CHAPTER 12:  ECOLOGY  AND  LONG  RANGE  DEVELOPMENT:     




THE  300  TIMES  SYNDROME


The world implied by the non-fulfillment of optimality in Part I and the world which we have been describing in greater detail in the present Part II, when contemplated from the long range point of view, is indeed very sad and full of distress. And one cannot wonder, if the very underlying motivating force is not one of wellbeing for humanity but rather maximum profit for the few and the Minus Sign Syndrome for the many who must work to earn their daily bread.  In Figure 1 below, based on United Nations data, we can see the chalice of humanity's poison. The richest twenty per cent earn just about all of world income and the remaining eighty per cent, and especially the poorest half of humanity, earn almost nothing.  [1]


What is perhaps more important from the long range point of view, the situation in the long run is not improving but worsening. The differential between the richest twenty per cent and the poorest, as measured by the ratio of the two respective average incomes has doubled, i.e. become twice as bad over the past thirty years -- and this is only a continuation of developments over the past hundred  years. 


Several significant phenomena accompany and in part help us understand this dismal picture.  For example it must be noted that even the richest country in the world, the United States, is not spared -- in its own way -- from these centrifugal forces: the rich grow richer and the poor grow poorer both in income and in wealth. This is witnessed by the increasing disparity of income and wealth between those owning material and human capital and those who rely primarily on their labor forces for their livelihood. A litany of data could be presented confirming this point. The dramatic growth of stock market prices (well above the 10000 level in the late 1990's ) implying increases of wealth reaching trillions of dollars for the capital owners is perhaps the most conspicuous among these. 


A fact depicting the mentality engendering these conditions and engendered by them is that the Congress of the United States has reduced capital gains taxes, and at the same time discontinued support for 130,000  severely handicapped children. It is the congress that can find the only excuse for semi-legal and illegal campaign funding transactions by pointing out that others in congress do the same.  Collective sin becomes the excuse for individual sinning -- does this not remind us of other instances of dark history?

[image: image1.jpg]Global economic disparities

Distribution of economic activity, 1989- percentage of worid total
(Quintiles of populaton ranked by income)

Richest
fifth

Each horizontal band
represents an equal fifth
of the world's people

R e T B eV

e T e,

Poorest World trade - 1.0

fifth Commercial lending - 0.2
Domestic savings -1.0
Domestic investment - 1.3

67




But returning to economic data, with the UNDP "chalice"  go data such as those on consumption of energy.  Consumption by the affluent of tworld(most of those in the upper twenty percentile)  in their lifetime is approaching some one thousand tons of pure-oil-energy equivalent. Creation of a single manufacturing job calls for in the aggregate one hundred thousand dollars of physical capital; that must be compared with per capita annual incomes of the poorest in the world as low as one hundred dollars.  The costs of education -- that is, accumulation of human capital in fertile brain-soil -- can reach as much as one-half million dollars for a Ph.D. in the aggregate. What does that do to the justice of distribution of income and wealth -- and of frustrations and anguish -- and human love and sympathy? Only God knows: all these are fruits of the Minus Sign Syndrome and sacrifices on the altar of the calf of gold.


Later on in this chapter we will be explaining the logical processes of the capitalist world engendering these parameters. Here it is useful to indicate a more analytical set of results underpinning the chalice in the diagram and some of the key economic indicators of the world we live in. But most of all we must show how difficult it would be under capitalist conditions to cure this historical syndrome.  Suppose that  behind the lower section of the chalice, the 80 par cent of humanity, are some 3 billion employed or unemployed workers living on the correspondingly low wages or incomes.  It can be calculated from statistical data -- as noted above already -- that the productive capital supporting the "affluent" top part of the diagram  is at least one hundred thousand dollars per job in the aggregate. 


Thus we can make a rough calculation that to employ the three billion poor at the level of capitalisation of the rich countries, which would be the necessary (but not sufficient) condition of their becoming as affluent as are those at the top of the chalice, we would need some 3 hundred trillion dollars worth of new capital formation. Such funds would for the most part have to come from the rich world as foreign investments, because the rest of the world is so poor that it could hardly do so. To give an idea how much this figure is in terms of TOTAL net national investment (capital formation) of the United States in recent years, this represents in terms of such annual investments, ANYTHING BETWEEN ONE AND THREE THOUSAND YEARS. And that is based on the implicit assumption of zero population growth, with the 3 billion potential workers remaining constant -- an assumption which clearly will be and is being surpassed over the hypothetical thousand or thousands of years. We may refer to this rough calculation as the thousand-year syndrome, indicating how difficult it is to overcome the dilemma of the chalice under the conditions of a capitalist market economy and of the Minus Sign Syndrome.


 These "secular" trends can be explained in the context of our general analytical approach. They can be explained on three different levels of precision. The first is an intuitive explanation, or a set of intuitive explanations using comparative -- parabolic -- images.  The second is closer to economic discourse, but still relying on extreme simplification.  The third is based on a more precise and a more detailed discussion not only explaining the phenomena outlined at the outset of this chapter but also bringing together in a logical whole the essential factors and variables. 


The first level has to do with the old Greek myth of Sisyphus and with geese.  As in the case of Sisyphus, modern humanity is pushing a big boulder to the top of the mountain in the form of pushing further innovations for the purpose of profit-making sales, only to find that after that great effort the summit of the mountain is not reached because the boulder slips back or the summit recedes.  


Now for the geese: in wartime Prague German rations were near starvation level, and thus as a little boy I spent winter months with my grandmother in the countryside force-feeding geese in cages to enrich our diet using the results of our endeavors. The process was rather cruel and undignified.  The pushing of various goods and services in modern times is quite reminiscent of that process, and so are the relative confinement in consumption cages as much as the ultimate outcome for those subjected to it, whether on the level of the body or the soul.


The second level is that of simple economics.  With world population growing at a considerable rate, with human labor treated as a market commodity subject to the forces of supply and demand, and with technology developed in the advanced world, with capital coefficients of the order of $100,000 per job, the demand for human labor is bound to fall short of supply even at the lowest and subsistence levels of income; and that with lots of effective or disguised unemployment, with starvation and malnutrition around the world, and on the limit destruction of human life of many various forms.  The chalice in our above diagram as much as the "thousand-year syndrome" are related phenomena.  E. F. Shumacher's wisdom of  "small is beautiful" technology, supplemented by "gentle" solar energy would go a long way towards alleviation for the poorest.  But the capitalist system which we are discussing here opposes by its very internal logic such solutions.


Let us turn now to the more complete and more analytical explanation of how we got to the unsatisfactory state of the world. In other words, how did we get from the Minus Sign Syndrome to the one thousand tons of energy syndrome and the thousand-year syndrome and to the ever worsening chalice of distributive unjustice depicted in the UNDP diagram? We must begin with some simple theory-conception of the process of income growth and accumulation and then use it in showing, first, how we got to the extreme and tragic state of our times; and second, establish the interaction and interdependence of that state with the dominant contradictions and flaws of our society.


The simple theory-conception of the historical economic process of growth can be stated as follows: the two primary resources, human intelligence and energy -- both human and increasingly non-human -- are applied to the passive and composite wealth of natural resources of all kinds, in a process of transformation into (1) consumption goods and services and (2) physical capital.  The second becomes a secondary or produced resource of the production and transformation.


This description holds for all times and stages of human development; only the proportions and levels of the various key variables are changing. The cave-men and women were characterised by a rather limited use of intelligence and energy, limited to minimal "economic" and income-oriented reflection and to energy primarily derived from their own bodies and muscles. With nomadic and later agricultural economies more complex forms of intelligence and more non-human sources of energy became the underlying factors of a higher level of income, supported by wind, fire and domesticated-animal supplies of energy.


In more recent times which concern us here we have for the few -- in the upper section of the chalice -- the thousand ton of oil equivalent per capita combined with the "one million dollar Ph.D." equivalent of human capital, with one hundred thousand dollars worth of physical capital per job linked to the thousand year syndrome. This certainly is not a healthy situation nor one, as indicated by the chalice, implying overall human happiness.  But of course it is not human happiness but profit for the few which is the original motivating force.  In earlier chapters we have already spoken about the "static" aspects of this distress of capitalist-world humanity: the terminal accumulation, the going-to-hell syndrome, and the Minus Sign Syndrome.  But here we must add to our analysis the long-range dynamics which brought us to where we are. We must give more precise substance to the Sisyphus syndrome, or to the goose-feeding syndrome which we noted above.  We must also spell out now in greater detail the process of cumulative disequilibrium leading to the pattern of the distribution chalice and to the exaggerated levels of income and overuse of resources of all kinds by the few.


Take a basic time period, say a year, of which the long run secular trends are composed.  Differentiated oligopolistic industries, each using enormous amounts of physical and human capital as well as enormous amounts of energy, realise that price competition for existing products would lead them to cut-throat competition and death at least for some.  With the threat of legal action if they were to turn into monopolies, the remaining way out of the dilemma is product-design competition.  The Sisyphus must push always for new products and new consumption, whether the consumption is truly desirable for overall human happiness and wellbeing or not; only to find that after he has pushed his rock this year, the top of the mountain recedes next year and he must repeat his work again.


But as we noted already in an earlier chapter, the "pushing" not only places the competitors against each other with even greater intensity, but also diverts the consumers' resources away from things not advertised or pushed for commercial purposes, such as the family, children, leisure time, spirituality, friendship and in general all the things more related to the heart than to the mind or the stomach. This imbalance in the next round -- in the next year and all following years -- is cumulatively repeated.  Again the rock is pushed by the Sisyphus, again more energy and human capital must be used or developed, more capital must be produced to replace the obsolete one (the rock of the preceding year), more children are aborted, more useless consumers in old age will undergo euthanasia, more frustration and stress (now medically shown to be a very significant cause of disease and of death), more families will be broken down and children abandoned, and so on and so forth.


The process of asymmetrical "pushing" of the market-commercial and receding and almost elimination of the non-pecuniary and "heart-oriented" aspects of human existence seems to be accelerating and reaching a state of frenzy which may indicate the final -- and perhaps irreversible -- stages of terminal accumulation, and of  the going-to-hell syndrome. This calls for some additional reflection and more detailed analysis. 


To be approaching -- and some exceeding -- the level of energy consumption of one thousand tons of petroleum equivalent in a single person's lifetime in the affluent twenty per cent of humanity (swimming in the fantastic oil pond at the top of the chalice) takes some doing.  Nothing that a human being really needs at any level of human wellbeing and happiness can warrant such use of energy -- and such corresponding destruction of both our natural resources and our ecological environment.  It took the ingenuity of the profit-makers over a hundred years to bring us to such a state.  And this must be better understood, especially if we want to see more clearly where we are going.


The "pushing" by advertisers is unchecked by those vitally involved in the effects of that pushing, in a most flagrant violation of our second law of optimality. This gives a free hand to the pushers, who are becoming gradually also the hookers of the addicted consumers. And this is done in at least three stages which are of interest to our full undersanding of the process. We may rely here in part on the analysis of Ivan Illich.


First comes quite ordinary pushing, simply trying to entice the consumers of cornflakes (for instance), at prices hundreds of per cent over their production costs, of various types in preference to more ordinary and more reasonably priced foods.  The inordinate excess profits resulting from that pushing already tend to bid away some budgetary resources, especially of the poor, from other humanly more worthy and less petroleum-demanding aspects of human existence. The important characteristic of this first stage is that the substances pushed are something we basically need, such as food.


But to get to the thousand-ton-of-oil syndrome, one needs far more:  that is, the second and third stages of pushing. The second stage is something that I found most clearly stated in the writings of Ivan Illich. [2]  Modern affluent society is increasingly demanding and purchasing, under the impact of pushing, things which people really do not need; that is, not  final objects of use or consumption, but rather products and services which used to be considered as instruments  or tools of final needs, such as means of transportation, means of communication, means of beautification. These now become needs in themselves irrespective of whether they are really needed as elements of final consumption. Thus we have automobiles to get from place to place, but we are buying them under pressure of pushing and advertising far in excess of needs as an objective in itself.  Similarly ladies may spend hours in beauty parlors, not to be beautified but because that activity or inactivity has become one of their meanings of life. And of course this type of "created" demand or "necessity" can be stretched almost indefinitely, provided that the necessary spending resources are available and provided that people become convinced that these are things they need.


The third stage is similar to the second but far more powerful. Politicians, social scientists and especially advertisers make us convinced that we are moving from the industrial age to the information age of human existence. Information and communication for the most part are the Illichian products and services, in that they represent not something we really need but something we were brought to believe that we need.  But in addition, the cycle of displacement of the "old" by the "new" can reach fantastic speeds, far in excess of true wear and tear. Computer generations and designs, for example, follow each other almost from month to month. People's happiness certainly is not enhanced: very often it is diminished by frustrations of those who cannot cope with the new electronic gadgets, who cannot buy them or buy  or understand the newest vintage, and so forth.  On a more personal level, I began writing this text on a small computer for two thousand dollars, which replaced my typewriter of old for one hundred dollars -- which lasts ten times less from repair to repair and on which I cannot fill in a form. And ultimately I had to throw it out on the basis of the planned obsolescence strategy of the computer industry.


The most pernicious aspect of the electronic age and on-line America, and the more "aged" television is that it not only is subject to most extreme pushing, but it is also the very instrument of pushing -- both of them to the intensity of addiction. (At the time of this writing, the first clinic dealing with internet addiction had been opened at the Harvard medical school.)  Of course this situation, or the new syndrome of Clinton's next century/millenium, is a tremendous bonanza for the pushers-advertisers.  It opens the floodgates of "hell" because pushing, consumption, ficticious GDP growth and all that are now becoming unlimited.  The 10000 and higher stock market levels reached in record times are a corollary of the acceleration and boundlessness of the pushing process at the third level. With the addiction side effects (witnessed by the Harvard clinic) the nirvana of the advertising industry is opening.  In terms of our optimal procedure in Part I, the affluent part of humanity -- the top of the chalice -- is moving from the state of naive consciousness to the state of vegetable consciousness.   Thus is guaranteed that everything in electronics advertised by electronics will be consumed; and moneys not spent in this way will go to the ever-growing stock market; and the condition of those who do not have financial or human capital will continue to deteriorate.


This cumulative process continues without limit -- that is, except for the limits of the total destruction of family, most cruel destruction of life, destruction of human values, totally cynical and money-based politics, the ultimate terminal accumulation and ultimate hell of society; the shrinking of human hearts to possible minimum and the growth of brains qua  human capital to the possible maximum given by the dimensions of the human skull.


On the side of measurable performance, we have the indexes behind the upper portion of the chalice-diagram for the few and the indexes of misery and frustration implied by the lower part of the diagram.  And these are almost certainly to continue in the same direction as long as the underlying forces of non-fulfillment of the  conditions of optimality (see Part I) are maintained. 


Our politics is intimately related to these trends and can be documented by real events.  Against the destruction of morals and hearts we often hear from politicians the need for and practice of the moral "bully-pulpit" of the president. But how can a president preach on morals, family values, bravery or financial honesty, if his own family is in a shambles due to events in the past and present. And ultimately and dramatically the event of impeachment.


 Is it not precisely these qualities, or lack thereof, that makes most of our politicians fit the very political process which brings them to the top of the mountain? It is by playing precisely the unjust game of the Minus Sign Syndrome and what goes with it. On a more dignified level of discourse, one recent Nobel Prize was awarded to Professor James Buchanan, basically for the "finding" that politicians' foremost objective is their own self-interest. The vision of dominant public interest on the part of top public servants is thus seen as a hallucination, similar to the predicament of Sisyphus to which it is related.


In concluding, it ought to be emphasised that all these aspects of the syndrome of never-ending growth and depletion of resources of all kinds for the benefit of the few in the world are the result of the violation of the principles of optimality of human participation in just about all respects. Those vitally and directly involved in production have no right to participate in the determination of that process; the consumers who are vitally involved in the process of pushing and rendering them into naively conscious pigs, have no say; and the political processes are not only conditioned and made successful by the single factor of money, but the process of pushing and mindtwisting developed to such advanced levels in the domains of market control is being transferred and successfully used in the political domain. Dialogue, critical reflection and the entire social praxis progression are nonexistent and entirely replaced by one-way transfer of dubious information by and for the benefit of those who can afford it.

PAGE  
63

