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      Welcome to the Flock

      Ah, the school bell. That cheerful little tyrant, clanging away like a funeral march for curiosity itself. It summons the herd each morning with the relentless politeness of a debt collector, herding small humans in identical polyester uniforms towards the great red-brick (or breeze-block, or glass-and-steel) edifice of compulsory enlightenment. We’re told it’s the sound of opportunity knocking. In reality, it’s the opening riff in a daily symphony of compliance that’s been playing, in one form or another, for centuries.

      We live in an age of supposed miracles: infinite information at our fingertips, knowledge once guarded by monks now available to any child with a stolen phone password. Yet somehow we’re raising generations more anxious, more conformist, and—let’s be honest—thicker than a Brexit manifesto. Children who can navigate TikTok trends in their sleep but couldn’t find their own country on a map if you promised them V-Bucks. Adults who’ll queue politely for hours in the rain but won’t question why the queue exists in the first place.

      This book, Sheep Code, is not a polite suggestion for mild reform. It’s a full-throated, slightly unhinged autopsy of the beast we call education: how it promises liberation while quietly installing the software for lifelong obedience. The title is deliberate provocation. The “sheep code” is that invisible programming—subtle, relentless, and remarkably consistent across history—that turns vibrant, questioning, chaotic young humans into predictable, manageable units ready for slotting into whatever economic or political order currently holds the reins.

      From the first cuneiform tallies scratched into Mesopotamian clay (invented not for poetry but for taxing peasants more efficiently) to today’s algorithmic feeds that know your desires before you do, the methods have evolved, but the impulse remains: control the flock. Make them useful. Keep them docile. And above all, convince them it’s for their own good.

      We’ll travel through time like mildly irritated tourists. We’ll visit Prussian generals who designed schools to produce soldiers who wouldn’t flinch at cannon fire. We’ll drop in on smiling American billionaires who funded “education reform” to ensure factories had a steady supply of punctual workers. We’ll peek at the digital shepherds of Silicon Valley, pale and sleepless, tweaking dopamine loops to keep the herd scrolling, liking, consuming. We’ll watch literacy and numeracy—those supposed gifts of civilisation—repurposed as leashes. And we’ll stand in modern classrooms that look suspiciously like the factory floors they were modelled on, wondering why the bells still ring and why so few of us dare ignore them.

      This isn’t a lament for some mythical golden age of education. Such an age never existed for most people. It’s a refusal to swallow the dominant fairy tale: that school is the great equaliser, the engine of meritocracy, the only path to a fulfilled life. That tale is marketed harder than energy drinks to teenagers, and it’s just as toxic.

      I’m writing for the itchy ones. The parents who feel a quiet rage when their child comes home crushed by a system that claims to nurture. The teachers who lie awake wondering when their job stopped being about children and started being about data dashboards. The young people who sense something’s off but can’t quite name it. The autodidacts, the dropouts, the late-bloomers who learned more in spite of school than because of it. And anyone who’s ever heard that bell and felt an inexplicable urge to run in the opposite direction.

      Sheep Code is part history lesson, part sociological rant, part black comedy from the edge of despair. It’s for anyone who suspects that the most dangerous thing a child can learn is how to sit still, raise their hand, and wait for permission to think.

      We’ll laugh—because the alternative is to weep—and we’ll plot small, ridiculous acts of rebellion. Because once you see the code, you can’t unsee it. And once you refuse to follow it, even in tiny ways, the whole edifice starts to wobble.

      The bell will ring again tomorrow. But perhaps, just perhaps, a few more of us will be late.

      Or better yet, not show up at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Bell Tolls for Thee (And It’s Definitely Rigged)

          

        

      

    

    
      Picture the scene, if you must. It’s 8:47 a.m. on a sodden Tuesday in some forgotten British suburb where the sun hasn’t shone since the miners’ strike. A thousand small humans, dressed in identical nylon coffins of navy and grey, trudge towards the concrete slab known as St. Mildred’s Comprehensive. The air reeks of damp dog, diesel fumes, and the faint metallic tang of crushed childhood.

      Then it happens. That sound. The bell.

      Not a merry jingle, oh no. This is a full-throated industrial shriek, the sort of noise you’d expect from a slaughterhouse announcing the next batch. It rips through the morning like a rusty blade, echoing off the breeze-block walls with the enthusiasm of a war crime. Ding-dong-ding-fucking-dong. A thousand little hearts flutter in conditioned terror. Feet quicken. Mouths snap shut. The herd surges forward as one obedient blob.

      Because that’s what the bell truly is: the starter pistol in the daily rat race to conformity. It’s been clanging away in one form or another since Prussian generals realised the best way to win wars was to train children to march in straight lines and never, ever ask why the officers get the brandy. Here in Blighty, we’ve polished it to perfection. Our bells don’t merely summon; they reprogramme. From age four they teach you that your time, your thoughts, your bladder—all belong to the state. Curiosity is a luxury reserved for after the mortgage is paid.

      I once knew a boy called Jonty. Bright spark. Turned up in Year 7 with wild hair, a permanent grin, and the infuriating habit of questioning everything. Why ties? Why algebra? Why can’t we spend double geography building forts in the woods? The bell rang for Jonty every morning, and every morning he resisted—just a little. He’d linger at the gates, staring at pigeons or inventing religions based on crisp packets, as if he could negotiate with the inevitable.

      By Year 9, Jonty had been… adjusted. The hair was flattened into submission. The tie strangled him with pride. He no longer asked why. Instead, he became a prefect, prowling the corridors with the dead-eyed zeal of a concentration-camp kapo, issuing detentions for untucked shirts with the quiet glee of a man who’d finally found meaning in petty tyranny. I ran into him a decade later, pushing spreadsheets in a windowless office outside Slough. He greeted me with that serene, lobotomised smile and said, “School was the making of me. Taught me my place.”

      Ah yes. Your place. The sheep code’s most cherished concept. Sounds almost spiritual, doesn’t it? Like finding one’s calling. In reality, it’s teaching children that their natural state—chaotic, loud, imaginative—is a defect to be corrected. Preferably with isolation booths and public humiliation.

      The classroom is a triumph of psychological architecture. Rows of desks bolted to the floor, all facing the altar of authority like penitents awaiting judgment. The teacher’s desk raised on a dais, because equality is for the playground (and even there it’s supervised). Walls plastered with posters that lie through their shiny teeth: “BE YOUR BEST SELF!” (Translation: Be identical to everyone else.) “FAILURE IS JUST FEEDBACK!” (Translation: Failure is permanent and will be recorded on a database forever.)
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