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The first weapon was arguably a stick.

A stick selected from among other sticks because experience had shown that a certain length, a certain weight, a certain density of wood produced a better result when swung at a threat. The selection was deliberate. The comparison was systematic. The conclusion was repeatable.

That was science. Rudimentary, wordless, and entirely honest about what it was doing.

From that stick came the spear, the bow, the catapult, the cannon, the rifle, the bomb. Each advance required more sophisticated knowledge of materials, trajectory, chemistry, physics. Each was science applied to the problem of destroying things more efficiently. The arc from the first stone thrown to the nuclear weapon detonated over Hiroshima in August of 1945 is long, but it is a single unbroken line.

That line of weaponry is not what this book is about. It’s about a different kind of weaponry.

In August of 1945, the United States possessed the most destructive weapon in human history and faced a world too exhausted to resist it. What followed was not empire. The Marshall Plan was enacted at great expense to rebuild the European nations that we had just finished fighting. The postwar occupation of Japan became a reconstruction project. The science that split the atom was not used to subjugate the world that lacked it. The weapon was a bomb. The bomb was a weapon. There was no pretense otherwise.

That fact marks a boundary.

On one side of that boundary science was used to make weapons. Transparent, ancient, and in its way, straightforward. The weapon is the thing. Everyone can see it.

On the other side of that boundary there is something insidious and far more dangerous and deadly.

Picture a night sky over Babylon, roughly seven hundred years before the birth of Christ.

A priest-astronomer climbs to the top of a ziggurat and reads the stars. He has been doing this for years. His predecessors did it for generations before him. The accumulated records, clay tablets stacked in temple archives, have revealed something remarkable: the sky is not random. The movements of celestial bodies follow patterns. Those patterns repeat. With enough data, a careful observer can predict what the sky will do next.

Including when the sun will go dark.
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The Saros cycle, the roughly eighteen-year interval at which solar eclipses repeat over the same geographic regions, was known to Babylonian astronomers by at least 700 BC. They could not explain why it happened. They had no model of the solar system as we understand it. But they had centuries of observations, and the observations were sufficient. They could predict an eclipse several days in advance with confidence.

Now consider what that knowledge was worth in 700 BC.

Not for its astronomical value, but for what it made him: the possessor of exclusive, enlightened authority.

The king had heard such things before. Prophets make predictions. Prophets are often wrong. But this priest is not wrong. Three days later, in the middle of the afternoon, the sky darkens. The birds go silent. The temperature drops. The sun disappears behind a shadow that no weapon can stop and no army can fight.

And the priest confidently stands there in the shadow of the darkened sun signaling that he was somehow attached to the power to make that miracle happen.

The phenomenon was real. The eclipse happened regardless of whether the priest existed, regardless of whether he predicted it, regardless of whether anyone was watching. 

But the explanation of the phenomenon, the controlled, exclusive, institutional ownership of the knowledge that allowed prediction, that was something else entirely. That was power. And unlike the eclipse itself, that power did not arise from nature. It was constructed. It was maintained. It was defended.

This is the second kind of weapon.

Not science being used to make a weapon but science being made into one. The weapon is not an eclipse. The weapon is the exclusive claim to predict and explain the eclipse, and the authority the claim purchases over everyone who cannot explain it for themselves.

The mechanism has two templates. They are old enough to predate writing, and modern enough to have been active today.

First: I can heal, but only if you bow to my authority.

Second: Here is the science that proves I am superior and you are inferior.

Every application of weaponized science in human history is a variation on one or both templates. The medicine man with his fire. The eugenicist with his measurements. The public health authority with his emergency powers. The climate scientist with his computer model. The specific content changes. The structure does not.

Notice what the templates do not require. They do not require the underlying science to be false. The eclipse was real. The genetic variation that eugenicists measured was real. The COVID virus was real. The climate changes and it always has. Weaponized science does not depend on fabricated data. It depends on something more durable: the gap between what the data shows and what the explainer claims the data authorizes them to do.

That gap is where the weapon lives.

It lies between the phenomenon and the policy demanded in response to it. Between the measurement and the conclusion drawn from it. Between the emergency and the permanent authority claimed to address it. The scientific facts, real or distorted, are the credential. The authority is the prize. The subjugation of those who cannot independently evaluate science for themselves is the mechanism.

The Babylonian priest did not invent the eclipse. He invented the institutional ownership of its explanation. Every application of weaponized science since has followed that model.

This is not an argument against science. Science built the shelter you live in, the medicines that kept you alive, and the device you are reading these words on. The arc from the caveman's club to the microchip is one of the genuine achievements of the human mind.

This is an argument for the ability to tell the difference.

The difference between science that illuminates and science that subjugates. Between the researcher who publishes his methods so that anyone can check his work, and the expert class decides, in committee, what conclusions the public is permitted to reach. Between the physician who tells you what the data shows and acknowledges what it does not, and the authority who tells you that science is settled and the time for questions is over.

The mere notion of settled science is antithetical to the scientific method. It is the eclipse priest descending the ziggurat in triumph. It is the claim that the explanatory authority has been permanently assigned institutional ownership of the conclusions, that unenlightened questions are off-limits, and that your role is not to evaluate but to comply.

What follows is a history of how that claim to scientific authority has been made, what it has cost, and why, despite everything, it keeps working.
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“Knowledge is power.”

— Francis Bacon, Meditationes Sacrae, 1597

Before there were cities, there were fires.

And before there were fires, there were people who knew things about fire that others did not.

The shaman, or whatever name the first human communities gave to the person who occupied that role, was not necessarily the strongest member of the group, or the fastest, or the most physically formidable. He was the one who had accumulated knowledge that the others found useful and could not easily replicate. He knew which plants stopped bleeding and which ones caused it. He knew which animals were dangerous in which seasons and which were not. He knew the patterns of weather, the behavior of fire, the properties of certain minerals and woods and roots that the rest of the community interacted with daily but had never examined with the same deliberateness.

This knowledge was genuinely valuable. Communities that had a skilled shaman survived things that communities without one did not. The role existed because it worked.

But the role also did something else, something that perhaps was not intended but was structurally inevitable: it concentrated explanatory authority on a single person, or a small group of people, in a way that was very difficult for the rest of the community to evaluate or challenge.

Consider what happens when a shaman throws a handful of dry red cedar needles into a fire.​[1]
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The oils in the cedar ignite faster and hotter than the surrounding fuel. The flame erupts in a sudden, dramatic burst, larger, brighter, and more intense than what the fire was producing a moment before. To anyone who does not know why this happened, it looks like something other than chemistry. It looks like the fire responding to the shaman's intervention. It looks like magic. It looks like power.

The shaman knows it is chemistry. He has experimented with this. He knows which materials produce which effects, because he has spent years paying attention to things that the hunters and farmers and warriors around him did not have time to study. The knowledge is real. The phenomenon is real.

What is constructed, deliberately or not, is community deference as the result of the use of scientific knowledge.

The fire did not respond to the shaman. The shaman responded to the fire using knowledge that he had accumulated through observation and experimentation; that which nobody else in the group had done. But in the absence of any way for the group to evaluate the claim independently, the gap between the phenomenon and its explanation is wide enough to afford a lifetime of power and authority.

The shaman does not necessarily lie. He may genuinely believe, in some formulation available to his cultural framework, that his relationship with the fire is special. What matters structurally is not his internal state but the external dynamic: he produces effects that others cannot produce, he explains those effects in terms that others cannot evaluate, and he collects authority in the gap between the two.

That dynamic is operating in the firelight of a prehistoric camp in its simplest and most elemental form.

The mechanism does not require fire. It requires only asymmetric knowledge and an audience that cannot independently verify the claims made on its basis.

In the highlands of what is now Papua New Guinea, tribal societies developed elaborate systems of ritual knowledge, secret languages, initiation ceremonies, restricted access to certain objects and practices, that concentrated authority in the hands of initiated elders.​[2] The knowledge itself was varied: agricultural timing, conflict resolution protocols, genealogical records that determined land rights, medicinal practices. Much of it was genuinely useful. The elders who held it were often genuinely skilled.

But the secrecy was not incidental. It was structural. The knowledge was valuable precisely because access to it was restricted. An elder whose agricultural knowledge was available to everyone was an advisor. An elder whose agricultural knowledge was wrapped in ritual secrecy that only apprentices could access was an authority. Secrecy transformed useful knowledge into institutional power.

Anthropologists studying these systems in the twentieth century documented the same pattern across dozens of unconnected cultures on multiple continents: the deliberate restriction of useful knowledge as a mechanism for maintaining social authority.​[3] The content of the knowledge varied enormously. The structure did not.

In Mesoamerica, the priestly class of the Mayan civilization developed one of the most sophisticated astronomical knowledge systems in the ancient world entirely independent of Old-World astronomy.​[4]

The Maya Long Count calendar tracked cycles of time with extraordinary precision. Their observations of Venus, which they tracked as both a morning and an evening star, were accurate enough that their predicted heliacal risings deviated from the actual events by only a few minutes across decades of observation.​[5] They predicted solar eclipses. They tracked the movement of Mars and Jupiter. They developed mathematical tools, including a concept of zero that appeared in Mesoamerica independently of its appearance in India, that enabled calculations of a complexity that few contemporary European systems could match.​[6]

This knowledge was held by a priestly class. It was recorded in books, the codices, that were accessible only to the initiated. It was used to determine the timing of agricultural activities, military campaigns, and ritual observances. The king consulted the priests before acting. The priests consulted the codices. The codices were not available to the farmer or the soldier.​[7]

When the Spanish arrived in the sixteenth century, Bishop Diego de Landa ordered the burning of every Maya codex he could find, describing them as works of the devil containing nothing but superstition and lies.​[8] Of the hundreds that existed, four survived. The knowledge system that had taken centuries to build was destroyed in an afternoon, not because it was false, much of it was extraordinarily accurate, but because it was the foundation of an authority structure that competed with the one the Spanish were installing.

One wielder of knowledge burning the library of another.

Across the Pacific, in Polynesia, the navigators who made the greatest open-ocean voyages before the age of European exploration held their knowledge in a form that was, by design, inaccessible to those who had not been trained to receive it.​[9]

Polynesian wayfinding, the system by which navigators crossed thousands of miles of open ocean without instruments, finding islands that were specks in an enormous sea, was a body of knowledge of extraordinary sophistication. It integrated the positions of stars, the patterns of ocean swells, the behavior of birds and fish and clouds, the feel of wind and current, into a navigational framework that allowed skilled practitioners to locate destinations with a reliability that astonished European sailors when they first encountered it.​[10]
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This knowledge was transmitted orally, in forms that were memorized across years of apprenticeship. It was not written down, which meant it could not be stolen or accessed without the cooperation of someone who held it. The navigator occupied a social role of considerable authority in Polynesian communities, not because he claimed supernatural power, but because the community's ability to find food, trade, and escape danger depended on his skill, and his skill was not transferable on short notice.​[11]

Here the mechanism operates in a somewhat different register. The Polynesian navigator's authority was less dependent on mystification than on genuine, demonstrable, irreplaceable competence. He did not need to manufacture awe. The ocean did that for him. But the structural dynamic, specialized knowledge held by a restricted group, conferring authority over those who depend on the knowledge but cannot evaluate it, is the same.

What do these examples share?

They are drawn from cultures that had no contact with each other. The Papuan elder, the Maya astronomer, the Polynesian navigator, and the prehistoric shaman at his fire were operating in complete independence. They were not copying an idea from a common source. They were responding to a common structural feature of human communities: the fact that knowledge is unevenly distributed, that uneven distribution confers differential authority, and that differential authority tends to perpetuate itself.

The Wielder of Knowledge is not a villain imported into human society from outside. He is a structural product of it, as inevitable, in his way, as the division of labor or the emergence of language. Every human community of any complexity produces Wielders of Knowledge, because every human community of any complexity produces exclusive specialized knowledge, and exclusive specialized knowledge produces the conditions in which the role can exist.

The question that matters is not whether the Wielder of Knowledge exists. He always has and always will. The question is what he does with the position.

The shaman who uses his knowledge of medicinal plants to heal the sick and shares what he knows with an apprentice who will outlive him is exercising his role in one way.

The shaman who uses his knowledge of combustible resins to conjure the appearance of supernatural power, and who guards that knowledge against any successor who might make it available to others, is exercising it in another
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