the accelerating increase in capitalist
rents. As a result, there were a series of small crises leading up to
the crash of 2008. In the event, massive government intervention
around the world managed to turn it into just the Great Recession.
But nothing has changed, nor is anything likely to change. The
intervention merely encouraged business as usual.  The rich will
continue to demand more, and the people will become more and
more  disillusioned.  This  means  that  a  worse  crash  is  coming.
Massive  government  intervention  will  be  required  again  and
again and again. There will be rebellions both within and without
the system. Eventually there will be a crisis that will result in a
choice  between   a  functional  approach  to  the  economy  or  the
collapse  of  Western  industrial  capitalism,  and  the  Greatest
Depression. 

Environmental Crisis 
Our society's commitment to growth is unsustainable. We are

simply  too  big  for  our  environment.  Our  stress  on  the
environment will be a continually worsening problem demanding
a solution. The pain will increase. Increasing heat, floods, forest
fires, droughts, and hurricanes will undermine the economies of
vulnerable countries. There will be civil wars over dwindling 
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resources. Millions of people are already on the move seeking to
escape the chaos. It's getting hot, and its going to get a lot hotter. 

The one positive  thing about  a  financial  collapse  is  that  it
would  significantly  reduce  the  size  of  the  population  and  the
economy.

The Collapse of the West
A society dedicated to exponential growth is fundamentally

unsustainable. We are headed resolutely towards environmental
catastrophe and financial chaos. How many more financial crises
will  it  take,  and how serious will  they be? Can we change our
distribution  of  income before  the  greatest  depression?  Can  we
reduce our level of pollution before global warming wipes us out? 

Whether we make the transition now or after a dark age, we
must make a transition to an holistic civilization. The transition
from Medieval  to Enlightenment  culture  took between 500 and
750 years, depending on which milestones you choose. Hopefully
we could do a transition to an holistic culture a bit faster, but it
would require changing our intellectual, religious,  political, and
economic systems. 

Since our system is fundamentally unsustainable we will face
crisis, after crisis, after crisis. When the crisis comes we will have
an opportunity to change. If nothing changes, then there will be
another crisis and another opportunity.



| 14 |
The Alternative is Love

The Point of Decision
As  a  society,  we  stand  at  the  point  of  decision.  We  are

engaged in a struggle not for our family, not for our nation, but for
the survival of the human race.

The situation is dire, but we have alternatives. If we look at
the  world  with  a  holistic  worldview,  rather  than  a  materialist
worldview then we can think of society in organic terms. We can
value  the  health  of  our  society  more  than  maximizing
consumption. We can choose to have a functional economy rather
than a greedy one. We can restructure our corporations to serve
human needs.  There is  a  way out of  this  mess.  If  we seize the
opportunity, there is a way forward. We must evolve into a more
just, a more compassionate and a more sustainable society.

Unfortunately, all change is experienced as grief. For many
people the first response will be denial, to double down on the
status quo. Materialists tell us to have faith that either technology
will save us, or the market will save us. But saving the status quo
will just make the problem worse, and the result will be another
crisis. Some people become angry and look for someone to blame.
But there is no single person to blame. It is a system. Most of our
politicians are engaged in bargaining. They offer us the illusion of
a society devoted to wealth, but with a few technical changes to
save the environment. The future looks bleak, and many people
are just depressed. They dare not look at the problem because they
have no hope.  

The Struggle
Changing a worldview will  not happen without a struggle.

Materialists  will  pontificate  earnestly  against  any  kind  of
integrated philosophy. Old style Newtonian scientists  will  shun
any  kind  of  holistic  thinking.  Neoliberals,  anarchists  and
libertarians will campaign against any kind of thinking that sees
society as having a real existence. They will claim the authority of 

138
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the  Enlightenment  worldview.  They  will  appeal  to  the  basic
philosophical assumptions that have made Western society great. 

The worst mistake we can make in this struggle is to allow
the  materialists  to  define  our  tactics. In  materialism,  power  is
applied  force.  Materialists  think  of  power  as  coercion,  forcing
people to do things they don't want to do. Machiavelli argued that
a Prince could appeal to love or to fear.  He argued that fear is
better because you cannot force people to love you, but you can
force people to fear you. You can threaten to chain them up or lock
them in cages or flog them into submission or even kill them. Fear
is the primary tool of the materialist, and all systems are seen as
inherently  violent  and  coercive.  They  will  try  to  personalize,
polarize and escalate. 

Materialists personalize 
Materialists see only individuals, so they focus the struggle

on individuals. We can see this in the U. S. Congress. Obama is a
communist. Hillary is a crook. Trump is an idiot.  The element of
truth  in  personalizing  is  that  we  do  empower  individuals  by
giving them the power to make decisions for the community and
to speak on behalf of the community. It is normal to focus on the
leader, and to see the leader as the problem. In an individualistic
society this is even more extreme. The focus on the leader allows
the attacker to vilify their opponent and polarize the debate.

Materialists polarize. 
Polarizing  divides  people  into  two  opposing  groups.  One

group represents all that is good, and the other group represents
all that is bad. Republicans think that Republicans are the good
people  and  Democrats  are  evil  people  who  want  to  destroy
America. Democrats  think that Democrats  are good people and
Republicans  are evil  people who want to destroy America. The
rule  of  the  transnationals  will  be  called  the  virtuous  “private
enterprise”  which  is  heroically  fighting  against  the  evil  of
government  interference  with  individual  liberties.  Growing
inequality will be defended as the “free market” bravely opposing
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the evils of communism. You will be told that the evil government
is  not  the  solution;  rather  the  solution is  the  free  and virtuous
individual.  The strategy is to win the next election because our
supporters  will  be  so  filled  with  hatred  and  contempt  for  our
opponents they will rush to the polls. 

Materialists escalate. 
When  vilifying  the  opponent  doesn't  work,  then  the

materialists escalate. Materialists believe that everything remains
the  same  until  it  is  forced  to  change.  The  solution  to  every
problem  is  the  application  of  force.  Working  harder  means
applying more force. The force may be the actual use of military
force such as bombing and killing, or it could be the application of
“pressure.”  Pressure  is  force  per  square  inch.  It  means  doing
everything  we  can  to  harm  and  frustrate  the  enemy  without
actually killing them. When it doesn't work, then the solution is to
apply more force and find more ways to hurt and frustrate them,
escalating  the  conflict.  In  my youth  we  used  to  study how an
international conflict could escalate into a global nuclear war and
the complete destruction of human life on earth. 

Win-Lose
Personalize, polarizing and escalate is a formula for creating a

fight  that  you will  either  win or  lose.  If  you make the  conflict
personal then it becomes a matter of personal honour. Even a two
year old can understand the concept of death before dishonour.
When we polarize a situation it very quickly becomes a win-lose
problem. In materialism, change only comes about through force,
so the invariable formula is to escalate, to apply more force. But
people  are  alive.  When  you  push  them,  they  push  back.  The
harder you push them, the harder they push back. The harder you
try to hurt them, the harder they will try to hurt you. 

Win-lose situations are not a good idea in general, but they
are particularly bad when dealing with people you have to live
with.  During  the  Second  World  War,  the  American  army  was
generating war propaganda against the Germans and the 
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Japanese. The American generals looked at one of the propaganda
films vilifying the Japanese and said, “We can't release this. After
the war we have to live with these people.” Polarized situations
are   trouble.  You  may  win  the  battle,  but  you  destroy  the
relationship.

Because we were raised in a materialist culture we are always
tempted to use the same tactics. But a holistic strategy gives us an
alternative. The alternative is love.

Love
A materialist world is a world without love. A holistic world

is  a  world  where  love  is  possible  because  it  is  a  world  where
belonging, communication, values and decisions are real. I used to
have a debate with an Adlerian psychologist who would tell me
that what people want most is to belong. My counter-argument
was that what people want most is justification. People want to be
considered good or worthy. Over time the two came together for
me in the idea of love. Love means belonging and respect. We all
need to feel that we belong and we have value. We need to feel
loved. 

Belonging
Love requires a sense of belonging.  Most environmentalists

are  agreed that one of the most serious problems we face is that
most decision makers do not think of themselves as belonging to
the natural world. They think they live in the “practical” world. 
 Belonging creates identity, purpose and meaning because it
involves a relationship to a larger reality. You are one of us. There
is a line. It may be a fuzzy line, but there is a line that divides us
from  them.  In  biology  one  of  the  first  functions  of  a  living
organism is to create an identity by sustaining a boundary. There
are various names for this sense of belonging.  The army calls it
“esprit de corps.” I am told that when recruits arrive at the marine
training base on Parris Island they are told that they are nobody
and nothing, but in twelve weeks they will be marines. They will
be part of the most effective fighting force in the world. They will 
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belong. They will have a meaningful role. They will be valuable
people.

The movement calls it “solidarity.” When you are out there on
the picket line at 40° below, or marching around the legislature
demanding justice there is a feeling of being part of a larger reality
that  is  changing the world for the better.   Jews,  Christians and
Muslims  call  it  “peace.”  When  you  are  part  of  a  worshipping
community there is a moment in the service when you feel the
presence of God and know that you are a child of God, a part of
the divine reality. 

Belonging  also  gives  us  a  sense  of  ownership  and
responsibility. We are responsible for our community and we need
to support it with our work, and our caring.  It  is when we see
ourselves  as  part  of  community  that  we  can  understand  the
importance of a healthy community. Only then can we turn away
from  thinking  in  terms  of  the  constantly  accelerating  levels  of
consumption that we call  wealth.

Our feelings about belonging to the earth are important for
the  environment  because  they  affect  our  decisions.  When  the
Prime Minister and the Minister responsible for Climate Change
make decisions about the environment, what they say about the
environment  is  important,  but  how  they  feel  about  the
environment  is  what  will  determine  their  decision.  Given  the
choice between an increase in global warming of a small fraction
and creating a small fraction of new jobs in the oil industry, the
jobs  will  feel  important  to  “us,”  and  the  increase  in  global
warming is not about “us.”

Materialists  don't  feel  they belong to  the  environment  and
they  do  not  love  the  environment.  In  materialism  there  is  no
belonging; there are only isolated individuals seeking their own
pleasure.  To love the environment means to see the beauty and
goodness of the environment. In the story of creation in the book
of Genesis, God creates the world and after each word of creation,
God saw that it was good.  
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Respect 
Belonging means integration, but it requires mutual respect.

A system becomes unstable when there is a feeling that the system
benefits some at the expense of others. It requires a sense that both
sides are better off. There has to be a sense of justice. The conflicts
in  a  society  tend  to  be  conflicts  over  what  constitutes  justice,
because  people  have  radically  different  ideas  about  what  they
deserve. What constitutes justice is a social decision. The decisions
we make as a society define the meaning of justice for our society,
and thus our identity as a society.  

A good society must be a just society,  but it  requires more
than that. A community is built on love. The first community that
we belong to is the family. Life is a gift.  No one deserves to be
born.  No  one  deserves  to  be  nurtured.  We  nurture  children
because we love them. They are beautiful and valuable and they
belong to us. Love means seeing the beauty and value in someone
and the beauty and value in life.  I  was born in Canada,  which
means  that  the  gifts  I  was  given  were  amazing:  a  democracy,
freedom, libraries, education, hot and cold running water, and a
community of wonderful people. I can never deserve all the gifts I
have been given. The good society is one of generosity, love and
forgiveness,  because it is love that makes life worth living, that
gives life value, that give us joy. 

For materialism business is about exploiting human needs in
order to make money. In holism business is about serving people's
needs and finding new and more effective ways to make people's
lives better. 

Communication
Love  to  grow  must  be  expressed.  Language  is  a  common

possession because a community needs to communicate in order
to cooperate. Communication makes it possible for us to feel the
suffering of another, to feel compassion.  Apparently the brain has
a section that reproduces the sufferings of another so that we can
experience the pain of another in our own body.  My wife was
moved by the story of a woman who asked a group of poor 



144                                          GREEN RISING

children  to  write  out  their  Christmas  wishes.  The  woman was
surprised to find how small the children's' wishes were: an apple
or an orange, or a pair of socks. She was so moved she organized a
group of people to ensure that these children got their wishes. She
listened; she connected; she had compassion; she acted to provide
caring and provision.

Materialist  have  a  hard  time  with  communication  because
they do not believe that it is real. They believe it is “only words.”
They will tell you that, “talk doesn't do anything; we need action,”
and by action they mean force. The other problem that they have
with negotiation is that there are no clear winners and losers. If
you're  not  clearly  the  winner  then  you  must  be  the  loser.
Communication requires us to cross the rigid boundary between
winning and losing, between good and evil. 

Thinking  in  terms  of  communication  changes  the  way  we
relate to the environment.  We begin to look for ways to listen, to
learn and to live in harmony with our environment. We learn to
love our environment, and respect all of life. The native  call for
respect  is  deep  and  meaningful.  Environmentalists  are  often
attracted to native spirituality because it is a worldview that sees
the complex of animals, plants, rivers, winds, plains, mountains,
and  human  beings  as  part  of  a  living  reality  that  we  can
communicate  with.  We can listen;  we can learn;  we can share.
Love is about paying attention.

If you love this planet you will have a sense of belonging to
the planet, and you will value it.  A world where love is possible is
a  world of communication, values and decisions.  It  is a  holistic
world.  It  give  us  an  alternative  to  the  politics  of  personalize,
polarize, and escalate.

Holism Means Think Systems
Materialists  personalize  and  see  any  problem  as  bad

individuals.  In  a  holistic  approach we look at  the  system.  Yes,
there are people destroying the environment and lying to us about
it.  There  are  people  engage  in  a  systematic  campaign  of
disinformation to deny global warming. But these are not simply 
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corrupt individuals. You have to look at their role in the system.
They do it because it is their job.  If you look at the head of the
National  Rifle  Association,  it  is  irrelevant  whether  he  believes
what he says or not, because he is paid to say it. In each case it is
the system that is corrupt. In the one case the corruption is built
into the stockholder corporation, and in the other case it is built
into the American political system. 

Holism  allows  us  to  look  at  the  system  because  holism
recognizes that we are not just isolated individuals; we belong to
entities larger that ourselves. That's why it's called holism.

Holism Means Integrate
General Smuts, who coined the term “holism,” developed the

idea of holism as a solution to international conflict. He saw it as
the basic process of evolution. Evolution moves from simple cells
to  complex  cooperative  bodies.  He  hoped  that  the  League  of
Nations  could  become  a  body  that  would  incorporate  the
competing  nations  and  make  decisions  for  the  benefit  of  the
community of nations. 

Polarization is necessarily a win-lose proposition because it
sets up the conflict as a conflict between good and evil. But it is
based on the assumption that there are absolutes of good and evil.
When we look at things in terms of holistic systems we can see
things not as good or bad in themselves, but as having a function.
Capitalism,  the  free  market,  even  rents,  have  their  uses  in  a
complex economy. Just as they are not wholly good, neither are
they wholly bad. 

Throughout this book I have been denouncing materialism.
Even  this  chapter  is  a  denunciation  of  materialism.  But  the
solution to the evils  caused by materialism is  not  the defeat of
materialism, but the development of an integrated philosophy that
can accept the good things that materialism has done and go on to
something better. The solution to the dialectic is the synthesis. 

Similarly with Enlightenment Liberalism. The evil that it does
is  hard  to  assess,  but  the  claims  to  improving  community  life
through democracy and civil rights is not to be negated. It is 
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important not to negate it but to incorporate it in something better.

Holism Means Negotiate
A battle is won by the army left in possession of the field. You

can win a battle by force. A war is won when the two sides sign a
treaty. In the end you have to negotiate. In the war in Vietnam the
Americans  won every battle,  but  they lost  the war because the
Vietnamese never gave up. 

We can stop thinking of conflict as a battle that we can win
and start thinking in terms of a peace we can negotiate. It means
moving from thinking of power as force to thinking of power as
decision making. It begins by finding common ground. It helps if
you  have  a  common  understanding  of  the  situation,  a  set  of
common values, and a variety of acceptable options. That means
understanding where your opponents are and having a clear idea
of where you are. That means communicating.

Power
As a member of the community I am part of the power of the

community. I flip a switch and the light goes on. My freedom to
turn the light on is dependent on the discipline of thousands of
people who are working night and day to make that possible and
to keep the system dependable. I have listed some of the things
that  I  am  free  to  do  because  I  am  a  Canadian.  The  way  we
organize  our  country gives  me immense individual  power,  but
that power requires discipline.  The community makes decisions,
and because I  am a member of the  community I  am bound by
those decisions. 

Making  decisions  for  the  community  is  about  service,  and
servanthood. Holism allows us to see that we can make sacrifices
for the greater good, because there is a greater good. Each person
has a role in the community, and serving the community always
entails some form of self-sacrifice, because we are required to put
the good of the community ahead of our own interests. 

In the holistic view corporate power is not seen as personal
power. To use corporate authority given you by the community 
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for your own individual benefit or the benefit of your family and
friends is a misuse of power. It is corruption. For the materialist,
far from being corrupt, that is the sole purpose of gaining power. 

Materialist individualism seeks to empower the individual by
disempowering  the  community.  But  instead,  it  disempowers
everyone. If everyone is just there to loot the community, then the
community collapses and the power that we had from being a part
of  the  community  collapses  too.  This  is  the  tragedy  of
individualism.  It  is  destroying  our  society.  It  is  destroying  our
environment.

Community Decision Making
The  crucial  decisions  will  be  made  by  our  corporate

executives, our politicians, and by our scholars and scientists. The
decisions will be made in the committee rooms of our institutions. 
 The struggle will not be fought with guns or atomic bombs or
other  weapons  of  mass  destruction.  It  will  be  fought  in
boardrooms, and shareholders meetings. It will be fought in the
hearts  of those who must choose between quarterly profits and
serving  the  community.  Our  corporate  boards  need  people  to
speak for the business  of  serving customers  and not  exploiting
them  and  the  environment.  It  will  be  fought  in  international
meetings  of  governments,  in  meetings  of  cabinets,  in  political
caucuses, and political parties. It will be fought in the hearts of
those who must choose between the short term financial interests
of their wealthy donors and the health and welfare of the human
race.  Our  political  parties  need  people  who  will  speak  in
conventions and in committees for the environment. Our political
offices need people who will speak for the values of health over
the values of wealth. It will be fought in editorial rooms, and story
conferences.  It  will  be  fought  in  the  hearts  of  those  who must
choose  between  speaking  out  and  silently  acquiescing  in  the
holocaust.  Our  news  agencies  need  people  who will  argue  for
honesty  in  reporting.  It  will  be  fought  out  in  curriculum
committees  and  faculty  meetings.  It  will  be  fought  out  in  the
hearts of all those who must choose between hearing alternatives 
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or enforcing the shunning. Our universities and learned societies
need people to speak for a holistic science. It will be fought out in
the hearts of all those who must decide to share a book or remain
silent. 

In  holism,  power  is  the  ability  to  make  decisions.  As  an
elector  in  a  democracy it  is  my responsibility  to  get  politically
involved. As a member of the Green Party I am responsible for
presenting resolutions to policy conferences. As a United Church
Minister it is my responsibility to present new theological ideas to
the  church.  As a  scholar it  is  my responsibility  to  present  new
ideas  to the University.  As a writer  it  was my responsibility to
write a book about it.

We belong to a system that  is  destroying the environment,
and we have been given a small role in that destruction. We don't
have any choice about that, but we do have a say. We can influence
those decisions. We have the power. We can make decisions. We
can communicate. We can share ideas. The ultimate decision is to
communicate  or  remain  silent.  Change  happens  by
communication, and a few words can make a big difference. The
task is daunting and demanding. The defenders of materialism are
well entrenched and well  funded, and scary, but they have one
fatal flaw: they are defending a lie. We live in a holistic universe
and in the end, love is more powerful than fear and truth is more
powerful than lies. Love never gives up. We will never give up.
There  is  a  light  shining  in  the  darkness  and the  darkness  will
never put it out.



REVOLUTIONARY APPENDICES

As  a  society  we  have  to  change  from  a  dysfunctional
materialism to a holistic philosophy. The main body of this book
details  the  historical  roots  of  our  current  system  and how  the
required change in philosophy applies to corporations, economies,
politics, and our intellectuals in the church, the university and the
media.  That  change  has  been  made  possible  by  a  number  of
intellectual revolutions in the Twentieth Century. Understanding
those revolutions is essential, but, unfortunately, explaining them
requires a more dry and abstract style.  I was persuaded that it
would make the book more readable if  they formed a series of
appendices.

Appendix 1: The Information Revolution
 Matter and energy are the media of information and 

communication

Appendix 2: The Cybernetic Revolution
Information controls matter and energy.

Appendix 3: Integrating Mind and Body
The mind/body gestalt is the basis of holistic biology.

Appendix 4: The Green Manitfesto
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Appendix 1:The Information Revolution

My proposal is simply that we have to move from a society
based on materialism to a society based on holism. Holism is not a
new idea. You hear holism talked about all the time, particularly
in the therapeutic community. The classic example is the placebo.
You give someone a sugar pill and tell them it's medicine and they
are healed. My favourite story is of the man who cured his disease
by watching comedies and taking vitamin C. So people talk about
holistic solutions. But holism developed only a limited following
in  the  academic  and  scientific  community  because  it  did  not
challenge the basic materialist idea that the only things that are
real  are matter and energy. Scientists  were taught that the only
scientific way to look at the world was materialism, and science
trumps  philosophy.  Holism  could  only  be  credible  when  it
resolved the mind/body problem in a way that would help solve
scientific  problems.  Doing  that  required  two  major  scientific
revolutions:  the  information  revolution  and  the  cybernetic
revolution.  We touched on this  briefly in  Chapter  12.  Now we
need to go into it in more depth. In this appendix we will discuss
the information revolution.

The Information Revolution
The  development  of  an  integrated  understanding  of  mind

and  body  begins  with  the  telecommunications  revolution.  The
telegraph,  the  telephone,  and  the  radio  radically  changed  our
understanding  of  ideas  and  the  transmission  of  ideas.  The
telegraph,  the telephone and the radio transmit words, and the
words are vehicles for ideas. The telecommunication devices are
machines,  what  we came to  call  “technology.”  The  mechanistic
materialists  had to  admit  that  these devices  were real;  after  all
they were made of matter and used energy. But they were devices
for transmitting ideas,  and by definition ideas were not real. In
order to preserve materialist dogma, the engineers proceeded to
work  a  little  word  magic.  Instead  of  talking  about  ideas  they
began to talk about “information.” 
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The problem, then, was to define this new thing. Hard line
materialists satisfied themselves with the idea that it was “some
form of energy.” This seemed reasonable. Since only matter and
energy were real, and information was real and clearly not matter,
then it must be energy. The use of mechanistic terms as metaphors
for the things of the mind had become so common as to seem to
make sense. “Energy” was the fuzziest idea and could be used to
refer to just about any mental phenomenon. 

The problem with defining information as either matter or
energy  is  that  matter  is  measured  in  kilograms,  and  energy  is
measured  in  calories.  How  many  kilograms  is  the  Charter  of
Rights  and  Freedoms?  or  How  many  calories  are  there  in  the
Gettysburg address? These questions are absurd.

The Great Information Hoax of 1948
I  would be  remiss  in  my duty to  discuss  the  definition of

information if  I  did not  pause to debunk what I  call  the Great
Information Hoax of 1948. The argument put forward by Claude
Shannon,  an  engineer  at  Bell  Labs,  and  Warren  Weaver,  an
administrator  of  the  Macy Foundation,  was  that  information is
entropy. 

It is relatively easy to disprove. The first rule in physics is that
an equation has to have the same units on both sides. Information
is measured in “bits.” Entropy, on the other hand, is measured in
joules  per  degree  Kelvin,  in  other  words,  the  ratio  of  heat  to
temperature. You cannot translate “bits” into “joules per degree
Kelvin.” The equation is not valid.

The argument that they presented was that if you look at the
Hartley formula  for  calculating information:  H =  n  log2 S;  and
compare it to the formula for entropy: S = kb ln W, they look the
same. If you just remove the units you can easily translate the one
into the other. This is the fallacy of the undistributed middle. For
example: A slurpee is cold. The ocean is cold. Therefore the ocean
is a slurpee. Entropy is a logarithmic quantity.  Information is a
logarithmic quantity. Therefore information is entropy.

It is the most successful attempt to pretend that information 
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is “some kind of energy,” the ratio of heat to temperature to be
precise.  The  hoax  worked  because  most  people  cannot  define
either  information  or  entropy,  and  the  people  who understood
information  did  not  understand  entropy  and  the  people  who
understood entropy did not understand information. 

Information is a Choice
 If information is not “some kind of energy,” then what is it?
The technical definition developed at Bell Labs was, “Information
is  a  message  selected  from  a  set  of  possible  messages.”
Information is a selection, in other words a choice or a decision.
Further, it is a choice from a group of possibilities. 

The  word  “choice”  or  “decision”  is  taboo  in  the  scientific
community.  It  violates  the  fundamental  assumptions  of
materialism. You cannot have a deterministic system governed by
mathematical rules of cause and effect if there is choice. A world of
decisions  and  possibilities  is  not  the  world  of  Newtonian
mechanics. The cyberneticist Gregory Bateson went to an amazing
amount  of  trouble  to  avoid  using  the  taboo  word.  He  defined
information as, “a difference that makes a difference.” But this is
just a convoluted way of describing a choice. A “difference” means
at  least  two  possibilities.  Why  does  the  difference  make  a
difference? Because it is chosen. 

Defining  information  as  choice  is  not  intuitively  obvious.
Information  is  another  word  for  ideas,  and  we  don't  normally
think of ideas as decisions. As a writer I can assure you that ideas
are decisions. In the above paragraph I had to make a number of
decisions. At the basic level it is the choice of words. Clearly the
engineers  had chosen “selected” because of  its  association with
Darwinian “selection,” and the implication that it fit neatly into
materialist assumptions. I wanted to stress that it does not fit into
materialist assumptions. Therefore I used the words “choice” and
“decision.” 

Another decision was about the word “taboo.” Some people
would find it outrageous, and insulting to suggest that engineers
obeyed certain irrational religious prohibitions. At the same time, I
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wanted  to  stress  that  materialism  makes  certain  ideas  literally
unthinkable.  Another  decision  was  about  connecting  the
unthinkable quality of choices to the discussion in the first chapter
of the inadequacy of materialist models because there is no room
in them for decision making. Or could I assume that the reader
would easily make that connection? 

The definition of information as choice had three advantages.
The  first  advantage  was  that,  as  well  as  giving  a  definition  of
information,  it  also gave a simple definition of  communication.
Communication could be defined as the translation of choices in
one set of possibilities into choices in another set of possibilities. It
could be understood as coding or translation. I visualize it as an
input/output  process.  Thus  information input  is  translated  into
information output.

Thus the telegraph translated the letters of the alphabet into the
dots  and  dashes  of  Morse  code.  The  telephone  translated  the
sound wave into an electronic wave. 

The second advantage of defining information as choice was
that  it  allowed  for  the  counting  of  information.  Any  complex
choice  can be  analyzed as a  series  of  binary choices.  Thus any
information could be coded as a series of binary choices. Morse
code translated letters into dots and dashes. Engineers could now
translate any message into a series of ones and zeroes. The binary
choice was called a “bit,” short for binary digit. The choices on a
keyboard could be coded in eight bits or a “byte.” 

Hartley's formula for counting the number of bits you need to
code a message is H = n log2 S where H is the number of bits, n is
the number of symbols, and log2 S is the logarithm to the base 2 of
the number of possible symbols in the symbol set. 

A byte consists of a series of eight binary choices.  Since the
quantity of the set of possible messages is logarithmic to the base
two, one byte is one choice from among 28 = 256 different 

Translation process Information 
Output

Information 
Input
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possibilities, roughly the number of possibilities on a keyboard.
You could now count the speed of a transmission in terms of

a bit rate, and you could count the information on your computer
in terms of kilobytes and megabytes.

Information and Logic
The third advantage of defining information as choice was

that it was logical. 
The logic of Aristotle is categorical logic. The basic question is

the relationships among categories.  In the classic Venn diagram
the  categories  are  represented  by  circles  that  intersect.  The
diagram shows which categories are part of other categories and
which  are  not.   It  thus  diagrams  the  traditional  divisions  of
categorical logic: all are, none are, some are, some are not.

When I first read Bateson's “Korzybski Lecture” back in the
1960s, I thought his definition of information was lacking. Being in
honours English I knew that a definition should consist of  simuls
et differens, i.e. how is this word the same and different from other
words, or what category is it in and how does it differ from other
members of the category? So Bateson's definition of information as
“a difference that makes a difference” seemed only half right. It
lacked a categorical or holistic element.

Later I came to see that the categorical element was itself a
question of difference. What category you are in distinguishes you
from members of other categories. Thus if you are Belgian, you are
different from a Russian. If you are a Canadian, you are different
from an American.

In  symbolic  logic  these  categorical  boundaries  become the
operator  for  either/or,  which  can  be  understood  as  your  basic
binary choice. The distinction between x and not x is the basis of
all  categories  and  boundaries.  It  can  be  coded  with  the  basic
binary digit or “bit” of 1 or 0. 

Since  information  was  defined  as  logical  it  could  be
manipulated logically. Thus your computer processes information
using Boolean logic.  In  the  development  of  modern computing
one of the most important developments was the paper by 
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neurologist  Warren  McCullough  and  polymath  Walter  Pitts  on
“How the Brain Perceives Universals.” This understanding of how
the brain performs logical functions was why they called the early
computers “electronic brains.” The development of the computer
was biomimicry.  

Information and Mathematics
When I first got a computer, I had to search diligently for the

power  switch.  Finally  on  the  back  of  the  computer  I  found  a
switch labelled 1 and 0. It took me awhile to figure out that the 1
meant “on” and the 0 meant “off.” But this is how the computer
works. A computer is a board with a vast number of transitors. A
transistor can function as a gate so that it is either open or closed,
either on or off, either 1 or 0. The 1 and 0 represent binary choices.

Although what we are talking about is a choice, the use of 1
and  0  as  symbols  gave  the  impression  of  mathematics  and
therefore implied scientific materialism. Although mathematics is
a set of ideas and neither matter nor energy, scientists gave it a
special exemption from the materialist insistence on the unreality
of ideas.

Mathematics and Holism
One  way  that  materialism  prevented  the  study  of  holistic

systems  was  by the  use  of  mathematics.  When I  was in  grade
school the language of science was Latin. Now the language of
science  is  mathematics,  and  the  test  of  whether  something  is
scientific is the math.

The problem is that mathematics  is  not holistic in the way
that logic is. The part of mathematics that imitates logic is called
“set theory.” It follows the rules of categorical logic, but sets are a
very restricted kind of category. Sets contain elements. Wholes, on
the other hand, contain parts. Looking at the body mathematically
we find that it is has the following elements: 65% oxygen, 18.5%
carbon,  9.5%  hydrogen,  3.2%  nitrogen,  1.5%  calcium,  1%
phosphorus, and 1.3% other elements. Looked at from a holistic
point of view, the body has a heart, a brain, a stomach, a liver, two 



156                                          GREEN RISING

kidneys,  two eyes,  etc.  You cannot  do  a  holistic  analysis  using
mathematics.  You can only  do an elementary analysis.  To do a
holistic analysis you have to use logic.

Media
The  engineers  were  convinced  that  they  were  orthodox

materialists. They were working with wires, electricity, and radio
waves. They were working with matter and energy. At the same
time,  they  were  using  this  matter  and  energy  to  transmit
information.  It  is  important  to  understand  that  information  is
ideas,  and  ideas  are  information.  Although  we  use  the  word
“information,”  we are talking about ideas and the transmission
and processing of ideas.

The fact was that they were dealing with two different things.
On the one hand they had information and, on the other hand,
matter and energy. The recognition that information is  real  and
objective and that it is not matter or energy is the refutation of
materialism.  Reality  is  holistic.  Where  before,  mind and matter
were seen as two totally separate realms and only the matter was
real,  they  could  now  be  seen  as  different  aspects  of  a  single
phenomenon:  a  single  “real”  phenomenon,  a  single  objective
reality. 

But since they were dealing with a holistic phenomenon, they
then  had  to  define  the  relationship  between  mind and  matter.
They had to find a solution to the mind/body problem. The first
step in integrating mind and body was admitting the reality of
information  (aka  ideas).  The  second  step  was  to  define  the
relationship  between  information/communication  and
matter/energy. 

They developed the idea of “media.” Clearly the energy in
the telegraph line was not the information itself, but only a carrier
for that information. The matter and energy of the telegraph, the
telephone and the radio could communicate because they were
the  media  that  carried  the  information.  Their  solution  to  the
mind/body problem was that matter and energy are the media of
information and communication.
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Marshal McLuhan
Marshall  McLuhan was a great man who once said a very

stupid thing: “The medium is the message.” What do you do if you
come  up  with  a  piece  of  nonsense  and  it  makes  you  an
international, intellectual celebrity, even interviewed by Playboy
magazine, and with bit parts in Woody Allen movies? You try to
qualify it, but you can't really retract it. 

He attempted to retract it. He later said that what he really
meant was that “the medium is the massage.” He was developing
further the work of Harold Innis and his landmark book, The Bias
of Communication. The basic idea is that a medium limits the kind
of messages you can transmit. The classic example is the maxim
that a picture is worth a thousand words. McLuhan argued that
the habitual use of certain media would create a corresponding
bias in the brain. Thus the use of the printed word had created the
extreme visual bias in Western thought. 

McLuhan talked about the bias of television and the bias of
radio.  Today  we  must  deal  with  the  bias  of  social  media.  The
social media providers argue that they are just platforms (media)
and other people provide the content (information). Social media
are a vehicle for gossip. It turns out that they are also a powerful
vehicle  for  hate.  Social  media  are  responsible  for  how  they
“massage” these messages.  The person who repeats a libel  and
sends it out to millions of people is as much responsible for the
libel  as  the  person  who  originated  it.  Social  media  that  use
programs to prioritize messages of hate are responsible for that
hate. Whether these social media programs are creating a mental
bias for hate is another question.

But we must insist: the distinction between the medium and
the message is  an  essential  distinction.  The medium is  not the
message.   The  solution  to  the  mind/body  problem  that  was
developed by telecommunications is  matter and energy are the
media of information and communication. It is the first step in
understanding the relationship between mind and body.

The second step came with the cybernetic revolution.



Appendix 2: The Cybernetic Revolution

The Cybernetic Revolution
The  second  major  scientific  revolution  that  made  an

integrated  understanding  of  mind  and  body  possible  was  the
discovery  of  cybernetics.  The  study  of  control  theory  is  called
“cybernetics,”  and  the  20th Century  saw  major  advances  take
place.  Cybernetics  integrates  information  and  communication
with  matter  and  energy  in  a  very  simple  way. Information
controls matter and energy. The mind controls the body.

This is the point where hard line materialists freak out. This
was the relatively simple conclusion that even the cyberneticists
found  unthinkable.  In  his  book,  Cybernetics, Norbert  Wiener
comments, “Information is information. It is neither matter or energy.
No materialism that does not admit this can exist at the present time.”
The problem with this statement is that a materialism that admits
the reality of information is not a materialism. Materialism is the
belief that only matter and energy are real. To admit that there is
something in the universe that is neither matter nor energy is to
say materialism is wrong. For scientists like Wiener, the idea that
there could be a metaphysics other than materialism was literally
unthinkable.  Since  I  too  was  raised  as  a  materialist,  my
exploration of  control  theory was a  very long and complicated
journey.

I  was  passionately  driven  to  integrate  our  knowledge  of
information and cybernetics into a general theory of control. But it
was not a concern for the environment that drove me. It was the
trials of being a parent.

We would begin teaching our parenting classes with an hour
of sharing. The woman speaking to the class was a lovely,  well
dressed, professional woman. She was speaking from the heart.
“When  we  had  Julia,  I  thought  that  parenting  was  a  snap.  I
couldn't  understand  why people  would  take  parenting  classes.
Then we had Cynthia. Now, I don't want to go home at night. I
just  sit  and  cry.”  We  began  the  class  with  an  hour  of  sharing
because people come with an agenda. There is always something 
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they want to talk about, and they are not ready to learn until they
have been heard. The parents had problems with their children,
but the healing had to begin with the parents. The fear, shame,
guilt, depression and anger would overwhelm them. They needed
to find faith, forgiveness, hope, and peace. We were there to help
then find that because that was what we needed too.

The problem was that they believed that they were supposed
to get  their  children under control.  Now, the problem with the
myth of parental control is that it is not based on reality. It is based
on  a  faith  in  “materialism.”  In  this  belief  system,  everything
happens by cause and effect. Every effect has a cause. So if the
child has a problem, then that is an “effect,” and the parent is the
“cause.” We had friends who thought that they would never say
“no” to their child and therefore their child would never learn the
word. Needless to say, when their child turned two he began to
say, “No.” It is called the “terrible twos” because that is the point
in  a  child's  development  when  she  starts  to  become  an
independent person. I remember one of the parents in our class
saying with that combination of despair and anger that is the fate
of  parenting,  “That  child  has  a  mind of  her  own.”  Parents  are
supposed to control  their children,  but  how do you get control
when your child has a mind of their own? 

Now, my wife and I were university educated people. We had
learned  about  materialism  in  school.  We  had  learned  about
materialist psychology called “behaviourism.” Materialism tells us
that there is no such thing as mind; there are only molecules in
motion. Psychologists concluded that since the mind was not real,
they could only study human movement, in other words human
behaviour.  Because  they  were  only  concerned  with  movement,
behaviourists could learn everything they needed to know about
human psychology  by  studying  how  lab  rats  move.  You don't
need to know what the rat is thinking; you just have to observe its
movements. The Newtonian laws of motion tell us that everything
stays the same until it is forced to change. Materialism tells us that
all change is caused by some force.  The force that causes the lab
rat's movement to change they called the “stimulus,” and the rat's 
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movements they called the “response.” In the classic behaviourist
experiment Ivan Pavlov would ring a bell every time he fed his
dogs. After a while he could make the dogs salivate just by ringing
the bell.   The bell  was the stimulus, and the salivating was the
response.  Behaviourist psychology studies the laws that  govern
the relationship between stimulus and response.

For the behaviourist parent this means that in order to control
your child's behaviour you just have to find the right stimulus.
Parenting  then  becomes  a  desperate  search for  the  appropriate
stimulus that will generate the desired response. Our children felt
like guinea pigs in some experiment. But all the experiments end
in failure, because children can say “No.” The search for the magic
stimulus simply leads to deeper frustration and despair. The plain
truth is that children are not objects that can be manipulated; they
are people. Children are alive, and one of the basic characteristics
of life is that if you push a living thing, it will push back.

It was painfully obvious that behaviourism did not work, so
we began  to  look  for  other  ways  to  get  control.  We turned  to
systems theory. The work of the anthropologist Gregory Bateson
was  familiar  to  us,  and  this  led  us  to  the  work  of  the  other
scientists  who  met  at  the  Macy  Conferences  on  Cybernetics  in
1948.  The  term  “cybernetics”  is  a  very  unfortunate  coinage.  It
comes from the Greek for a steersman. The sails or the oars cause
a boat to move, but it is the steersman at the rudder that controls
that movement. It would have avoided a lot of confusion if they
had just called it control theory. They noticed a similarity between
Arturo  Rosenbluth's  study  of  the  way  the  body  controls  arm
movements,  and Norbert Wiener's  automated anti-aircraft  guns.
They were looking at self-controlled systems that do not simply
respond  to  outside  forces,  but  have  some  internal  method  for
controlling their behaviour. Human beings are also self-controlled
systems,  and  parents  and  children are  human  beings.  Thus,
looking at self-controlled systems could tell  us a lot about how
parents control themselves and how children control themselves. 

The cyberneticists discovered that you could understand self-
controlled systems by studying the feedback loop. Instead of the 
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straight  line  of  cause  and  effect,  they  discovered  a  circular
information  process.  By  analyzing  the  processes  involved  in  a
feedback loop from the various descriptions by Norbert Wiener,
Ludwig von Bertelannfy and others,  we came to the conclusion
that a control  loop had to have four basic  processes:  act,  sense,
evaluate, choose. 

The Feedback Loop: Four Processes
When we say that we are self-controlled, we mean that we

make  our  own decisions.  Control  systems  are  decision-making
systems.  In  the  mechanistic  world of  behaviourism we are  just
objects driven by outside forces. In control theory, we are subjects
who make decisions.  When we look at  the  four  processes  in a
control system, they are the processes involved in a decision. 

For example, consider driving a car. In order to control the car
you have to make decisions.  You  act.  You step on the  gas  and
bring the car up to speed. In order to control the speed of the car
you need to  know the speed.  The speedometer  is  your  sensor,
which tells you the speed. Then you need to have a specific goal or
value  that  the  control  system  is  trying  to  achieve.  Fortunately
there is a speed limit. To  evaluate your speed you compare the
reading  on  the  speedometer  to  the  speed  limit  and  you know
whether the car is going too fast or too slow. This gives you a goal
to either speed up or slow down. Then you  choose between the
three  options,  either  the  brakes  or  the  gas  or  do  nothing.  This
brings us back to where we began. How you act will change the
speed of the car.  You then check the speedometer to see if  you
need to make any further adjustments. Repeating this four step
process is the basic feedback loop of a control system. 

It is composed of these four processes: Act, Sense, Evaluate,
Choose. 
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If this four-fold division seems arbitrary, I refer you to the
military's famous OODA Loop. They divide the decision process
into  four  processes:  Observe,  Orient,  Decide,  Act.  They  use  a
different terminology, but the processes are the same. I'm told that
they  use  it  for  training  fighter  pilots  at  Top  Gun  because
improving a pilot's decision making time by a few micro-seconds
can  mean  the  difference  between  life  and  death.  Although
parenting a child is much more complicated than flying a fighter
jet,  we  still  needed  a  simple  understanding  of  control  that  we
could explain to parents in the inner city of Winnipeg. 

In  1990  we  published  our  first  book  about  it  called,
Empowerment: A Systems Approach to People and Groups.  The book
stressed a number of things, but one of the most important was
that the process was a communication process. The alternative to
stimulus  and  response  is  communication.  In  a  communication
process, the goal is harmony. The words that you speak should be
the words that I hear. Hopefully, the ideas that I am expressing are
the  ideas  that  you  understand.  Change in  the  decision  process
does not happen by force; it happens by communication.   

It  radically  changed  our  understanding  of  parenting.  We
changed from thinking of children as objects to be manipulated, to
thinking of children as people to be empowered. Empowerment
meant  making  those  four  processes  effective,  helping  them  to
make sense of the world, to feel good about themselves, to have
alternatives to choose from, and to have the skills to act effectively.
And helping children started with empowering the parents and
giving them a different understanding of parenting. As one parent
said  at  the  end  of  our  course,  “I'm  asking  different  questions,
now.”

Empowerment
“Information” is a recent technical term, but it refers to things

that philosophers have been talking about for thousands of years.
We  used  to  call  information  “ideas.”  And  we  used  to  call
processing  information  “thinking.”  And  we  used  to  call  the
process of thinking the “mind.” Thus using the old terminology 
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we are asking a very old question, “What are the ideas that control
how our mind thinks?”

This model changed our definition of power. Power becomes
the  ability  to  make  decisions.  The  traditional  definition  of
empowerment is to give someone the authority to make a decision
on  behalf  of  a  group.  When  we  applied  empowerment  to
individuals, it meant improving their decision making by helping
them find: a healthy environment, realistic models, clear values,
and a variety of options. As parents we want our children to be
able  to  make  their  own  decisions  based  on  a  realistic
understanding of  the  world,  a  set  of  clear  values,  and a  set  of
social skills that give them more options. The skills that the parent
needs are leadership skills. 

Programming
We then had to take the analysis  one step further.  We had

used cybernetics to describe human decision making, but many of
our  decisions  are  automatic.  They  seem  mechanical.  The
philosopher David Hume, after debunking cause and effect, went
on to say that there must be something to it because people are so
predictable. Information systems are not mechanical. What makes
them so predictable is that they are programmed. 

The cyberneticist and mathematician John von Neumann was
attached to the Manhattan Project, working on the atomic bomb.
Because his work required a series of complex calculations, they
gave him a computer. But every time he wanted to do a different
kind of  calculation,  he  had to  rewire the  computer.  This  is  the
source of our expression “hard wired.” He resolved to develop a
programmable  computer.  His  design  for  a  programmable
computer is called the Von Neumann Architecture, and is the basis
of all modern computing. He moved quickly to publish his design
and  put  it  into  the  public  domain  so  that  the  progress  of
computing would not be retarded by having it patented and thus
privatized.  As  a  scientist  his  first  instinct  was  to  share  his
knowledge. 
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You've been reading for a while now, so you need to pause
and stretch.  Stand  up.  Rotate  your  shoulders.  Turn  your  head.
Look into  the  distance.  Allow your  eyes  to  focus  on objects  at
different distances. And then return to the book.

Computers are programmable because information can act as
a command. It probably came as a bit of a surprise when I asked
you  to  stretch.  You  were  going  along  cheerfully  processing
information  when  I  told  you  to  stand  up.  Instead  of  you
processing  the  information,  the  information  started  processing
you.  A series  of  commands  about  how  to  process  information
constitutes a program. Since the commands are information, they
can  be  stored  in  memory  the  same  as  any  other  information.
Computers merely imitate the process that we all go through. We
all have memories that program us and tell us how to process our
experience.

We needed to analyze how each of the internal processes of
the  feedback  model  (sensing,  evaluating,  choosing)  was
programmed.  We  can  model  each  step  in  the  process  as  a
communication process in which information input is translated
into information output.

The  Sensing process  involves  translating  changes  in  the
environment into perceptions. The program that tells us how to
do that we called our “model.”  

If a person has a model of global warming that says it is a
hoax, then every piece of information about global warming will
be  translated  as  some form  of  hoax.  Scientists  say  that  carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere is going up. Since global warming is a
hoax,  they must be lying. The model  has to change before any
information can be understood. Because the model is information,
it can be challenged and changed, but it involves change at the
program level. People resist that level of change. 

Translation process Information 
Output

Information 
Input
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A corporation  has  a  number  of  reports  that  interpret  the
changes around them. The structure of the report is the program
that  controls  how  the  corporation  interprets  the  world.  The
financial reports of a balance sheet and profit and loss statement
translate the world into profit-and-loss  terms.  The International
Institute for Sustainable Development has developed a number of
additional reporting instruments that allow a corporation to look
at their operations in environmental terms.

A  society  has  a  number  of  reporting  systems,  the  most
obvious being the mass media. A society's understanding of what
is happening in the world is programmed by the mass media. The
distortions in the media will give people a distorted view of the
world. When I was young we had two newspapers in Winnipeg.
One was the Conservative paper, and the other was the Liberal
paper. We knew that if you were reading the Winnipeg Free Press
that  you  would  get  the  world  as  seen  by  the  Liberal  Party.
Newspaper  editors  were  important  political  players.  Choosing
your sources of information in order to reinforce your biases is not
a new thing.

The process of  Evaluating translates perceptions into needs.
We called the program that tells us how to do that our “values.” In
our previous example, controlling the speed of a car, the value is
the speed limit. You evaluate the speed of the car by comparing
the  reading  on  the  speedometer  to  the  speed  limit.  For  most
drivers the speed limit is the value. For some drivers the value is
set  at  slightly  above the  speed  limit,  but  low enough to  avoid
being caught for speeding. Other people would travel at slightly
below the speed limit in order to improve the fuel efficiency of
their car. When we would drive to the beach we would pass the
slow-moving farmers who were focused on saving gas,  and we
would be passed by the city people eager to get to the beach. 

Values  are  ideas,  and  therefore  they  are  choices.  Every
decision is an exercise in values clarification. A person's character
is determined by their value choices. An addiction is a disease of a
person's  values  because  addicts  put  the  value  of  the  addiction
above all other things. It becomes a god for which they will 
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sacrifice everything else in their  life.  Addictions  are  difficult  to
heal because changing our core values is a life changing decision.
But values are ideas, and thus a choice, so they can be changed.

Evaluating the speed of the car gives us a need. We need to
either speed up or slow down.  

The process of  Choosing translates needs into actions.  The
program  that  tells  us  how  to  do  that  we  called  “technological
options.”  Options  are  the  essential  element  of  any  choice.  We
choose from among the available options. In the car example some
companies would put a governor on the engines of their cars so
that they would not exceed the speed limit. Going over the speed
limit  was  not  an  option  for  their  drivers.  We added the  word
“technological”  because  technology  is  the  application  of
knowledge to work and it applies both to available tools, and to
learned  skills.  By  giving  parents  a  different  way of  looking  at
parenting, and by teaching them communication skills we were
changing  the  options  available  to  them.  We  were  empowering
them.

This book was written in order to give you a set of alternative
options  for  thinking about  our  environment,  our  economy,  our
politics and our culture. Its goal is to empower you by giving you
more options.

Action as communication 
The breakthrough in terms of our understanding of systems

occurred  when  we  came  to  see  action  as  communication.  We
started off thinking of models, values, and options as the internal
mental functions, and actions as the external material functions. 

The  understanding  of  action  as  a  message  began  with
attempting to understand what it was that sensors sense. In the
theatre when you want someone to disappear you put them in a
dark  outfit  against  a  dark  background.  When  there  is  no
difference  between  the  figure  and  the  ground  there  is  no
perception.  There  has  to  be  a  difference.  This  corresponded to
Gregory  Bateson's  famous  definition  of  information  as  “a
difference that makes a difference.” A dynamic difference is a 
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change. Thus sensors perceive changes. Changes are information.
If the product of the process was information, then it was a

short step to seeing the whole process as an information process.
People speak of action as communication all the time. One of my
professor friends said that he would prove to me that materialism
was true by punching me in the face.  He thought  that  FORCE
would CAUSE me to CHANGE my mind. 

Robert  is  not  an  object  that  can  be  manipulated  by  force.
Robert  is  a  complex  information  processing  system.   As  I
explained to him.

The environment is a formal structure. It processes information.
When we see action as a communication process then we can close
the loop and see the feedback loop as a communication system. 

The  models,  values  and  technological  options  are  the
programming  for  a  control  system.  This  model  can  be
diagrammed with arrows representing the information and boxes
representing the translation processes that program the system. 

This is  a  general  model  of  how decisions are programmed. An
action is translated by the environment into changes which are
translated by a model into perceptions which are translated by 

Stimulus:
Punch in the face

Environment:
Robert

Response:
Faith in materialism

Stimulus:
Punch in the face

Environment:
Robert

Response:
Hit back with a stick
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values into needs which are translated by technological options
into actions. It can be seen as the familiar cybernetic loop with the
four translation processes at the four compass points.

Linear versus Holistic Systems
The  reason  closing  the  loop  is  important  becomes  evident

when  we  look  at  the  model  developed  by  Jay  Forrester,  who
developed the World3 Model for Limits to Growth. On his diagram
of  a  cybernetic  system,  the  dotted  lines  represent  information
being communicated, and the solid lines indicate material flows.
Although  he  recognizes  that  cybernetic  processes  involve  both
information processes and material processes, he uses the dotted
lines to cling to a materialism that believes information processes
are not quite as real. If you read the text of  Limits to Growth you
will  see that the authors are careful to remove any reference to
information.

The problem with that kind of model is that it is essentially
linear.  The process  is  seen as  moving matter  or  energy from a
source to a sink in a straight  line.  You cannot model  a holistic
system as a straight line because the properties of the whole are
different from the properties of the elements. 

The World3 model is a deterministic model that has no room
in it for decision making. There are a large number of variables
that  have  to  be  plugged  in  from  historical  data.  There  are  no
decision  makers  in  this  model  of  the  system.  But  the  whole
purpose of the exercise was to influence the decision makers. This
is hard to do when your materialist philosophy tells you decisions
don't exist in the real world.
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When we look at systems as communication systems and take
a holistic view of the situation, then we can ask the key question:
“How do these decisions get made?”

Thus we can look at how decisions get made in a society.
Or we can look at decisions  in a stockholder corporation.

We can even model the economic growth system.

Social Decision Making
The  control  system  model  can  be  applied  to  individual

decisions, and it can also be applied to social decisions because
societies  make decisions.  If  we examine  our  basic  assumptions
about reality,  morality and behaviour we discover that they are
those of our culture. At a very young age these ideas and values
were inculcated, and later reinforced by our family, our friends,
our institutions, the school system, the university and the media.
They  are  “common  sense”  because  they  are  shared  by  almost
everyone in our society.
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As parents we began with a set of assumptions about human
behaviour.  Those  were  not  our  ideas  based  on  our  experience.
They were the ideas that we had been taught. They were part of
our culture.  What our experience as parents taught us was that
those ideas are dysfunctional. We had to struggle to find another
way to approach parenting, a better set of ideas. 

Saving Planet Earth
As a society we are facing serious environmental problems.

Those problems are a result of our social behaviour, and our social
behaviour is controlled by our decisions:  government decisions,
corporate  decisions,  family  decisions.  Our  society  is  set  on  a
course  to  destroy  our  environment  because  our  decisions  as  a
society  are  programmed  by  a  dysfunctional  set  of  ideas.  The
cultural assumptions that made parenting a misery for us, are the
same  ideas  that  are  destroying  our  environment.  Our
corporations, our economy, our governments, our philosophy, and
our science are all programmed by a common set of dysfunctional
ideas. If we want to save our environment then we will have to
change those ideas. Fortunately there are alternatives. 

Cybernetics gives us a solution to the mind/body problem. In
cybernetic  theory,  information  controls  matter  and  energy.  The
next  step  is  to  integrate  that  solution  with  the  totally  different
solution found by telecommunications that matter and energy are
the media of information and communication.



Appendix 3: Integrating Mind and Body

The philosopher looks at the apple in her hand and realizes
that there is also the idea of an apple in her mind. The apple in her
hand  is  material,  but  the  apple  in  her  mind,  the  idea,  is
immaterial. What is the relationship between them? That question
is the mind/body problem. 

Philosophers  tried  to  solve  this  problem  by  looking  for  a
common ground. The assumption was that mind and body could
only  relate  if  they  had  some  common  ground.  Idealist
philosophers, such as Plato, argued that ideas were the common
ground because only ideas were real. Therefore atoms were just
ideas.  This  philosophy  is  behind  what  is  called  “New  Age”
thinking. The problem with idealism is  that just changing your
ideas about the apple in your hand does not change the apple in
your hand. Ideas and objects are two different things.

Materialist  philosophers,  on  the  other  hand,  argued  that
matter  is  the  common ground because  only  matter  is  real  and
ideas  are just some kind of  atom or some kind of  energy.  This
philosophy came to dominate Western science.

Materialist  Science
The  assumptions  of  science  are  vitally  important  to  our

worldview  because  Western  culture  teaches  that  only  science
provides  the ultimate truth about reality.  We learned about the
scientific method in grade 3. There are small pockets of rebellion.
People still turn to their Bible or the Koran to find out the nature
of ultimate reality. But anyone who has had a university education
will  believe  that  reality  is  revealed  by  science.  We  accept  the
Kantian compromise. People may have private religious opinions,
but for the facts about the real world we turn to “Science.” This
faith is so fundamental to the Western mind that it strongly resists
change. The establishment of an Islamic State would not change it.
Those who wish to use the fruits of Western science must in the
end accept the scientific worldview.

Science  has  been  dominated  by  Newtonian  mechanics.
Newtonian mechanics describes a world of objects and forces. It is 

171
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good  physics,  and  bad  metaphysics.  The  Newtonian  scientific
paradigm generalizes mechanics into a complete model of reality.
It  says that objects  and forces are the only things that  are real.
Therefore, all those warm fuzzy things like community, decision
making and love aren't really real. 

With the success of Newtonian mechanics all the other fields
of study began to remake themselves in the image of mechanics.
In Newtonian mechanics everything remains the same, until it is
forced  to  change.  Thus  change  was  determined  and  could  be
described mathematically. Science became defined as looking for
the mathematical formulae that would describe the “forces” that
determine change.

Orthodox  science,  the  science  we  were  taught  in  grade  8,
rejects  the  reality  of  ideas  or  the  mind.  The  only  reality  it
recognizes is the mechanism. It assures us that the things we call
“alive,” are simply complex mechanisms. The animals we think
are alive are exactly the same as the clockwork mechanical toys,
only much more complex. We are assured that what we call “life”
is merely an accidental combination of chemicals,  and what we
call “ideas” are merely chemical reactions in the brain.

Commenting  on  the  materialists,  the  psychologist  William
James  wondered  how  people  could  spend  so  much  time  and
energy trying to convince you that they have no mind. 

Arthur Koestler, the playwright and systems theorist, railed
against Newtonian reductionism. “By its persistent denial of a place
for  values,  meaning and purpose  in the  interplay  of  blind  forces,  the
reductionist attitude has cast its shadow beyond the confines of science
affecting our whole cultural and even political climate.” Although he
was  clear  about  what  was  missing  in  the  Newtonian  scientific
paradigm he did not have an inclusive alternative.  

Since ideas and atoms are so different, one is material and
one is immaterial, neither materialism nor idealism works. 

When I was young, I was taught that there is no solution to
the  mind/body  problem.  If  there  was  a  solution,  the  great
philosophers of the past would have found it. Fortunately, in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the engineers had to find a 
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solution  that  worked.   They  found  two  solutions.  The
telecommunication  engineers  created  an  integrated  relationship
between mind and body by regarding  matter and energy as the
media of information and communication. The cyberneticists, on
the other hand, regarded information and communication as the
controller  of  matter  and energy.  These  are  the  core  insights  of
telecommunications and cybernetics.

The Figure-ground Relationship
To find  a  general  solution  we  have  to  integrate  these  two

insights. Philosophers could not find a common ground because
the  relationship  is  a  figure-ground  relationship.  Consider the
following image.   

You can see this  image as either a vase or as two faces.  It
depends on which you put in the foreground and which you put
in the background. You will see the vase if you look at the black
against a white background. You will see the two faces if you look
at the white against a black background. You will see either one or
the other. You cannot see them both at the same time, but both are
real.  They are both in the image.

The relationship between mind and body is the same kind of
relationship. If one is in the foreground then the other is in the
background.  This is what it means to say that matter and energy
are the media of information and communication. When you are
looking  at  information  you  are  looking  at  it  against  the
background of matter and energy. The printed word on the page 
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uses ink and paper as a medium. But when you read, you don't
see the ink and paper, you see the words. Or if you are reading the
words on a screen the medium is entirely different, but the words
are the same. Again you see the words and not the screen. The
screen is the background against which you can see the words.

What about the other way around? What if matter and energy
are in the foreground? Cybernetics gives us that other perspective.
When you look at matter and energy you always see them against
a background of their form. When matter and energy are in the
foreground  then  information  and  communication  are  in  the
background.  When  physicists  talk  about  matter  and  energy,
mathematics  is  always  in  the  background.  Mathematics  is  not
matter  or  energy.  It  is  a  branch  of  logic.  Mathematics  is
information. 

Or  consider  the  basic  equations  in  physics.  Physics  can
generate  equations  because  matter  and  energy  do  not  change.
They are constant. The amount of energy is the same before and
after. The amount of matter is the same before and after. The only
thing that changes is the form. Information is another word for
form.

We are so used to thinking of things as being controlled by
“forces,” that the idea of control systems as information systems is
very difficult for us to get our heads around. Consider the original
model that the cyberneticists used, the steersman. On the ship the
forces of the wind or the engines cause the ship to move, but the
steersman uses the rudder to control the direction of the ship. The
rudder changes the form of the ship, and that form controls the
direction. Similarly if you get on an airplane. The engines provide
the force, but it is the pilot at the controls that gets you into the air
and to your destination. Forces cause things to move, but it is form
that controls that movement.

My breakthrough in understanding that control systems are
information loops came from a figure-ground shift.  When looking
at action, I had been putting matter and energy in the foreground.
But I could choose which way to look at the phenomenon. When I
looked at action as sending a message and thus put information in
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the foreground and matter and energy in the background then I
could complete the control loop as an information loop. 

What this means is that there is no unified field theory, no
magic equation that will allow you to deduce everything that has
ever  happened  and  predict  everything  that  ever  will.  We  can
always look at phenomena in two different ways. Both are valid.
Reality consists of two different processes: energy processes and
information processes. They are related but they are different, and
you cannot deduce the one from the other.

The development of an integrated philosophy that integrates
mind and body allows us to develop an integrated science, but it
requires that we understand and respect the difference between
energy processes and information processes.

In conclusion, we don't have to be materialists. Materialism is
not  Science.  It  is  a  failed  paradigm.  We  can  adopt  an  holistic
worldview. We can communicate; we can cooperate; we can adapt.
We can choose love.



Appendix 4: The Green Manifesto

1. Disrupting the Environment
When we look at the environmental problems we now face, it

is clear that our major environmental problem is growth: growth
of  population,  and  growth  of  industrial  capital.  In  1950  world
population was 2.5 billion. In 2020 it is now 7.7 billion. We are too
big.  We  take  up  too  much  space.  We  are  crowding  out  other
species. 

We consume too much.  In  1961 the World GDP was $11.8
trillion and by 2017 it was $80.3 trillion. We produce too much
pollution,  and  we  are  working  industriously  to  produce  even
more.  The  amount  of  atmospheric  carbon  dioxide  has  been
steadily increasing from a 1960 level of 316 ppm to the 2013 level
of over 400 ppm. We are disrupting ecological balances.   Global
warming  resulting  in  climate  change  represents  just  one  very
dramatic consequence of our industrial growth.

At every election politicians promise us that they will grow
the economy and increase our level of consumption. There are real
alternatives  to  the  current  system,  but  we  need  to  change  the
system.

2. The Capitalist System
The capitalist system is a system for steadily increasing the

inequality  of  income.  People  who have more money than they
know what to do with lend it to people who have a use for it.
Then they collect compound interest. The basic principle is that an
increasing per centage of the  national income should be given to
the rich because they are rich. 

Compound interest is a system of exponential growth, and all
systems of exponential growth are unstable. The system will reach
its natural limits and crash. It is a boom and bust system.

After  the  Great  Depression  governments  learned  how  to
manage  capitalism  by  taxing  wealth,  forgiving  debt,  and
controlling  interest  rates.  They  created  a  steady  growth  in
consumption. Our environmental problems continue to get worse.
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3. Corporate Capitalism
The  Capitalist  corporation  is  defined  as  owned  by  the

stockholders. The employees are serfs of the corporations which
are bought and sold on the stock market. As a result the capitalist
corporation  has  one  concern:  profit.  The  interests  of  the  other
stakeholders: employees, creditors, suppliers, the local community
and the environment can all be sacrificed for the sake of higher
profits for the stockholders. As long as our economy is dominated
by  stockholder  companies  we  will  continue  to  destroy  our
environment. 

Corporations can also make a profit by increasing efficiency,
in other words, producing more product with fewer workers. The
result is a steadily increasing unemployment. This unemployment
then leads to demands by the workers for more growth to provide
more jobs. Politicians feel compelled to grow the economy.

It is possible for us to change our laws of incorporation and to
transform  the  capitalist  corporation  by  removing  corporations
from  the  market,  and  replacing  corporate  serfdoms  with
corporations driven by social mission and measuring their results
for all the stakeholders and not just the shareholders. 

4. The Free Market System
The Free Market is a system for distributing social production

according to wealth.  In a free market the person with the most
money  has  the  most  power.  In  a  free  market  the  rich  live  in
mansions and the poor are homeless. Similarly in a free market
the rich feast and the poor starve. It creates free market genocides
like the Irish famine, and the 5% drop in the Russian population
with the economic “reforms” of Boris Yeltsin. 

As  capitalism  increases  the  inequality  of  income  by
redistributing wealth to the richest, the free market increases the
inequality  of  distribution.by  excluding  the  poorest  from  the
market. As it creates massive inequality and insecurity, the poor
and the unemployed demand jobs, and economic growth. Unless
we provide every citizen with a guaranteed adequate income, and
an egalitarian provision of basic social services like education and 
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health  care,  the  drive  for  growth  will  continue  to  destroy  the
environment. 

5. The Politics of Growth
Our political parties believe that the purpose of government

is  maximizing  consumption  and  that  capitalism  and  the  free
market  are  the  best  ways  to  do  that.  They  are  dedicated  to
neoliberal  ideologies of recreating nineteenth century inequality
and predator capitalism by the worship of the market mechanism.
They will continue to destroy the environment unless we look at
the economy in a different way.

6. The Economy:
Our  materialistic  worldview  looks  at  the  purpose  of  an

economy as consumption, and a better economy is achieved by
higher levels of consumption.  As long as our economy is focused
on  maximizing  consumption  by  growing  the  GDP  then  the
economy will consume our environment. We need to look at the
economy in  an organic  way.  The  purpose  of  an  economy is  to
fulfill  human  needs  for  food,  housing,  and  clothing.  At  the
moment we have an economy with homelessness and hunger. It is
a failed economy. We need to measure our economy by its ability
to meet these human needs, and not by our GDP. We need to focus
our economic measurements on health, not wealth. 

7. The Politics of a Steady State
Instead of looking at our society as a collection of individuals

each trying  to  maximize  consumption,  we  need to  look  at  our
society as an organic whole seeking health. 

Health can be understood as the effective functioning of the
different parts of the society. The anthropologist Edward T. Hall
identified  ten  basic  biological  functions  of  a  society:
communication, organization, economy, reproduction, space, time,
play, learning, defense (health), technology. 

The United Nations has been working on developing ways of
looking at social health. We can see that some of Hall's functions 
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form  part  of  their  approach.  For  example  the  Millenium
Development Goals:

Social Organization:  MDG 3. Promote gender equality and
empower women.  MDG 8.  A global partnership for development.

Economy:   MDG 1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Reproduction:   MDG   4.  Reduce  child  mortality.  MDG  5.

Improve maternal health.
Education: MDG 2. Achieve universal primary education.
Health care: MDG 6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other

diseases.
Technology: MDG 7. Ensure environmental sustainability.
The United Nations has even attempted to get a measurement

of social health with the Inequality-adjusted Human Development
Index. The IHDI measures the health of basic social functions:

Social organization is measured by inequality
the Economy is measured by per capita GDP
Education is measured by years of schooling
the health of the members is measured by life expectancy

which could also be considered a measure of personal safety. 

8. Worldview: From Materialism to Holism
In order for us to make the shift from looking at society as a

mechanism to looking at society as a biological system, we have to
make a change in the way we look at reality.

Materialism  teaches  that  only  matter  and  energy  are
objectively real. Therefore things like ideas, conversations, values,
and decisions can all be reduced to deterministic mechanisms or
random chance. Thus objective reality is seen as just a machine,
and living things are just more complicated machines. 

Therefore because we think, and feel and make decisions we
do not feel part of objective reality. We think we are observing the
environment as outside observers. 

Because in materialism only matter and energy are real, there
is no society, and no responsibility for the environment. There are
only  individuals  seeking  their  own  interest.  In  materialistic
individualism the only morality is the end justifies the means.
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Since, in materialism, the environment is only a machine we
can replace the environment with our own better machines. We
can build space ship earth, and replace the sky with steel plates.
And if we destroy the environment on earth we can get in our
space ship and go to another planet.

The alternative to materialism is holism. Holism recognizes
the  reality  of   ideas,  decisions  and  communication  as  well  as
matter  and  energy.  Matter  and  energy  are  the  media  of
information  and  communication,  while  information  and
communication  control  matter  and  energy.  In  holism  control
systems are information systems and they are run by ideas.  Thus
society,  and  the  ecosystem,  and  Gaia  are  control  systems  that
operate by information and communication in order to maintain
core values.    

Just as the family is a biological whole of which we are a part,
so society and the ecosystem are wholes of which we are a part.
The individual finds meaning in relationship. If you ask someone
who they are they will tell you about their relationships. 

Holism means seeing the world as a web of life where we
belong.  A holistic  worldview allows  us  to  see  our  society  as  a
biological ecosystem of which we are a part. We are not simply
isolated individuals; we are members of a larger reality; and we
have responsibilities beyond our individual interests. To use our
social  position  for  our  own  enrichment  while  destroying  the
environment is corruption. We are responsible for the health of
our ecosystem. 

9.The University
The university controls the ideas that control our society. It is

the bastion of materialism: Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics. As long as our universities enforce a philosophy of
materialism, and an ethic of individualism, selfishness, and greed
we will continue to destroy the environment. 

We need a science and an educational system that is holistic
and that stresses our participation in and our responsibility for
society, nature and creation. Fortunately holism is finding more 



The Green Manifesto                                       181

advocates. DNA  research is basically holistic because it affirms
that  DNA is  an  acid,  a  molecule  with  energy,  but  it  is  also  a
medium  for  coded  genetic  information  that  controls  the
development of the organism. The Gaia Hypothesis presents the
planetary  ecosystem  as  a  whole  cybernetic  system.  Darwinian
evolution  of  survival  of  the  fittest  is  being  complemented  by
symbiotic theories of evolution that stress the role of cooperative
relationships in creating evolutionary change.

10. Our Spiritual Communities
Spirituality is holistic. It means seeing ourselves as part of a

larger reality.  Our religious organizations need to break free of
their worship of materialism, their individualistic spirituality, and
their  functional  atheism.  We  need  an  holistic  spirituality  that
recognizes the fundamental unity and interdependence of all life.

The Green Manifesto

System Status Quo Green Alternative

Worldview Materialism Holism

Political Values Wealth Health

Economic Values GDP Growth Feed, house, clothe

Corporate Purpose Profit Social Mission

Individual Values Selfishness, greed Love and respect
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