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Hoc esse salsum putas?


Catullus







THE GRAIL OF BALANCE


Our civilization is unable to do what individuals cannot say. And individuals are unable to say what they cannot think. Even thought can only advance as fast as the unknown can be stated through conscious organized language, an apparently self-defeating limitation.


The power of dictionaries and encyclopaedias is thus enormous. But what kind of power? The very possibility of it invites positive or negative use. A dictionary can as easily be a liberating force as one of control.


In the humanist view, the alphabet can be a tool for examining society; the dictionary a series of questions, an enquiry into meaning, a weapon against received wisdom and therefore against the assumptions of established power. In other words, the dictionary offers an organized Socratic approach.


The rational method is quite different. The dictionary is abruptly transformed into a dispensary of truth; that is, into an instrument which limits meaning by defining language. This bible becomes a tool for controlling communications because it directs what people can think. In other words, it becomes the voice of Platonic élitism.


Humanism versus definition. Balance versus structure. Doubt versus ideology. Language as a means of communication versus language as a tool for advancing the interests of groups.


This power of mere words and sentences may be particular to the West. Other civilizations are driven more by the image or by metaphysics. These lead them to treat the relationship between the oral and the written as secondary. But in the West, almost everything we need to know about the state of our society can be extracted from the relative power of oral versus written language.


The heavier the hand of the written, the more likely it is that language will have a deadened, predictable quality about it, justified by an obscure scholasticism. The whole thing then falls easily into the service of ideology and superstition. In societies such as these—such as ours—definition becomes an attempt to close doors by answering questions.


As for oral language, it is periodically unleashed as the only force capable of freeing society from the strangling effects of the written and the ideological. Like a burst of wind it opens the shuttered windows of scholasticism, blows out the dust of received wisdom and, in the phrase of Stéphane Mallarmé, purifies the language of the tribe. In those periods, dictionaries and encyclopaedias come into their own as aggressive, questioning tools which embrace doubt and consideration.


The dichotomy between the humanist and the rational is simple. How are citizens to enter into public debate if the concepts which define our society and decide the manner in which we are governed are open neither to understanding nor to questioning? If this is impossible or even difficult, then society comes to a standstill. If this immobility is prolonged, the results are catastrophic.


The way out for the citizenry is always the same. Their language—our language—must be reclaimed from the structures of conventional wisdom and expertise. Populations know from experience that that change can only come through what will seem at first to be outrageous statements, provocation and a stubborn refusal to accept the smooth, calm, controlling formulae of conventional wisdom.


The ideologies of this century have prospered through the exploitation of what amounts to modern superstitions, each of which is justified by closely argued definitions divorced from reality. Even the most horrifying of superstitious acts—the Holocaust—was the product of decades of written, intellectual justification, which the rest of society failed to destroy as an expressible option by passively allowing the arguments to stand.


Our current ideologies revolve around economic determinism. They use expert argument to turn almost any form of injustice into an inevitability. This infection of the citizenry with passivity is, in fact, what we used to call superstition. Whatever is defined as true we feel obliged to accept as inevitable. Knowledge, which we believed would free us, has somehow become the instrument of our imprisonment. How can a dictionary do other than attack such mystification?


•  •  •


Erasmus was perhaps the first to try to kill the modern scholastic system by questioning the power of written truths. With Adagio (1508—a collection of three thousand proverbs from classical writers) and In Praise of Folly (1509—a satire on scholasticism), he attacked with both enumeration and comedy. His apparent aim was to rediscover the simplicity of early Christianity. But beyond that he was searching for the humanist equilibrium.


The religious wars—with their roar of deftly argued hatred and violence—seemed to overwhelm his message. But Erasmus had sent out a long-term signal. He had declared himself in favour of the oral approach to language, communication and understanding. Thus Europe’s leading intellectual rejected the ideologies, both old and new.


The next major step nevertheless contradicted Erasmus. It continued in the unfortunate direction of the new rational and national powers unleashed more or less during the wars of religion. Cardinal Richelieu hired Claude Favre de Vangelas to organize the first dictionary of the Académie Française (1694—Dictionnaire de la langue française). Favre saw “elevated usage as the proper legislator of language.”1 He wanted to establish a “new High Mode” to replace Latin. The aim was to create a dictionary of absolute authority and so to fix French in place, like an exotic butterfly pinned in a display case, at a high level of politically correct rhetoric.


He was apparently unaware of Chancelier François Olivier’s maxim “The higher the monkey climbs, the more he shows his ass.”2 Indeed, each time French has attained its natural greatness over the last three centuries, it has done so by rejecting “elevated usage” in favour of clear, flexible language inspired by a burst of oral genius.


In any case, the great humanist purification was about to begin. Ephrin Chambers’s two-volume Cyclopaedia or an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences appeared in 1728. The claims he made for his work were modest—to provide “an explication of the terms and an account of the things signified therein.” Explanation and account. He did not pretend to define truth.


Samuel Johnson began with the intent of imitating Favre de Vangelas. By nature he believed that “all change is of itself evil.” But by 1755, when his own dictionary was published, he had realized that language was either alive and uncontrollable or controlled and therefore dead.


 . . .Academies have been instituted to guard the avenues of . . .language, to retain fugitives, and to repulse intruders; but their vigilance and activity have hitherto been vain; sounds are too volatile and subtle for legal restraints; to enchain syllables, and to lash the wind, are equally the undertakings of pride, unwilling to measure its desires by its strengths.3


Then came the great innovation. Denis Diderot’s Encyclopédie appeared in seventeen volumes between 1751 and 1766.4 For the first time, an alphabetical analysis of civilization looked, not backwards but forward through innovative social ideas.5 It was a tool for change and its publication was therefore dogged by arrests and censorship. Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique, which appeared in varying forms over the same period, was even more consciously designed as a weapon of portable and flexible linguistic guerilla warfare.6 By the early twentieth century, the multi-volumed Larousse encyclopaedia was describing Diderot’s as an instrument of war.


But why war? And against what? Against a language which did not serve its civilization. A language which did not communicate. What the attack led by Voltaire and Diderot demonstrated was that the large and elegant beast of eighteenth-century society was an over-dressed and overly made-up sick animal.


The last steps in this opening up of communications and thought came with the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1718-71) and Noah Webster’s two-volume dictionary in 1828.7 Then the settling-in stage began. This was quickly succeeded by a mania for massive tomes filled with dry and sectarian definitions turned towards the past. These were in the image of a successful, self-satisfied civilization.


Flaubert poked fun at it with his little Dictionnaire des Idées Reçues (1880),8 as did Ambrose Bierce in The Devil’s Dictionary (1911).9 But they were prodding an unmovable and increasingly unconscious animal, slumbering in comfortable self-confidence. In the twentieth century, the tools of debate and change of the eighteenth century have become scholastic monuments to truth. Since dictionaries now define not only meaning, but decide whether words really exist, people argue over which should be included. And they turn to their Oxford or their Webster’s not to challenge themselves but to be reassured.


•  •  •


Today our civilization is not slumbering in unconscious self-confidence. Rather it resembles the wounded and confused animal of the eighteenth century. We are again the prisoners of scholastic rhetoric, which has blocked useful public communications by dividing our language up into thousands of closed specialist dialects. The result is the disappearance of almost any public language which could have a real impact on structures and actions. Instead we have an illusion of unlimited oral communications which are, in practical terms, a vast and murmuring silence.


Our élites interpret this situation as a confirmation of their indispensability. The citizenry, on the other hand, seem to have taken their distances from the existing structure and its languages. They react to the waves of expert truth which continue to wash over them with a sort of mute indifference.


An uninvolved outsider might interpret this as the first stages of a purification rite. Indifference is often the manner behind which humans consider change.


Given our history, it should be possible to decipher our intent. We are trying to think our way out of a linguistic prison. This means we need to create new language and new interpretations, which can only be accomplished by re-establishing the equilibrium between the oral and the written.


This is a situation in which dictionaries should again be filled with doubt, questioning and considerations. They can then be used as practical weapons of change.


Note: Words which are highlighted within the text of a definition are themselves to be found as entries.








A


A A versus the. Indefinite versus definite. A suggestion that there is room for doubt, questioning, consideration. That an inclusive approach may be more interesting than the exclusive. That dogma or ideology are about control not truth.


In formal logic, however, A is identified as a universal affirmative. A asserts. The Sophists asserted rhetoric. Aristotle asserted with genius. Using Aristotle’s logic, Thomas Aquinas asserted on behalf of organized Christianity. On his heels, herds of scholastics—masters of mediaeval academic obscurity—set out to capture language for their own purposes.


Then the annoying thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries tickled and amused, cut and thrust, and above all found ways to break through the obscurity in order to communicate. They wrote encyclopaedias and dictionaries which undermined the idea of the definite—that is, of the “definition.” But their suggestion of an indefinite and thus open language, full of possibilities, was quickly undercut by the formal logic of Kant and Hegel. With them came the assertions of the various ideologues of left and right, each with their own perfect logic. Finally, in the twentieth century, the mediaeval scholastics returned in modern dress. They invested their old philosophical domains and created new ones under the heading of social science. Empires of affirmation were created, each with a language so closed as to constitute a dialect, each bearing its own hermetic truths.


Interestingly enough, the Romans, when voting, used the letter A to signify dissent. A for antiquo, I oppose. I object. A to refuse an assertion. This negative sits quite happily with alpha, as the beginning of the Greek alphabet. The act of opening. The logicians and the scholastics seem to have mistaken A for omega, the last letter, closure, the end. See: THE.


A BIG MAC The communion wafer of consumption. Not really food but the promise of food. Whatever it tastes like, whatever it is made of, once it touches lips A Big Mac is transubstantiated into the mythological hamburger.


It is, with Perrier, one of the sacred objects of the leading philosophical school of the late-twentieth century—public relations. Cynics often unjustly suggest that this school favours superficial appearances over content. Had this been the case, PR would have failed. Most people, after all, can easily recognize the difference between appearances and reality.


A Big Mac, for example, is not big. It doesn’t taste of much. It isn’t good for you. And it seems sweet. Why does it seem sweet if, as the company says, it isn’t laced with sugar?


What the philosophy of PR proposes is theoretical content (such as sex appeal, fun, individualism, sophistication, the rejection of sophistication) in the place of actual content (banal carbonated water and a mediocre hamburger). This is modern metaphysics.


Because public relations are built on illusion, they tend to eliminate choice. This is an important characteristic of contemporary capitalism. A Big Mac, like so many creations of PR, is a symbol of passive conformity. As Mac McDonald put it: “If you gave people a choice, there would be chaos.”1 See: MCDONALD, RONALD and CANNIBALISM.


À LA RECHERCHE DU TEMPS PERDU A work of genius written in bed. It opens with the narrator tucked between his sheets. It is rarely read for any length of time on a mattress.


It is also rarely read, but is often talked about and has had a major impact on many people who haven’t read it, if only because of the strain of waiting for Marcel Proust to be mentioned in conversation, which can happen as many as three times in a year. The educated person may then be required to make a comment on what they have only read about.


That literature could mean, as the French novelist Julian Gracq once complained, books more talked about than read indicates the extent to which language today may be used more to obscure and control than to communicate. See: ORAL LANGUAGE.


AARON The brother of Moses. He was instructed, along with the heads of the other eleven houses of Israel, to hand over his rod. These were placed in the tabernacle. The next day Aaron’s had budded, flowered and produced almonds, which won him the position of first head priest and the perpetual privilege of priesthood for the House of Levi.


This is neither the first nor the only example of control over the miraculous—that is, the unexplained or the secret—giving power. After all, the single word “yes” from the Delphic Oracle, when asked whether Socrates was the wisest living man, convinced the philosopher of his own ignorance and set him off on the quest for truth through questioning which in turn led to his execution.


But with Aaron the concept of power through secrecy was officially integrated into the Western system. Today’s experts simply conform to this tradition. See: GANG OF FIVE.


ABASEMENT In a society of courtiers or corporatists, the question is not whether to abase or to be abased, but whether a favourable balance can be struck between the two.


Simple folk may have some difficulty mastering the skills involved, but the sophisticated understand innately how the pleasure of abasing others can be heightened by being abased themselves.


The illusion among the most skilled is that they can achieve ultimate pleasure through a type of ambition or drive, which they call competence. This causes them to rise higher and so to win ever-greater power. But what is the value of this status in a highly structured society devoid of any particular purpose except the right, for a limited time, to give more orders than are received? Courtiers used to scurry around palace corridors with much the same illusion of importance.


When the time comes to retire from the functions of power, many collapse into a psychic crisis. They feel as if they have been ejected into a void. This is because society has not been rewarding them for their competence or their knowledge, but for their occupation of positions of power. Their very success has required a disembodied abasement of the individual. And when they leave power, the agreeable sense of purpose which it conveyed simply withers away.


Of course, power must be wielded or there is no civilization. But in a society so devoted to power and run by hierarchies of expertise, the élites are unconsciously addicted to an abstract form of sadomasochism. This may explain why success so often translates into triumphalism and constant complaints about the incompetence of others. The underlying assumption of most civilizations, including our own, is the exact opposite. Success is supposed to produce a flowering of modesty and concern for others. See: CORPORATISM.


ABELARD, PETER A twelfth-century pioneer of rational theological inquiry who laid the early foundations of SCHOLASTICISM and fell in love with a seventeen-year-old student. After a tempestuous love affair followed by a secret marriage, he suffered a neutralizing encounter with a knife wielded by her male relations.


Abelard accepted the monastic life without good grace. However, in his increasingly bad-tempered dialectical teachings, he did not deal with the connection between his inquiry and his fate. See: LOYOLA and PENIS.


ABSOLUTE Nothing is absolute, with the debatable exceptions of this statement and death, which may explain why political and economic theories are presented so seriously.


Absolutism is a deadly serious business. If even a hair’s breadth of space is left around the edges of a theory, doubt may be able to squeeze through. The citizen may then begin to smile and wonder whether the intellectual justifications of power are really nonsense. Few within the expert élites see themselves as ideologues and yet they quite happily act as carriers of truth in whatever their field.


Whether it reveals the dictatorship of the proletariat or the virtues of privatization, truth is ideology. Not their truths, our élites say. They are simply delivering the inevitable conclusions of facts rationally organized. Absolutism is the weakness of others. Our élites have the good fortune simply to be right. See: DOUBT, IDEOLOGY and SERIOUS.


ACADEMIC CONSULTANTS The only place organized specifically for truth to be sought and understanding to be taught is the UNIVERSITY. In the late twentieth century some professors have reinterpreted the long-standing premise that since truth is a supreme value, it is therefore without price. If it’s so supreme, it must have a market value.


Academics are the chief custodians of Western civilization’s memory and as such of its ethical framework. Academic independence was fought for over a thousand years, with the gradual spread of TENURE over the last century and a half constituting the final step in the protection of intellectual freedom.


What does it mean, then, if a sizable portion of today’s academics—in particular the social scientists—sell their expertise to corporations and governments? What they have to sell, after all—their aura of independent expertise—has a real use and therefore a quantifiable value.


When lawyers and lobbyists take up this kind of public activity it is monitored and licensed by government. Sometimes it is called influence peddling, sometimes lobbying. The social scientists escape these controls precisely because universities are thought of as independent. The question their commercial activity raises is whether a professor has the moral right to cash in on the independence of academia and on the value which society has assigned to the freedom of inquiry.


•  •  •


Since the rise of the European universities early in the second millennium, there has been a gradual change in the stature of professors. At first they were priests or freelance men of knowledge whose income came directly from the students. Professors who didn’t teach what the students expected to learn were fired or chased through the streets. This had its disadvantages but kept the professors on their toes. Some, like the philosopher Giambattista Vico in Naples, did suffer in spite of their brilliance. He was a bad teacher. But Vico and his ideas nevertheless survived.


As the power of learning grew, universities became places which those with power sought to control. Initially the churches assumed this task, so one of the central goals of the Enlightenment was to release the universities from religious control. The new democratic élites of the nineteenth century declared the universities to be the custodians of intellectual freedom. In reality this young political order financed the institutions just as the old one had and sought to impose its “standards.”


Despite being edged with hypocrisy, the idea of academic independence was an important pillar of the new democratic nation state. Higher education gradually came to offer the basic training required by anyone who hoped to occupy a position with any power at all. In short, a university degree became a proof of membership in the ruling élite.


•  •  •


With the decline of the influence of religion to an ever-narrower area—often no more than the places of worship—the whole domain of public training in ETHICS and morality was left unaccounted for. Much of that role was gradually conferred upon the universities, where it was taken over by independent thinkers and teachers. A university education became the true finishing school of the responsible citizen in a democracy.


Most philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries earned little, expected little public respect, ran constantly on the edge of the law and were rarely employed in any regular manner. They would have looked upon the invention of the twentieth-century tenured professor as one of the great victories of the Enlightenment. They would also have been surprised to learn that an increasing number of them acted as if freedom of thought combined with secure employment and widespread respect was not enough. What the modern professors really wanted was more money. And they were willing to sacrifice all the rest in order to get it.


In fairness, the initiative had been taken by the corrupters not the corruptees. It began seriously after the Second World War with politicians seeking out ever-more academic advisers. They weren’t paid much and they were exercising their own right to have political opinions. But as social and economic programming grew, with its inherent tendency to reduce the unlimited power of the large corporations, so those corporations began to mount a counter-attack.


Their answer to the practical and ethical arguments being made in favour of a stable and fair society was to develop absolute truths related to the market-place. Very early on they identified the need to cultivate their own independent experts capable of delivering truth. They began funding “independent” foundations dedicated to learning. Independence and learning were intended here to mean the development of ideas that would bolster the position of the corporation. On the leading edge of this movement were the THINK TANKS which went on to produce bevies of authoritative studies and annual reports intended to legitimize higher oil prices, deregulation, lower taxes, the debt crisis or whatever was the current agenda of their private-sector funders.


The final stage began in the 1970s when the social scientists began to notice a well-paid growth industry known as management consultancy. More and more, these academics began to think of themselves as consultants. And this was by no means limited to economists and professors of business administration.


The corporations and their foundations were far too sophisticated to concentrate on such a narrow and direct approach. Their mandate was to redefine half a millennium of Western evolution by re-examining how citizens see themselves and their society. In order for economic revisionism to make sense, there had to be a new view of philosophy, history, sociology and culture.


For a few years reform-minded governments competed against corporations in the race to purchase the aura of academic freedom. But most of the reform governments were gone by the early eighties and the spreading economic crisis limited the investment that public budgets could make. By then, the universities, the press and even the public seemed to have accepted without protest the new role of the professors.


•  •  •


The ideal of academic freedom and independence has now been severely damaged. To undo the corrupt system in place may be as complex as the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century battle to separate church and learning. There are some relatively simple problem areas. Should business administration be part of university education? Should a professor have the right to the ethical seal of approval of a university if he or she sells that aura in a separate business?


Universities are now desperate for money and only too eager to prostitute themselves. Presidents and their boards accuse the departments, who do not bring in their share, of fleeing reality. But do they have the right to destroy an essential creation of modern civilization? Rectors might well answer that the public purse is starving them. And yet the worst of all possible approaches would be to go on pretending that academic consultants are the descendants of Peter Abelard at the Sorbonne, in the twelfth century, or Giambattista Vico in Naples, in the early eighteenth. See: TENURE and UNIVERSITY.


ACADÉMIE FRANÇAISE Housed in the most beautiful palace in Paris, the Academy, whose role it is to control language, has a particularly elegant cupola and internal staircase. The Perpetual Secretary occupies a wonderful apartment in the west wing, overlooking the Seine and the Louvre. The Academy also owns a large chateau and park in the Forêt de Senlis where Academicians go to relax.


The task of the Academicians is to identify correct meaning and use, then put it in an official dictionary. This may force them to favour the truth and beauty of language over the pedestrian needs of communication. The female members of the Academy, for example, must be addressed as if they were male, because Académicien is a masculine word.


The Academicians are self-perpetuating—that is, when one dies, they elect another—which may explain why they are called the Immortals. The chairs in the official meeting room upstairs are historic but uncomfortable. On being elected, members receive a sword after their own design. See: SCHOLASTICISM.


ACAPULCO There are no sharks at Acapulco. The Mexican authorities are formal on this matter. If certain foreign tourists choose not to return home after their holidays, that is entirely their affair.


Furthermore, the sharks are not attracted to the waters around Acapulco by the raw sewage the hotels recycle into the bay. Suggestions of this sort are merely proof of the anti-Mexican sentiment found among foreign intellectuals, who disguise their prejudices in self-serving principles by suggesting, for example, that Mexican journalists are regularly murdered for expressing unflattering political opinions. These individuals are not journalists. Upon investigation by the responsible judicial authorities, it is often discovered that they are money-lenders or homosexuals who have managed to get press-cards under false pretences, and have then been murdered by poverty-stricken widows, whom they have been exploiting, or by under-aged male prostitutes.


These American intellectuals and their imitators in Canada are the same people who suggest that many Mexican workers live in cardboard shacks and that corruption is an integrated factor in the governmental system. This desire to maintain the Mexicans in a state of inferiority vis-à-vis the United States, by denigrating their accomplishments, is simply unacceptable, particularly when it is expressed with the do-gooding hypocrisy of the American élites who are themselves indifferent to the suffering of their own aboriginal peoples. See: FACTORIES.


ACCEPTANCE SPEECH The triumph of banality over ego. See: AWARD SHOW.


AD HOMINEM The obverse of HERO worship. Both indicate an unwillingness to deal with content.


Public figures have complained for decades about the growing tendency to judge them by violent personal attacks, often aimed at their private lives. But as public actors have chosen to assume Heroic guises—whether majestic, saintlike, martyred, romantic or touching—so those they attempt to seduce have reacted with personalized integral vilification.


There is nothing new about such ad hominem attacks. They were widely used for political purposes in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. If public figures paid a little more attention to history, they would know that their predecessors led a much rougher life. Today they are protected by concentrated media ownership, the obsession of the large professional élites with respectable public behaviour and, in most countries, overly strict libel laws. Given that ours is a management-oriented society, we give far too much importance to the smoothness of public discourse and fear serious open verbal conflict.


Contemporary ad hominem resembles that of an earlier period—the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This was a society of courtiers constantly in pursuit of meaningless power. Court life was measured by personal details—orgasms, medals, gloves, cleavages and titles. Ad hominem fed the endless appetite for gossip which filled the salons and occupied the days of those caught up in the complex structures of the state. These were powerless people living by irrelevant criticisms in the shadow of false human gods—the absolute monarchs. That such detached ad hominem attacks have returned with a vengeance in the late twentieth century suggests that we have also returned to the courtier-based society of the great palaces, which have been transformed into the great professions and the great organizations of the public and private sectors.


ADVERTISING A once-important word now used in ever-narrower circumstances because it is in such direct contradiction with its traditional meaning.


Samuel Johnson said to advertise was “to inform another; to give intelligence.” Advertising was thus linked with the moral value given to knowledge. This no longer being the case, the professionals have taken to using “public relations” where they once used advertising. This phrase suggests a self-interested negotiation rather than communication. See: BAD PEOPLE and CONSUMPTION.


AGRICULTURE See: IRRADIATION.


AIR-CONDITIONING An efficient and widely used method for spreading disease.


One of the keys to the revolution in architecture and planning which struck Western cities after the Second World War was the gradual realization by engineers and architects that systems of forced air could heat and cool large numbers of people in a cost-effective manner.


This removed one of the major restrictions on the size of buildings. If windows needn’t be opened, then neither density nor height had to be limited. Once heated or cooled, the air could be endlessly recycled through buildings.


This revolution was soon being applied in the air. Before the arrival of the Jumbo Jet, most commercial planes expelled air continually and took in fresh air, which then had to be brought to cabin temperature. With the Jumbo, fuel savings were chosen over air quality. Passengers, from first-class to steerage and smoking to non-smoking, began travelling across the Atlantic in a classless fug. Fifty per cent of the air was recycled. After a few hours in the plane, passengers began to feel as if they were breathing dead air. It was as if each airplane contained a single pair of lungs shared among three to four hundred bodies.


By the early 1980s, standard frequent-flyer rhetoric referred to air travel as exhausting. People began to notice that working in large office towers was far more draining than in buildings where windows could be opened. Then a dramatic incident focused attention. A group of old American veterans staying in a hotel to attend a convention began to die, as if struck by a plague. It was explained that legionnaires’ disease was the result not of recycled air but of defective recycling.


There were more common experiences which weren’t fatal. People began to expect that following one flight out of every two or three they would fall sick. Sometimes they merely caught a cold; increasingly it was a virulent strain of what was called the flu. But these flus could bring on vomiting, dangerous temperatures and exhaustion. They often killed the elderly or fragile. In fact, they seemed to come in international waves which changed character each season. Every few months there would be a mutation in the type of virulence. The planes made these flu strains instantly international. And the office towers then spread them around in each city. What passengers didn’t know was that some airlines were cutting back further on the fresh air quota in order to save money in the hard times brought on by DEREGULATION and the DEPRESSION.


Modern hospitals were also being built with these air-flow systems and it soon became common knowledge that hospitals were places in which you caught things. The hard-learned medical lessons of physical isolation clarified in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seemed to have been forgotten.


Much of modern medicine is based upon controlling diseases by controlling movements. Now there were new and unexpected waves of viral diseases. Small epidemics in fact. One year it would be viral pneumonia. The next there would be a line of executives struck by ill-defined symptoms which exhausted them, sometimes for several years.


Air-conditioning also became a clear example of the inflexibility of modern industry and of technocratic structures generally. Economics seemed to be painfully linear. Every hour of work lost to a company through sickness is also money lost. It is common during the winter in places with moderate climates to find that 20 to 30 per cent of office workers are home sick. There seemed to be no room for applied thought which used practical observation in order to re-evaluate earlier policies.


This absurd rigidity is reminiscent of the old European colonial armies in the tropics. Well into the twentieth century British soldiers in India wore heavy clothing to protect them from the sun. In addition, a flat metal cross wrapped in cloth was placed beneath their jacket. This cross ran down the spine and over the shoulders. It was meant to stop the rays. Regiments functioned with permanently elevated levels of soldiers in hospital suffering from heat prostration. Attempts to bring in light clothing were resisted by most of the General Staff, who argued that the army would be decimated by the sun. When the change was at last introduced, and the hospital beds emptied, the Staff was amazed.


In manufacturing circles it is widely known that the least advanced area of aeronautics engineering is air treatment. In public, the press officers busily deny there is a problem. The number of formal complaints, they insist, are “statistically insignificant.”2 But then airline industry organizations don’t compile data on these sorts of complaints. In 1993 American government officials investigated the case of a flight attendant with tuberculosis who seemed to have infected twenty-three other crew over a short period of time. TB is spread by airborne bacteria. Uncirculated air was therefore a likely factor. However, the mechanism of general DENIAL kept turning.


Corporations inquiring whether windows can be made to open in office towers are told by architects and the construction industry that this is impossible, or only for a significant extra charge, plus long-term air-management costs. In spite of thousands of books about management and competitiveness, many of which talk about getting the most out of executives and other employees through leadership, training and encouragement of individual talents, there seems to be no calculus for integrating the costs of sick-leave into those of air-conditioning.


In truth, the only barrier to airplanes taking in a constant stream of fresh air, cooling it and then expelling it is the absence of pressure from passengers, the airlines’ employees and the airlines. The case of office towers is even simpler. The air-conditioning system is rarely mentioned by companies when they build, buy or rent. Nothing prevents them from demanding air-conditioning systems limited to small areas—less than a floor—and which constantly take in and expel air. Nothing, that is, except the inability of our system to integrate widely recognized medical costs with those of engineering.


ALLIES See: SPECIAL RELATIONSHIPS.


AMORALITY A quality admired and rewarded in modern organizations, where it is referred to through metaphors such as professionalism and efficiency.


Amorality is corporatist wisdom. It is one of the terms which highlights the confusion in society between what is officially taught as a value and what is actually rewarded by the structure.


Immorality is doing wrong of our own volition. Amorality is doing it because a structure or an organization expects us to do it. Amorality is thus worse than immorality because it involves denying our responsibility and therefore our existence as anything more than an animal. See: BLOOD (1) and ETHICS.


ANGLO-SAXONS A racial group composed mainly of Celts, Chinese, Germans, Italians, Ukrainians, French and other peoples who have been conquered by or immigrated to the English-speaking world. To blame for everything. See: XENOPHOBIA (PASSIVE).


ANIMISM Religion devoid of abstraction and therefore resistant to use by sophisticated power structures.


The last few decades have seen animism make a determined comeback, particularly among disaffected members of the rational élites. What their beliefs are has never been clear. Some talk of souls and spirits. Some of popular culture. Jung’s archetypes have been remarkably popular.


Underlying all of this is a large group of highly educated people reaching for an integrated view of existence. The straightforward hill-tribe beliefs of Southeast Asia probably come as close as any to expressing their idea. Everything has life. Humans are alive, but then so are trees and rocks. We are all part of a single process so we must act in concert with the whole.


•  •  •


The large intellectual religions have little difficulty understanding each other, whatever their rivalries. They share almost identical ideals as well as their corruption by society. These religions also share a disdain for animism.


This usually takes the form of an attack on superstition. Some of it is justified. But most animistic superstition consists not of destructive fear but of populist ways to deal with social problems. Dietary rules. Marriage restrictions. The abstract religions do the same, except that their rules on everything from eating pork to fornication are apparently received as direct instructions from God.


What bothers the intellectual religions about animism is not the idea that everything from rocks to humans contains life, but that humans are therefore no more than a constituent part of a living whole which is the earth. That this view denies special rights and powers to the human is upsetting. That it denies special rights and powers to the structures of society is unacceptable.


Large organized societies are dependent on the separation of the human race from all the rest. This denial or demotion of the non-abstract frees us to act as if we were not limited by our physical realities. Without this liberation much of our PROGRESS would not have been possible.


And yet we are limited by physical realities. So our liberation has been built upon a great deal of self-delusion, which has turned gradually into very real political, social and economic weaknesses.


•  •  •


The argument today between those who see themselves as the forces of progress and those who appear to be resisting is a continuation of the old drive by the abstract religions to eliminate the animist view. Yet many of the new animists—environmentalists and sociologists, among others—are the product of a strange cross-breeding. They call for the reintegration of humanity into the worldly whole, but belong themselves to the intellectual structures of their enemies.


The professional environmentalists are a good example of this contradiction. They lobby like arms contractors. Haunt international conferences. Fight for tiny amendments in government and corporate behaviour. Small changes in content rules. They have the strength of fighting with their opponents’ best weapons.


But after only twenty years in existence much of the environmental movement has taken on the form of just another corporation or interest group. Their interest may be disinterest, but their methods are one with the rational élites and are therefore limited to the details of corporatist life. These new animists are attempting to justify restraint and a common-sense approach to self-respect with the use of intellectual tools designed to eliminate both.


Still, they are a sign of more than dissatisfaction. There are dozens of other signs of people trying to take their distances from the rational system. Often these attempts seem silly or naïve and are discounted by the corporatist structures. But these people are reaching in the same direction, away from the isolation of our society. What they are seeking is some sense of integration or balance.


ANOREXIA A condition aspired to by most middle-class women. See: MONARCHS.


ANSWERS A mechanism for avoiding questions.


This might be called obsessional avoidance or a manic syndrome. It is based on the belief that the possession of an education—particularly if it leads to professional or expert status and, above all, if it involves some responsibility or power—carries with it an obligation to provide the answer to every question posed in your area of knowledge. This has become much more than the opiate of the rational élites. It may be the West’s most serious addiction.


Time is of the essence in this process. An inability to provide the answer immediately is a professional fault. The availability of unlimited facts can produce an equally unlimited number of absolute answers in most areas. Memory is not highly regarded. Right answers which turn out to be wrong are simply replaced by a new formula. The result of these sequential truths is an assertive or declarative society which admires neither reflection nor doubt and has difficulty with the idea that to most questions there are many answers, none of them absolute and few of them satisfactory except in a limited way.


Answers are the abstract face of SOLUTIONS.


ANTI-INTELLECTUALISM A self-validation ritual created by and for intellectuals.


There is no reason to believe that large parts of any population wish to reject learning or those who are learned. People want the best for their society and themselves. The extent to which a populace falls back on superstition or violence can be traced to the ignorance in which their élites have managed to keep them, the ill-treatment they have suffered and the despair into which a combination of ignorance and suffering have driven them.


Given the opportunity, those who know and have less want themselves or their children to know and have more. They understand perfectly that learning is central to general well-being. The disappearance of the old working-class in Germany, France and northern Italy between 1945 and 1980 is a remarkable example of this understanding.


Yet political movements continue to capitalize on the dark side of populism. Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s a number of groups gathered public support—Jean-Marie Le Pen and his Front National in France, Ross Perot in the United States, the new German Right, the Reform Party and the Bloc Québécois in Canada, the Northern League, Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and the Neo-Fascist movement in Italy. These movements share the same message, each in their local way. It combines a simplistic as opposed to straightforward approach to public affairs with an ability to tap the public’s disgust over the established élites.


The conclusion drawn by the PLATOnists—who account for most of our élites—is that the population constitutes a deep and dangerous well of ignorance and irrationality; if our civilization is in crisis the fault must lie with the populace which is not rising to the inescapable challenges. And yet civilizations do not collapse because the citizenry are corrupt or lazy or anti-intellectual. These people do not have the power or influence to either lead or destroy. Civilizations collapse when those who have power fail to do their job. Ross Perot was created by Harvard, not by illiterate farmers. Our élites are concerned by what they see as intellectual LUDDITISM all around them—television, films and music prospering at the lowest common denominator; spreading functional illiteracy; a lack of public appreciation for the expertise which the élites see as guiding all aspects of human life. It appears to them as if the populace is stubbornly refusing to fill an appropriate role in a CORPORATIST society.


Perhaps this is because the anti-intellectualism over which the élites make such a fuss is in fact the reply of the citizenry to both the élites’ own pretension of leadership and their failure to lead successfully. This profoundly pyramidal model of leadership takes the form of obscure language, controlled information and the reduction of individual participation at almost all levels to one of pure function.


The élites have masked their failures by insisting that the population is lazy, reads junk, watches television and is badly educated. The population has responded by treating the élites with a contempt reminiscent of the attitudes of the pre-modern underclasses.


•  •  •


If ECONOMICS are rendered incomprehensible except to experts and in addition are unable to deal with our economic problems, why should anyone respect economists? If the corporate managerial élites cannot explain in a non-dogmatic, reasonable manner what they are doing and why, is there any reason to believe that their decisions will serve the general good? If those who create the tools of public communication—such as fiction—write novels that do not communicate, why should the public consider these works relevant or important?


It’s not that everyone must understand everything; but those who are not experts must see that they are being dealt with openly and honestly; that they are part of the process of an integrated civilization. They will understand and participate to the best of their ability. If excluded they will treat the élites with an equal contempt. See: CIVILIZATION.


ANTS Ants do nothing 71.5 per cent of the time. They are trying to think of what can usefully be done next. And this in spite of their reputation—shared with beavers and BEES—as hard-working role models for the human race.


Most humans in positions of responsibility work more than 28.5 per cent of the time. It could be argued that, being brighter than ants, we need less time to think. This is a technically correct and reassuring argument. Yet a comparison of the incidence of error among ants versus that among human beings would not come out in our favour. We could counter that, by risking error, human society—or at least human knowledge—has progressed, while that of the ants remains stable. But if we are so bright, then why are we so eager to spend as long as possible on the non-intellectual tasks which hard work represents, while desperately economizing on the time spent thinking? An outside observer, an ant for example, might wonder whether we are afraid of our ability to think and more precisely of the self-doubt which it involves. See: HARD WORK.


APPLE Spherical object created by thirty-two chemical products, then dipped in wax, then gassed. In the long run an apple is as likely to bring on a doctor as to keep one away.


APPLIED CIVILIZATION A gift of the physically or economically stronger to the weaker. See: CIVILIZATION.


APPLIED CORPORATISM The mediocre usually gain power because of long service, corruption, back-room manipulations, error or luck. But from time to time they arrive at the top precisely because they are the accurate image of the power structure in place. And so occasionally, when a leader not good enough for the job wins office, the citizenry should be grateful for what amounts to a moment of truth.


George Bush was the exact reflection of a corporatist society. In his experience and attitudes he combined the interests of several business and government sectors. The standard ideological view—both that of the Right and of the Left—was that the Bush presidency presented an opportunity for special interests to cash in. And of course they did, leaving some happy and others outraged. But the principal role of a corporatist leader is not to help his friends grow rich. They will do that anyway. Nor is it to worry about the management of any one interest group.


The job of a corporatist president is to manage the relationships between the groups. In helping the arms industry to work with the Pentagon to work with the security agencies to work with the oil industry to work with the environmental agencies and so on, he encourages nationwide stability. If successful he will have indirectly eliminated interference from that rival system—citizen-based democracy—which technically maintains legal control over the constitutional structures of the Republic.


Criticisms of the Bush presidency based on accusations of corruption or of upper-class social indifference or of deficient domestic economic strategies missed the point. Corporatist leaders do not have policy strategies any more than they have ethical standards. What they do believe in is the stable management of cooperation between interest groups. This, they are convinced, will make society work effectively.


Even if the counterweight of ethics, democracy and justice is laid aside in such an argument, history proves the corporatists wrong. Interest groups are devoid of the broad common sense required to see beyond immediate self-interest. Without it they are little more than idiot savants, unable to avoid disasters and unable to understand why. Thus the superficial stability which President Bush produced was unsatisfactory and even unpleasant and was ultimately unacceptable to the voter. The one disadvantage attached to the inevitable dismissal by the public of a corporatist president is that the removal of an individual does not alter reality. See: CORPORATISM.


ARMAMENTS Extremely useful for fighting wars. A dead weight in any civil economy.


Throughout history functioning societies have accepted that an appropriate quantity of arms is a necessary burden which must be paid for, even though they cannot contribute to prosperity. There are two reasons for this endemic negative weight:


1. Arms are a consumer good. They either sit on the shelf like unused lipstick or are used to destroy other arms and people. In the process a large part of them disappear. They either explode or are exploded by the other side.
   In short, the purpose and use of arms includes none of the intrinsic qualities of capital goods. They cannot, for example, be used to make other goods or to provide services. That is, they contain almost no multiplier effect. Steel used for weapons has a multiplier of one—steel into weapons. But steel into road-building equipment and trucks is another matter. The equipment produces roads which permit transport, which uses trucks, which carry goods which create trade in other areas.


2. Arms have no market value. They cannot have one because the seller is a single government, and the buyer is a single government. And the seller and the buyer are usually one and the same government.
   That the company producing the weaponry may be privately owned, or that there are several rival privately owned companies, is irrelevant. Markets (competition) are created by demand, not by production. There is no economic demand for arms. They are required only to protect the state or to destroy another state. This is not an economic function.
   In order to create real market values for arms, we would have to set expressed values—fixed or floating—for each person killed or each object destroyed. During the French/English Indian wars of the eighteenth century this was tried. Scalps were assigned a cash value. A market was launched. The result was military and social disaster for all three sides (the English, the French and the Indians). A somewhat less specific market system was attempted during the Renaissance with the mercenary armies, especially the condottieri in Italy. It was equally disastrous.
   The problem with linking military activity to any market-place has always been that if you set values for destruction you encourage destruction, which is not the same thing as preventing or winning wars, which is, after all, the purpose of armies and of arms.


Curiously enough, since the early 1960s—and in particular since President Kennedy’s special message to Congress of February 6, 1961—the Western technocratic élites have been attempting to convert weaponry into a positive economic force. This imposition of an abstract idea onto a non-conforming reality is the sort of economic determinism which resembles alchemy, the obsessive mediaeval belief that base metal could be turned into gold. There is nothing unusual about the alchemist approach. Charles Mackay described sixteen phenomena similar to our armaments folly in his mid-nineteenth century masterpiece Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds.3


Kennedy and his Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, treated arms as if they were automobiles and so the armaments industry began to act as if it were Detroit. These two sectors were artificially linked by imaginary truths such as TRICKLE-DOWN ECONOMICS. National weapons needs were to be paid for by massive exports of more or less the same weaponry. Around the world a fresh new technocracy followed suit. Productive civil economies were transformed into falsely productive military economies.


The Reagan/Bush partnership took this illusion a step further and turned the arms “business” into a make-work program. Around the world more people followed suit. Arms were soon the single most important element in international industrial trade—some $900 billion per year. Research and Development (R and D) everywhere came to be dominated by military imperatives.


The third and current phase began with the fall of the Soviet Bloc. Something called the PEACE DIVIDEND raised its head briefly only to evaporate. Governments began to act as if the principal reason for building weapons was to save jobs.


Early in 1994 the most important American advocate of a new policy was nominated as Secretary of Defense. William Perry, a quiet technocrat, became the new-model McNamara. The ideas advancing behind him are presented in such an inoffensive, number-crunching way that few people have noticed them. This third stage involves total integration of the civil and military economies under a concept called DUAL USE, which subjects defence needs to market forces.


We are distracted from this by various international disarmament successes which amount to little more than a year-end clear-out in a cosmetics store. The old lipstick is swept from the shelves into the garbage or is sold off at knockdown prices in provincial markets. This makes room for the new consumer models.


The end result of our three-step, three-decade evolution has been the inversion of the meaning of the word armaments. What for thousands of years was a non-productive necessity of warfare has been dressed up as a productive necessity of both job creation and technological innovation. Where the public ownership of arsenals had once given some guarantee that weaponry would relate to defence and attack, the privatization of production puts the requirements of national protection on the back burner. In other words, the only way to reduce expenditures while ensuring the production of the right quantity of the right weapons without international proliferation would be to reverse the current policy: establish a monopoly of state production and openly assume the costs of defence.


ARMPITS See: REALITY.


ASPEN INSTITUTE A supermarket of conventional wisdom for middle-level executives.


Corporate life, particularly for those not on the fast track, has all the bureaucratic pitfalls of directionless boredom. To distract these confused but loyal servants from what Thoreau called their “lives of quiet desperation,” they are periodically shipped off to rest camps where, over the period of a few days, they are taught important things which can change their lives, their company, the world. Failing that, the experience may help them to hold on a bit longer. See: BUSINESS CONFERENCES.


AUTOBIOGRAPHY


1. A by-product of fiction which combines the dramatic methods of the romance novel with those of the adolescent adventure story.


2. A product of Heroic mythology usually written by a false Hero.


3. A celebration of the author’s moral weakness.


4. Exhibitionism by someone too old to take his clothes off in public.


5. An obscuring of the author’s actions behind his emotions and subjective state.


6. A plea by the author to be accepted as he is; that is, an excuse for his actions; that is, an attack on ETHICS. See: BIOGRAPHY.


AWARD SHOW Mechanism by which the members of a given profession attempt to give themselves the attributes of the pre-modern ruling classes—the military, aristocracy and priesthood—by assigning various orders, decorations and medals to each other.


These shows are a superficial expression of CORPORATISM. As with the pre-modern classes, their awards relate principally to relationships within the profession. Each time the words “I want to thank” are used by someone being decorated, they indicate a relationship based on power. The awards have little to do with that corporation’s relationship to the outside world—what you might call the public—or for that matter with quality. See: BALLROOM.








B


BABEL, TOWER OF Multilingualism remains the source of movement and growth in a civilization.


The ability to fill the house of reality, intellect and imagination with different furniture is a great pleasure and a great strength. The strengths of comparison and of contradiction. The ability to draw on the originality or strengths of one to enrich another.


But for this to happen, writers and intellectuals must play their role, carrying words, images, emotions and ideas back and forth between languages. Unilingualism is one result of the acceptance by writers of professionalism. As they embrace the related idea that creativity is a sufficient justification for writing, so many become lost in the worship of a single tongue. The only status worse than this involves seeing themselves as the professional voice of a culture or a nation.
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