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here is not deep research, is in no way authoritative and
compresses a long, long time into a few paragraphs, so don’t expect
David Attenborough to be reading this out on TV. Although it’s long
enough for a programme!
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Introduction

 


This started out as a
blog post on Underdogs Bite Upwards, currently a Wordpress blog. It
seems to have aged quite well. It’s now over seven years old but
still gets a link on Twitter and on other blogs from time to
time.

I thought it might be
worth making it into a free eBook rather than have people search an
obscure blog for ancient posts. That way you can pass it around in
eBook format freely – the only condition is that you don’t change
anything. Give it away, post links to it, hell, post the whole
thing on your site if you want but it has to remain intact. That’s
the copyright rule. Break it, and I’ll come round and be
mercilessly sarcastic at you.

The other rule is, you
can’t charge anyone for a copy of this. You’re not paying for it,
it’s free to all. No profiting without putting any effort in.
That’s what governments and tax-funded NGOs do.

It’s pretty much the
same as the original. I edited it a little bit and took out some
links that no longer work but otherwise it’s the original that
keeps getting quoted by people online. I did think about updating
it to include more of the weirdness that has come to pass since the
original post but, well, it seems to cover everything anyway. The
new stuff just follows the format used for the old.

It’s more popular than
pretty much anything I’ve written since. I’m not too sure how to
feel about that...

 


Legiron the
Underdog

@underdogsbiteup on
Twitter, in case anyone gives a damn.
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Fear the Witch, for it is you

 


Fear has a long history, and the idea of
control-by-fear has a history that’s only five minutes less than
that. Keeping control of a pack of hominids by being the biggest
and nastiest was a simple step and an easy one to cope with.
Everyone knew who the biggest and nastiest one was and everyone
knew to keep on his good side. Nothing devious or sneaky required
by Big’n’Nasty, although underlings might engage in sneakiness to
get their own way without being battered. Big’n’Nasty ruled by
fear.

When man overcame his fear of fire, he soon
realised that all the other animals were still afraid of it. Fire
could keep predators away and also cook food and provide warmth. It
was no longer just a matter of being big and nasty. Power lay with
the one who could make fire. About now, the whole business of
politics got under way because Big’n’Nasty soon worked out that it
wasn’t who controlled fire that mattered, it was who controlled the
one who controlled fire. It’s been downhill from there ever
since.

When Fire Controller came under the
protection of Big’n’Nasty, he thought he was on to a good thing.
Already held in high regard, he now had a huge and vicious
bodyguard. What he didn’t realise was that he was just
Big’n’Nasty’s way of staying in charge because anyone who wanted to
see Fire Controller had to get past Big’n’Nasty first.

This sparked an idea in the proto-Righteous
of the time. It was impossible to split the rule when there was
only one ruler, but now there were two. So, for example,
Big’n’Nasty could be convinced that Fire Controller was
untrustworthy, or that others wanted to take Fire Controller and
run away to start a new tribe. Big’n’Nasty would need advisors and
spies to keep an eye on things. Now, nobody could get to
Big’n’Nasty without going through his advisers first. The Righteous
took control without having to challenge Big’n’Nasty, and they had
him as a threat if their orders weren’t obeyed.

With fire, the tribe could defend themselves
more easily against predators. They no longer needed Big’n’Nasty to
scare away the animals and intimidate other tribes. They had fire,
which did the same thing. The threat of Big’n’Nasty diminished so
the proto-Righteous needed a way to keep the population scared of
something else, that only they could protect them from.

So they invented gods. Fire was a magical
thing at that time, remember. Even the sun rising in the morning
was cause for celebration because nobody knew where it went at
night, nor whether it was coming back. These proto-Righteous
invented gods of fire, sun, moon, winter, spring, food supplies,
everything. The gods had to be placated on pain of Terrible Things
and this placation normally came in the form of giving stuff to the
Righteous. There were enough gods for the proto-Righteous to have
one each, so they could all benefit. Big’n’Nasty was still
nominally in charge but all he had to do was parade around looking
important. The Righteous took all the decisions.

What happened next must have surprised the
Righteous. The tribe loved it. A ritual to guarantee the sun will
rise? Brilliant! They’d worried about that every night. Worry no
more, for Sun God is here! Fire going out? No problem, Fire God
will see to that with a little behind-the-scenes work from Fire
Controller, now relegated to backroom boffin status. The idea that
someone else would worry about the hard stuff must have been of
enormous appeal to a tribe used to scratching a living from the
land. The Righteous couldn’t believe their luck. They had power and
all they’d had to do was make up an imaginary fear or two. Just as
they still do today.

Imaginary fears don’t last forever, so the
Righteous had to continually up the game. Some gods required human
sacrifices or everyone would die. Some gods could only be placated
at certain times of year and if you weren’t watching out for the
right time, you’d miss it and everyone would die. Keep them
distracted and keep them scared. It’s worth noting that all these
gods required placating, not worshipping. These were not gods who
wanted humans to succeed and be happy. These were nasty, vicious,
parliamentary gods who demanded obedience and continuous payment on
pain of punishment. There was no public access to Heaven. When you
died, you came back as someone or something else or you went to the
place of punishment forever. Later, a sort of sub-heaven opened for
the very very obedient because the Righteous realised they had to
promise something.

Then someone comes along and wrecks the whole
plan by telling people there’s only one God, and He’s actually very
nice and likes them. Righteous priests everywhere facepalmed when
they heard of this. Someone just hadn’t grasped the idea at
all.

Ah, but he had. He’d found one all-powerful
God who wasn’t trying to kill everyone and who could take on all
the others with one hand tied behind his back. He’d also come up
with a devil who was evil incarnate and very scary because, while
not as powerful as the one God, he was still very powerful
indeed.

The Righteous soon realised that this was the
big time, so they hijacked the religion and filled it with
cardinals and bishops. This was Big Admin time and the Righteous
loved it. This God could be nice and nasty at the same time, he was
invisible and everywhere, and he was the only one who could protect
humans from the devil.

Nothing visible, no direct connection to any
Earthly thing so this God cannot be blamed for the weather or
failed crops because it’s not His responsibility. He is perfect and
unquestionable. Once the Righteous had control of that idea, they
soon had control of most of the known world. They still do, within
the various guises of Abrahamic religion. It’s not the religion
that’s the problem. It’s those who control it.

Even so, those imaginary fears waver with
time. Especially when times are good and people don’t feel the need
for supernatural help. The Righteous realised they needed a
tangible enemy for the people to fear. Ideally, one that’s close by
but not too easy to see, so the people can be scared of their own
shadows. The new religion had an easy answer for them.

Witches.

They look just like everyone else so they’re
hard to find, but they’ll turn your crops to mush, make your
animals ill and turn you into a toad if you annoy them. They can
fly on brooms and sail in sieves. They dance naked in the woods at
the end of October and if you see them, they’ll suck out your eyes
and use your blood as nail varnish. It was all utter bollocks, of
course, but everyone fell for it. Nothing changes.

This, for the Righteous, was the turning
point. They now had an ‘enemy within’ they could blame for
everything and they could single out whoever they like and
pronounce them Heretic. They realised that people will believe any
old rubbish, including flying brooms and sailing sieves, if it
comes from someone who is An Expert In These Things.

So heretics were burned just because they
didn’t believe in exactly the same God in exactly the same way.
People who were a bit odd were classed as witches and killed.
Later, Jews were rounded up and gassed. Intellectuals and academics
were removed from tyrannical Righteous societies because they were
elitist. Anyone dissenting could be classed as mentally ill and
locked away.

Are we any wiser now than when those first
tribes fell for the ‘sun god’ stories? Not a bit of it. You can’t
say words like ‘blackboard’ because it’s racist. I’ve never heard a
board complain but there we are. Christmas gets shunted aside in
case it offends people who don’t actually give a stuff about it.
Nicotine, a substance no more deadly than caffeine, will kill a
non-smoker in seconds. If your waist is outside approved limits you
will die unless 
you pay money to the Diet God. One drop of alcohol makes
you a raving drunk and this can be solved only by paying more
tribute to the Booze God. Cars are evil. Light bulbs are evil.
Smokers are evil. Fat people are evil. Drinkers are evil. Anyone
with money is evil. Coal is evil. Oil is evil. Government, not God,
will protect you from all these things if you will only pay homage
and money
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