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To the unpersons, those who embody the evidence of our grand social failures
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A FEW BLOCKS FROM MY PRODUCTION STUDIO in downtown Los Angeles rests the historic central public library. Built in 1926, it is one of the largest library systems in the world, a gateway to about 6 million volumes. It was here I set up shop to compose this book over the course of 15 months. As an institution, the very idea of a library is quite interesting. In a world dominated by property rights and general economic restriction, the library has been a rare source of sharing for many centuries. In fact, not only does the library signify an intuition that knowledge should be free, given its critical role in societal development, but it also serves as a poetic metaphor for human consciousness itself. Astronomer Carl Sagan, referencing the destruction of perhaps the grandest library in human history, the Library of Alexandria, some 1,800 years ago, wrote: “It was as if the entire civilization had undergone some self-inflicted brain surgery, and most of its memories, discoveries, ideas and passions were extinguished irrevocably.”1

I find great solace in such a socially connected perspective. It hints at the truth of the human condition. Understanding the social nature of human development, a dynamic interplay of what could be called our “group mind,” makes a healthy mockery of the egoism and proprietary neurosis all too common in modern culture. Fueled by a socioeconomic condition that financially and through accolades of “success” rewards individual action while ignoring the social process that led to that action, we remain stuck in a very immature place. The fact is, world society as we know it is a purely social consequence, ultimately cultivated by a process of sharing. The library, in all its ancient glory and hidden intuition, signifies this deeper wisdom. As such, and as clichéd as it may sound, it is to this process I acknowledge credit of this text. This is not to dismiss the many people past and present who have had a direct influence on this work’s creation, but to embrace them all in their proper context. I, like them, am just a link in a chain.

Moreover, as inspiring and helpful as the downtown Los Angeles library has been while this work was formed, there was another feature of relevance present—a feature I doubt comes to mind when most consider this institution: the homeless. With about 80,000 homeless on the street each night in Los Angeles County, the libraries have served as a common refuge. It is here where the homeless can escape summer heat, use a bathroom, drink from a water fountain, and even use a computer. It took me some time to gain perspective of just how many homeless and poverty-stricken people there were on any given day, but their presence was overwhelming. Yet, at the same time, in an eerie way, they also didn’t exist at all. They moved like shadows or ghosts that the general public and workers simply ignored. As it is on the street, where the more fortunate glide along with barely a passive acknowledgment of these fixtures of human dispossession, the homeless and destitute exist in a rather dismissed, ignored, and forgotten universe. To invoke George Orwell, they are a type of the unpersons.

As I sat each day surrounded by people who effectively don’t exist in the eyes of society at large, I began to understand that the homeless and poor are really walking threats to the way most wish to think about the world. They are threats to the way most wish to think about themselves. They are society’s black mirrors, reflecting the vast denial of our human incompetence. To acknowledge them is to admit a tragic fault. Consequently, people go out of their way to pretend those ghosts lurking about them really don’t exist at all. And so it is to these people that I extend my acknowledgment. The homeless in that library served as a daily reminder of what is at stake, further inspiring my need to help understand and fix what continues to go horribly wrong in this world.
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AS PLAYWRIGHT GEORGE BERNARD SHAW eloquently put it, “The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.” The depth of this statement took a while for me to understand. Over the course of the past decade, my professional work in film, television, and online media has, to my humble amazement, been experienced by roughly a quarter of a billion people and translated into more than 130 languages. I have spoken in a dozen countries, given hundreds of hours of interviews and expositions via radio shows and podcasts, and answered literally thousands of questions from people concerned about the state of society.

Yet, in my various attempts, effective communication is still something of an ongoing experiment, especially when it comes to the content presented here. Naturally, any idea, theory, or proposal is only as valuable as how well it is relayed. Each individual is a complex mix of rational thoughts and convoluted biases. There is a threshold of rationality when it comes to the human condition and I state this not from a paternalistic standpoint but from the standpoint of just another flawed, emotional mind. True intelligence is self-awareness—including a sense of just how wrong you likely are most of the time as a result of your biases. As with any educational content, the more controversial the subject matter, the more difficult the communicative challenge. And there isn’t anything more controversial than questioning culture itself. Being the social creatures we are, our very identity is linked to the values and traditions that surround us. This gravitation is largely out of our control. Hence, questioning culture and its norms invariably turns the question to one’s self. This is delicate territory, no doubt.

Contemplating this problem led me to the context of this work, as inspired by the writings of Frederick Douglass. Frederick Douglass was born into chattel slavery in the American South in the early nineteenth century. After escaping to freedom in the North, he became one of the most outspoken and effective leaders of the American abolitionist movement. His work led me to recontextualize my activist focus under the umbrella of civil or human rights. Douglass’s literary style itself was also influential. His writing is deliberate, incisive, and motivating. There is idealism and yet pragmatism existing at once. So, not only do I hope the core argument of this work will be properly embraced as an extension of the global abolitionist movement, I also hope it will be as efficient in form and tonality as I found Douglass’s literary expression to be.

As for detail, much here has been necessarily generalized in an attempt to be concise and accessible. The caveat, of course, is that I have made assumptions about what readers may or may not already be familiar with. While I have done my best to avoid unnecessary complexity, tedious clarifications, and fringe terminology, there is only so far one can go before generalizations become self-defeating. Given this, the reader is encouraged to review the source material in the endnotes. A great deal of care has been taken to anticipate unfamiliar subjects, providing rather extensive references to help further exploration and justification. A glossary has also been added to help with custom concepts and general clarity. In most cases, terms presented in italics are included in this glossary.

Regarding form, the style here is a combination. Publishing interests originally requested not only a treatment on social justice, but also something of a memoir. This approach did not strike me as productive initially. First, it seems confusing to mix a serious treatment about socioeconomics with personal anecdotes. Second, in the past I have deliberately not talked about my life history or myself in any real way, as I generally find it inhibiting to an audience’s judgment. My goal is not to impose conclusions from the position of authority but to show the reasoning or train of thought that arrives at those conclusions. Yet, because I am not credentialed in any particular way, coming from a self-educated perspective, it has been difficult to crack the vault of mainstream dialogue.

While I have certainly done my homework over the past decade, exploring hundreds of texts on social theory, history, and economics, I have no plaques or honorary degrees to impress you with. Given the emphasis our society places on perceived authority, the cynicism I often sense is not surprising. It is also natural that in our fast-paced, time-deficient world, most people simply want someone to “tell them what to think.” Yet there is a serious problem here, as there is a tendency by modern academia to perpetuate existing normative assumptions—especially when it comes to socioeconomic theory. Most people who rise through the ranks of orthodox higher education experience an almost inevitable process of indoctrination. As with many cultural matters, so much has been presupposed about our way of life over time, people tend to assume the social institutions around them are all there is and ever was. Values become entrenched, identities become locked, and dogma is cultivated. The prevailing intelligentsia is far from exempt from this “normalizing” process and sometimes one needs to exist far outside the box to make a difference.

That stated, I decided I would let down my guard on this issue and try the experiment of explaining a little about where I came from and why I have the focus I do. This humanizing aspect will also, I hope, trigger associations within the reader that make the subjects more relatable. Surprisingly, it wasn’t until I began to compile these stories that I came to understand just how predictable my life’s unfolding has been. Many seemingly mundane events in my history have actually had profound implications hidden within. I simply didn’t have the vocabulary at the time to understand them. However, I do wish to stress that these stories are not to be construed as actual evidence in defense of the conclusions argued. The technical scholarship of this work stands on its own and the anecdotes are merely supplemental in the hope of sparking a better sense of connection to the reader.

Finally, I want to point out that there is some repetition throughout the work. Due to certain topics existing in multiple contexts at once, the chapters often cross-reference one another, weaving in and out. This is mostly done to bypass anticipated confusion or incompleteness. By far the biggest challenge in writing this text has been keeping things connected, properly supporting the larger arguments. As abstract as the following comment may seem, the kind of thinking required here is actually not linear, but systemic. What I mean by that will become clear as you move forward. At the same time, I find that it doesn’t hurt to periodically remind the reader of critical themes, especially given how unfamiliar some of this content and overall train of thought may be to some. While this text has been designed for people who have not been exposed to socioeconomic theory before, I admit there is a certain level of complexity that I hope will be tolerated and appreciated.


Introduction




 

 

      We are all one. And if we don’t know it, we will find out the hard way.1

— BAYARD RUSTIN

A CENTRAL MESSAGE OF THIS BOOK is that solutions to modern social problems are less about the moral aptitude of society and more about how society is technically organized. If I had to reduce the idea to a singular term, I would say the perspective is structuralist. Structuralism simply means we are accounting for larger-order relationships when thinking about social affairs. It is a derivation of a more generalized concept called systems theory (chapter one).

In terms of structuralism, if we had to locate the most influential man-made force affecting the human condition, there is no doubt that a society’s social system would be most prominent. A social system is defined as the means by which a society organizes itself to facilitate survival, prosperity, and, ideally, peaceful coexistence. From networking the behavior of individuals and institutions, to characteristics such as security, medical access, resource management, political processes, and transport infrastructure, the defining features of a social system can vary.

Overall, a social system serves to maintain and improve public health (chapter four). Public health is an umbrella idea that embraces many factors and outcomes. As a broad measure, the quality of overall public health in a society ultimately reflects the quality of its social system. If it happens to be that a system is allowing or even facilitating unnecessary disease epidemics, pollution, starvation, violence, crime, deprivation, social oppression, bigotry, and other harmful features, then the integrity of that social system is brought into question.

However, any challenge to the integrity of the system is really a challenge to the integrity of its core foundation, and that core foundation is economic. How a society organizes its resources, labor, production, and distribution is by far the most defining and influential feature of culture. This is why when people discuss social systems in general they usually refer to them by their economic modes.

Capitalism, communism, socialism, feudalism, mercantilism, and so on, each have specific economic properties that temper the entire social construct. The economic foundation of society is what determines not only the kind of political and social institutions it has, but also its dominant cultural values (chapter two). An example of the latter is the cultivation of consumerism. Consumer culture reflects a sociological adaptation to the structural needs of our prevailing economic mode. The most optimized state of market capitalism is one of high product turnover. Without this, economic expansion would not be possible in technical terms. Therefore, a culture that is motivated to buy and sell as much as possible is one favorable to the structure of a market economy (chapter four).

I wish to clarify that throughout this work various terms will be used to reference our current economic mode. Free market, capitalism, market, market system, market economy, and market capitalism will be used in both a detailed and generalized context. To the chagrin of any traditional economic purists reading this, once this text establishes its core definition of a market economy, such terms become mostly interchangeable in use (chapter two). While direct clarification will still be made at times, the decision to use one term over another will be contextually subtle. For example, if the context pertains to class relationships, perhaps highlighting the historical wealth and power divide between “owners” and “workers,” the term capitalism will likely be used. This is because inherent to that term is the structural distinction between the two labor classes. In contrast, if the context is about dynamics related to trade itself, such as general equilibrium theory, I will likely use the term market economy since it is more specific to the dynamics of exchange.

There is, however, one term that is very specific and will be used a great deal. That term is socioeconomic. This refers to economic activity that connects to social and personal outcomes. It can be used to describe a cause, or it can be used to describe an effect. A simple example is poverty. Modern poverty is actually not an inevitable byproduct of humans’ sharing a planet that is supposedly deficient in resources. Rather, poverty today is a systemic consequence native to our current economic mode. In other words, its existence is artificial and contrived, not natural. Poverty is simply a negative externality of the market economy, just as industrial pollution often is (chapter three). However, while poverty is certainly an effect of the social system, it can also be separated as a cause. In modern sociological research, poverty is frequently referenced as a starting point, or precondition, that leads to a spectrum of socioeconomic problems. These include premature mortality, violence, social destabilization, epidemic disease, crime, suicide, mental illness, domestic abuse, and many other public-health concerns.

Yet, poverty is just one feature of the overall phenomenon of socioeconomic inequality. Socioeconomic inequality links to a range of detrimental social problems, many of which are quite surprising (chapter four). For example, as odd as it may seem, a person living in a generally wealthy nation, with a smaller income gap, may experience very different public-health outcomes than a person living in another generally wealthy country that has a larger income gap. This statistically occurs even if those people have the same absolute income. The more economic inequality, the unhealthier a country’s people are on average.2

Put succinctly, socioeconomic inequality is the greatest detriment to human health and social stability in the world today. It is a systemic problem that has far-reaching consequences. The New Human Rights Movement is about ending it or coming as close as we possibly can. This is not to ignore other issues of social injustice such as racism, discrimination, or xenophobia; nor is it to bypass growing socioecological problems such as biodiversity loss, climate change, water pollution, and other problems that will harm the poor of the world long before the rich. Rather, The New Human Rights Movement serves to unify these issues.

While a fragmented focus has been required in pursuit of social and environmental justice historically, there is a dominant through-line that has consistently been missed or ignored. That through-line is that almost all forms of social oppression are rooted in socioeconomic inequality. And most forms of destructive environmental destabilization are rooted in the essential nature of our economic mode. These two issues are critical to understand.

Causality surrounding them may not always be direct or obvious. As will be discussed, our minds have a hard time understanding extended chain reactions. We tend to think in a very proximal sense rather than a systemic one (chapter one). This means when we see, for example, a company polluting a water supply, hurting a local population, we tend to blame the company, ignoring the larger structural pressures that may be occurring beyond that company, motivating or even coercing its decision to pollute.

The bottom line is that when we trace the systemic chain reactions of our most detrimental social problems, we almost invariably end up at the doorstep of the economy. If we expect to achieve new levels of prosperity, peace, and social justice on this planet, while also stopping or reversing many detrimental trends currently on pace, then it is about time we started to expand our sense of possibility. While the future has yet to be seen, it is safe to say that a “business-as-usual” scenario can only lead to increasing social problems at this stage of social evolution. While we have seen great strides over the past 200 years, the value of those strides is only as good as our ability to maintain them. Social and ecological trends now show not a path toward further prosperity, but a path toward social destabilization and an overall public-health crisis (chapter five).

I wish to reiterate that the real issue of concern today isn’t moral; it is structural. It has little to do with people’s general, day-to-day intent and everything to do with the organizing framework of global society. All the best intentions in the world are not going to stop the existing and emerging problems as long as the current socioeconomic framework remains unaltered. What we have today is an increasingly incompatible social system, clashing with a world very different than the one it evolved out of. While it is convenient to assume that we humans, as smart as we are, will naturally adapt society to new requirements, given current trends this very well might not be the case. In the same way the abolition of abject slavery or apartheid didn’t occur through polite, rational conversation, at no time has the march toward social equality and rational societal adjustment been fluid.

As will be detailed, the character of our social system favors preservation and elitism (chapter three). Social dominance and the facilitation of social control and oppression is structurally codified in the system; a normative function born from its inherently competitive, scarcity-driven ethic. Given this, the odds of any kind of easy transition are slim. That is because those with great power and wealth, those who have been rewarded greatly by the system, naturally find cognitive dissonance with the idea of altering the very mechanism that has rewarded them so disproportionately. In the words of Frederick Douglass: “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. Find out just what any people will quietly submit to and you have found out the exact measure of injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them . . .”3

Therefore, the need for social movement on the global scale, with very specific and strategic plans to shift the social architecture, is now critical to progress. These needed adjustments have already been made clear by both modern trends in economic or productive means and the sociological and ecological revelations presented by contemporary science. The train of thought as to what socioeconomic preconditions will allow for a highly sustainable and socially just world is virtually self-evident. How we get there—and if we get there in time—is the ultimate question.


Chapter One




SYSTEM-BOUND: REALIZING RELATIONSHIPS

      Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. For some strange reason, I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. You can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. This is the interrelated structure of reality.1

— DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

WHEN I WAS ELEVEN YEARS OLD, I was assaulted by a young black teenager who stole the expensive new bike my mother had recently bought for me. The gift was fairly rare, likely provided out of guilt from my parents’ recent divorce. At that time, I was living with my father in a poor urban area of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, having moved there from a more rural setting years before. The region was a strange mix of subsidized housing projects and large, circa-WWI Victorian homes in bad repair. It was basically the outcome of what some have termed “white flight” from the decades prior.2 During more racially turbulent times in America, Caucasians migrated en masse from the cities to the suburbs. The end result was economic stagnation in the regions left behind. While the demographic in the area varied, my Italian-German family was certainly in the minority.

Running home after the attack, bruised and traumatized, I was relieved to find my older brother. In my emotional state I explained the situation. Furiously, protective of his younger sibling, he grabbed a golf club and dragged me out the door and into the car. Speeding around the neighborhood, we ended up in a crowded mall parking lot. Near the top of a hill, I noticed the silhouettes of a couple of young kids, working their way up on their bikes against the setting sun. One of the bikes appeared to have the same spoke structure as mine but I wasn’t sure. In my delirium, I really wasn’t able to make much sense of anything.

“Is that him?!” my brother demanded. I didn’t know and shied away from any further pursuit. I just wanted it all to end.

When my father came home from work, I could sense his outrage as he examined me. As a second-generation Italian immigrant raised in New York poverty, he had a deep culture of family protection and honor ingrained in him. As in the clichés of Italian vengeance popularized in Hollywood Mafia films, I could sense his overwhelming need to “do something” about what had happened to me. This sense of retribution was gestural. After all, it was just a kid and no one was going to hunt him down and harm him. The police were notified and a general lookout for the young man went on for a few weeks. Though he was a minor, his being arrested, prosecuted, and penalized would have been the common path of what we call criminal justice in the United States. He was never caught, however.

As I will explain in a moment, I’m glad he wasn’t.

SYSTEMS THEORY

I have set up this childhood story to contextualize a series of observations. Before I begin, however, let’s review a tool needed to frame this assessment—something called systems theory.

Systems theory was made popular by biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy in the late 1960s. It is a nonreductionist approach to understanding complex phenomenon, focusing attention on larger-order relationships rather than smaller parts.3 There has been a tendency throughout the evolution of science to fragment fields, examining them independently. In school, we study biology, mathematics, psychology, sociology, physics, and other areas generally in isolation. This reductionism is logical in a preliminary phase of investigation. However, it becomes limiting if those fields are not eventually viewed in connection with each other, as they are in the real world. Systems theory highlights this need for inclusive comprehension in the search for causality in nature.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1A.    While incomplete, this conceptual graphic represents the biological, psychological, and social (biopsychosocial) influences that intersect to define the health and character of a human being. The larger context of ecology has been included to emphasize the total influence habitat has on all factors.

As is the case with the study of the human body, understanding the singular properties of parts only, such as cells or organs, is incomplete. We need to understand how all those parts work together, producing the human being as a single system. Yet at the same time the human body itself is not an island. It is also a falsely detached construct, as much as we are inclined to separate ourselves in consciousness. A human being is inclusive to the larger-order ecosystem or habitat from which it evolved and upon which it relies for survival and health. It is also inclusive to our manmade social structures and institutions, such as political, legal, and economic traditions.

The term biopsychosocial is commonly used in the public-health community to embrace such mixed influences.4 As conceptualized in Figure 1a, our biology, our psychology, and the social conditions in which we live interconnect to define us as individuals. Who we are, what we think, and the quality of our health is a consequence of these influences. The figure includes a few listed examples. This attempt to delineate specifics is very general and incomplete. For instance, while genetics as a field of study is considered unique within biology, the broader notion of physiology can be used to embrace both biology and genetics together. Any attempts at hierarchies of this nature are rather ambiguous, as there is always overlap when we are trying to isolate attributes. Noted at the bottom of the figure, ecology has been added as a macro influence overall, basically extending the social component to the habitat.

As will be explored further, our habitat and its dynamics influence our social and personal lives in complex ways. For instance, any large-scale environmental disaster could deeply affect our biopsychosocial condition. An earthquake that creates a water shortage in a city is an example. This could trigger social disorder, reducing public safety in terms of both poor sanitation and stress-induced crime. Those suffering from dehydration could suffer serious physiological harm. Likewise, a person genetically predisposed to anxiety disorder might have behavioral reactions that in turn negatively affect others. Some may become so desperate that they end up drinking unsanitary water, triggering the spread of disease. This would further increase negative social stress and other chain reactions.

As expressed by this example, while the general idea of extended causality and interacting systems may be simple in theory, the technical, real-world dynamics are overwhelmingly complex. The main focus here is systems theory as related to sociology. Niklas Luhmann is a notable historical figure in this field and worth referencing. Luhmann basically reduces all social-system phenomena to processes of communication.5 This makes sense since most all societal features, such as economy, law, politics, religion, and the like, are ultimately about human interaction. Each of these subsystems or institutions interconnect to define the larger-order social system and its dynamics.

This overlap between subsystems, such as how an economy can affect the well-being of a family, is termed an “intersection” by Luhmann. In this example, the intersection is between the needs of a family and the tradition of economic organization. He refers to everything outside of such interacting (or unifying) systems as the “environment,” with this environment housing the delineated, intersecting systems perceived. A simple analogy is to consider Earth in the void of space. Given the vast distances between celestial bodies, we experience the Earth as a “closed” system, composed of endless subsystems, such as oceans, forests, and even the human species. In this analogy, space would be the environment, assuming we ignore the sun and other factors actually affecting Earth in an even larger relationship. Necessarily, the study of systems is a process of isolating them on some level, even though the intent of systems theory is the daunting task of comprehending the widest range of intersections, seeking as much unification as possible.

How the human being intersects with his or her environment, whether social or ecological, is fundamental to all human sciences. A core observation is that we appear to be built with certain biopsychosocial propensities and expectations. In other words, we have hard-wired aspects linking our biological and psychological selves to the social condition. We have evolved not only basic physiological needs but also psychological ones built around our social nature. Just as we completely depend on adults for survival in the first years of life, evolution has wired us for social connection and bonding in deep and profound ways throughout the life cycle.6

Youth development in general is no doubt the most critical phase of life. For example, in the thirteenth century, King Frederick II of Sicily conducted a wildly primitive experiment. Curious what the “natural language” of human beings may be, he commandeered some children from his kingdom and had them raised in complete isolation for years. Each child was given its own room and all the needs assumed required for survival, such as food, clothes, warmth, etc. However, no one was allowed to talk or communicate with them in any meaningful way. In the meantime, the king and his associates speculated on what language the children would eventually speak. Would it be Greek? Would it be Italian? Unfortunately, the experiment was inconclusive as all the children died of what is called stress or psychosocial dwarfism.7 Also known as Kaspar Hauser Syndrome, this is the phenomenon in which extreme emotional deprivation leads to endocrinological disturbances that harm development and can even lead to death.8 The same phenomenon has been witnessed with feral children, who are often abused through social isolation. Some of these children can never learn to speak, in fact, because the critical learning period for language attainment was also never utilized.9

In order to achieve healthy outcomes, there are things that should occur during child development and things that simply should not.10 If a child is severely abused or traumatized, there is an increased likelihood that that child will develop destructive tendencies as an adult or suffer health complications.11 In contrast, supportive emotional bonds can have powerful, long-term positive effects on children, even in infancy. For instance, caring for infants in very deliberate and physical ways has been linked to stronger immune systems.12 A prominent study conducted by Tiffany Field of the University of Miami School of Medicine found that simply touching premature infants each day in neonatology wards sparked growth-hormone reactions that increased development rates by almost 50 percent, along with a host of other positive outcomes.13 Such findings coincide with a large body of research demonstrating the biological importance of positive human (or social) connection.

Extending this logic, if aspects of adult well-being and behavior can be linked to childhood treatment, the question then becomes what factors or conditions set the stage for childhood mistreatment. Given the intersecting nature of things, both children and those responsible for them are subject to larger-order socioeconomic conditions. If those conditions aren’t supportive to such nurturing, then we have a problem. For example, if a family lives in extreme poverty, the kind of social and material support needed to raise children properly simply may not be possible. It is here where the term precondition is worth introducing.

A precondition is defined as something that comes before or is necessary to a subsequent result. For example, a precondition to driving a car would be obtaining a driver’s license. Medically, the term is used to denote factors that may lead to a statistically probable result, such as smoking tobacco leading to lung cancer. Sociologically, the term is used the same way. As opposed to individual health, however, the context is public health: health outcomes occurring on a population level. For example, as will be discussed in detail in chapter four, poverty is highly determinant of many negative outcomes, including child abuse and neglect. While society tends to view parents as the starting point of these problems, as does the legal system, this inclusion of social preconditions extends the chain of causality. For example, researchers at the American Academy of Pediatrics directly linked an increased unemployment rate to child maltreatment.14 In this case, this precondition, unemployment, is being correlated to child abuse or neglect. Unemployment does not literally cause child maltreatment, but rather there is a statistical correlation between the condition of unemployment and chain reactions linked to it. Extending the example, the precondition of unemployment has actually been shown to correlate to a wide array of problems. In the United States, between 1991 and 2000 the annual unemployment rate went from 6.8 percent to 4.8 percent. According to a study by the Uniform Crime Report (UCR), that same period produced a 42.9 percent reduction in murder, a 33.6 percent decline in violent crime, and a 28.8 percent reduction in property crime.15 A 2015 study focusing on sixty-three countries found that about 46,000 suicides were associated with unemployment in 2008, marking a dramatic rise related to the global financial crisis.16 These people were stressed to the point of mental illness, predisposed or not.

In academic literature the terms rational and structural are often used, with the former referencing isolated human decisions and the latter referencing decisions manipulated by larger-order influences. Such structuralist correlations linking environmental preconditions to behavior and health are also replete throughout modern sociological and epidemiological literature. Yet policy makers have mostly ignored such informative research on how social conditions lead to detrimental public-health outcomes. There are some exceptions where attempts to limit negative social preconditions exist, such as the public-welfare systems of Nordic countries; however, the world generally neglects the concept. As will be explored throughout this work, our social system, despite any positive intentions and degree of supportive success, is at the same time the driver of extreme and unnecessary negative public-health outcomes. But the dominant political, legal, and economic institutions of society largely ignore or are oblivious to the depth of such problems. Overall, I find that there are two reasons for this.

First, regardless of the science, this kind of thinking is very counterintuitive. We tend to perceive in very linear and superficial ways, as opposed to broader, more thorough ways. This contrast could be termed localized perception vs. systems perception. Localized perception is what you see directly around you, drawing conclusions and building associations from the incomplete sensory data coming through your five-sense reality. Systems perception or systems thinking is about understanding intersecting processes and chain reactions. Unfortunately, such thinking does not come naturally to us. We tend to see the world as a façade, perpetuating illusions of reality.

In fact, I would argue that this perceptual flaw is at the root of most all superstitions and false theories of the past. For example, ancient societies would look up at the sky and watch the sun, moon, and stars appear to “circle” the “flat” Earth. Why? No other reason than that it simply looked that way. Likewise, as we gaze outward it is also easy to forget that the light we see is only a tiny portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. It took the creation of advanced tools and more-scientific approaches for us to witness and better understand these once-hidden features. Even the most commonsense perception you have of yourself is largely an illusion. We experience our bodies as closed, free-moving systems. Our minds have a powerful sense of individuality and free agency. Yet the air we breathe, the gravity that defines our movement, the sun that powers life itself, and the culture that orients our values are just as much a part of us as the arms we extend. Our biopsychosocial nature primes and alters our thoughts, reasoning, and reactions, putting into question the degree of free will we think we have.17

Likewise, research shows how difficult it is for us to think in terms of probabilities. Probabilistic assessment is a critical mechanism of scientific evaluation and the understanding of complex, real-world interactions.18 Today, we have firm understandings about social preconditions that lead to probable outcomes such as terrorism, violence, property crime, family abuse, mental disorders, sexual perversion, conflict, drug addiction, and a host of other behaviors once relegated to the realm of free will entirely. Without statistical study at the population level over time, many such connections would remain invisible, just as the link between smoking and lung cancer was once hidden. Similarly, we also tend to operate with heuristics in our everyday lives, using quick means to make decisions based on personal experience rather than through detailed analysis.19

All of this is to say that our minds naturally gravitate toward very narrow and superficial thinking. Only with the advent of science has our comprehension become more refined. Socially, we have come a long way from simply declaring a person evil because of an offensive act. Today, we have a better understanding of the systemic preconditions that create aberrant human behavior as a chain reaction.20 As time has moved forward, we have continued to improve our tools and models, refining our understandings, just like we finally realized that the Earth was not flat and the sun did not orbit around it.

The second reason society tends to ignore the relationship between social conditions and public well-being is because this knowledge clashes with the nature of the established political, social, and economic order. This order includes the major philosophies and belief systems that underscore such dominant traditions, including theistic religion. Religious thinking is fundamentally nonsystemic, as it tends to separate humans from the natural world, focusing on individual behavior and human privilege. It implicitly assumes people have total free will and are isolated and responsible in their actions without any connective nuance. This makes sense since at the time most fundamental religious texts were written there was no real understanding of these systemic or scientific relationships. This kind of thinking is yet again a flaw of localized perception, as is the case with the overall idea of theism in general. To see ourselves as connected to and the same as everything else in the world, as science has shown, is a very unromantic detour from ancient belief systems determined to convince us that we are special. Hence, systems thinking puts into doubt the major foundations of religious belief, eliminating the idea that human beings have a privileged position in the universe.

Secularly, the established socioeconomic-political system has been built upon similar archaic and superficial assessments. For example, our economy is premised on a very early stage of civilization. As will be expanded upon in chapter two, the economy narrowly focuses on individual behaviors, without any real consideration of larger-order or aggregate consequences of such behaviors combined. For example, when people buy and sell in the market, they generally do so on the basis of their personal, short-term preferences. The collective result of these actions can create negative outcomes or chain reactions such as industrial pollution or resource overshoot that have nothing do to with the intent of individuals acting in the market. This lack of comprehension, rooted in a truncated or incomplete understanding of systemic economic outcomes, creates constant socioeconomic disorder, as we continue to see throughout the modern world. The same goes for our political and legal methods. These practices were also born from periods that had very little scientific foundation, assuming highly localized or truncated ideas about the human condition. Today, intellectual progress has literally left the socioeconomic-political system behind. A massive sociological cultural lag has been occurring for about a century now, wherein modern understandings that can dramatically improve human life go utterly unincorporated.

This is not hard to understand since power systems inherently fight interfering change, as noted earlier. After all, large changes to the social system could mean disturbance to those who benefit disproportionately, along with those in political control. The truth is that if the potential for positive change were truly realized, the entire architecture of society would be forced to shift dramatically. As such, there should be little wonder as to why modern sociological revelations have gone mostly ignored by policy makers.

FALSE CAUSALITY

With this systems framework in mind, let’s now return to my story. As stated, from the standpoint of the criminal justice system, my assailant’s being arrested, prosecuted, and penalized would have been the traditional path. As a minor, he likely would have landed in juvenile detention for the aggravated theft of that $200 bike. The United States not only incarcerates more of its citizens than any country in the world, it incarcerates more of its youth than any other country in the world.21 Racism is literally built into the entire system, as almost half of those incarcerated are of African descent, with black youths six times more likely to be incarcerated than white youths for the same offenses.22 As civil rights lawyer Michelle Alexander notes: “[Y]outh of color are more likely to be arrested, detained, formally charged, transferred to adult court, and confined to secure residential facilities than their white counterparts.”23

The result of this highly punitive and bigoted system is the destruction of children’s lives, especially black and minority children, since statistics show that youth incarceration actually increases the likelihood of future offenses, on average. A 2013 study produced by Massachusetts Institute of Technology found that: “Estimates based on over 35,000 juvenile offenders over a ten-year period from a large urban county in the US suggest that juvenile incarceration results in large decreases in the likelihood of high school completion and large increases in the likelihood of adult incarceration.”24 When you statistically examine the punitive outcome affecting black males in America, combining recidivism rates among both juveniles and adults, you begin see that the US criminal justice system is a machine that harms anyone subject to it, and specifically chews up and spits out blacks and minorities, ruining countless lives. The system also doesn’t end at incarceration. Federal convictions as adults can remove possibilities for future employment, remove the right to vote, generate housing discrimination, lead to the denial of educational opportunities and loans, and remove access to social welfare benefits, along with other legal forms of what can only be called oppression.25

In light of these statistics, coupled with how the peak of this highly punitive approach was occurring in the early 1990s as far as juvenile arrest and incarceration are concerned, I can honestly say I’m glad my offender wasn’t caught. While I certainly didn’t enjoy his pummeling or the loss of my bike, the probability that his life could have been set on a path of destruction through a barbaric and structurally racist criminal justice system is much more offensive to me. Kids make mistakes and a great deal of compassion is needed to correct them. The US criminal justice system has proven not to be a means of reform but rather a mechanism to exacerbate many problems. Also, since the system has been shown to actually breed violence, as will be touched upon in a moment, it’s possible that other people could have been victimized as a result of his exposure to such punitive conditions.

All this begs the question of how such a distorted penal system came to be and why the black and minority population have been so disproportionately victimized by it. What cultural, socioeconomic, and historical influences have intersected to produce such an institution? At this time of writing, not only have the US criminal justice system and its systemic racism been under attack by activists, but there is great outcry over repeated acts of police brutality against blacks and minorities as well. Organic grassroots organizations such as the Black Lives Matter movement, coupled with older, more established rights groups such as the ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union) and NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), have made these concerns a top priority in public appeal. Of course, the efficacy of any policy proposals can only be as good as the cause and effect understood. To consider this further, let’s first review the basic premise of criminal justice itself.

While approaches vary from country to country, the idea that operant negative conditioning will deter unwanted behavior is the central theme. In other words, punishment or the threat of punishment is the assumed means of control. While the term “rehabilitation” is often used in regard to incarceration or parole, it’s hard to take that term seriously when the mechanism is mostly punishment. While it is true that operant conditioning works to a degree, as in the case of a child who learns not to touch a hot stove after being burned, the approach is incomplete.26 It is once again localized, not systemic. The justice system generally ignores the social preconditions that lead a person to commit crime. The consideration of how economic and societal pressures distort human behavior, or perhaps even make an entire minority demographic vulnerable to legal persecution, is virtually nonexistent. Instead, a superficial process of individual judgment occurs, with no consideration for one’s life experience or social condition.

While removing behavioral threats from society may be required, just as the need arises to quarantine a person with a highly contagious disease to prevent its spread, the overall premise of legal judgment is fundamentally shortsighted. In the words of Bertrand Russell:

When a man is suffering from an infectious disease he is a danger to the community, and it is necessary to restrict his liberty of movement. But no one associates any idea of guilt with such a situation. On the contrary, he is an object of commiseration to his friends. Such steps as science recommends are taken to cure him of his disease, and he submits as a rule without reluctance to the curtailment of liberty involved meanwhile. The same method in spirit ought to be shown in the treatment of what is called “crime.”27

Such a medical or public-health perspective is mostly missing in legal practice, especially in the United States. There are a few nations that have worked to incorporate a more humane approach, such as the Nordic countries. Sweden has one of lowest incarceration and recidivism rates in the world, being less punitive and more therapeutic in its methods. In fact, as of 2015, Sweden has actually been closing prisons, in stark contrast to the United States.28 With 65 per 100,000 Swedish citizens incarcerated vs. 700 per 100,000 in the US, there is a clear difference at work.29 However, that difference is not simply how criminal justice or rehabilitation is administered. The Nordic counties have also adjusted their market economies to include vast social-welfare safeguards, reducing socioeconomic stress. The social condition there is very different than in America, which has perhaps the weakest social-welfare system of any industrialized nation.

While effective rehabilitation is important, real success lies in preventing a criminal violation to begin with. This means the proper social preconditions that help ensure human well-being and the avoidance of criminal or offensive behavior must be in place. Hence, if the goal of society is to stop such behavior, the main focus can only be socioeconomic reform, not punitive threat. As research has shown, reducing negative social stress is critical, for such pressures can alter one’s self-control.

Consider an unemployed American minority male living in a poor area with a felony on his record and a bad credit rating. His circumstances make it difficult to find a decent job, get a loan, or generally take care of himself or his family. Backed into a corner, examining the options in his region, he may resort to selling illicit drugs. He may dislike it. He may morally disagree with it. Ultimately, though, the instinct to survive will trump ideology and ethics when stress becomes high enough.30 Put another way, moral principles, as will be discussed in the next chapter, are really only useful when pressures to violate such principles are low.

That understood, let’s now home in on the highly punitive US criminal justice system, including its disproportionate focus on blacks and minorities. As stated, the US maintains the most punitive attitude in the world when it comes to criminal prosecution and incarceration.31 This includes juveniles as well as adults.32 It has indeed been found that these harsh practices actually increase recidivism as compared to other nations.33 The harsh nature of incarceration takes a traumatic psychological toll and effectively the opposite of rehabilitation appears to be occurring overall. Dr. James Gilligan, prison psychiatrist and former director of the Center for the Study of Violence at Harvard Medical School, actually refers to US prisons as “graduate schools for crime.” He stated:

Prisons have often been called “schools for crime,” I’d call them graduate schools for crime. People often have to become violent in order to survive in them. Or, even if they’re not attacked by others, they are subjected to conditions of degradation and humiliation and intimidation and threats that I think might drive the most saintliest of people . . . to become violent in response.34

The US has a disproportionate prevalence of overall criminal behavior as compared to other developed countries. In 2011, there were 12,408,899 arrests.35 This is the highest in the world; the second highest, Germany, had 2,112,843.36 That translates to about 4,000 per 100,000 in the US vs. 2,300 per 100,000 in Germany, almost twice the rate. Some argue that America’s signature draconian drug laws alone account for this spread, but this is incomplete.37 Yet, if we remove drug arrests (1,531,251) entirely, it only brings the total down to 10,877,648. This makes the ratio 3,500 per 100,000, only a mild difference on the whole. Today, nearly one out of every 100 adults is in prison or jail in the US, five to ten times more than in Western Europe and other democracies.38 This particular feature of imprisonment indeed blossomed with the application of highly punitive and intolerant judicial practices peculiar to the “tough on drugs” laws that burgeoned from the 1970s onward.

I wish to point out that while the punitive attitude is a serious policy problem, it doesn’t change the fact that America still produces more overall crime than any other First World nation. There is some speculation as to why this is, but evidence points in part to the lack of social welfare, as touched upon before. Another reason appears to be inequality itself, something the US also leads the way in. As will be addressed later in this text, socioeconomic inequality is a powerful social destabilizer—and the more inequality in a society, the more problems, including violent crime, tend to occur.

As for how black and minority culture have been disproportionately affected, there is a systemic problem at work. Today, one out of every three black men will find himself in prison at some point in his life.39 An extensive 2014 report on discrimination in the criminal justice system, Falling Further Behind: Combating Racial Discrimination in America, stated:

Discrimination and racial disparities persist at every stage of the U.S. criminal justice system, from policing to trial to sentencing. The United States is the world’s leading jailer with 2.2 million people behind bars. Perhaps no single factor has contributed more to racial disparities in the criminal justice system than the “War on Drugs.” Even though racial/ethnic groups use and sell drugs at roughly the same rate, Blacks and Hispanics comprise 62 percent of those in state prisons for drug offenses, and 72.1 percent of all persons sentenced for federal drug trafficking offenses were either Black (25.9 percent) or Hispanic (46.2 percent), many of whom often face harsh mandatory sentences.40

Generally, racism and discrimination are observed as fairly straightforward phenomena. We understand them as something of deliberate intent by clearly bigoted mentalities and actions. But what is occurring in the US criminal justice system is different. The intersection of historical, socioeconomic, legal, and cultural factors has created a dynamic that generates racist outcomes without directly racist intentions. In other words, it isn’t the outcome of a sea of overtly bigoted police officers, lawyers, judges, parole officers, and other personnel. Rather, it is a confluence of America’s racist historical baggage, the primitive legal logic of the justice system itself, and cultural bias that is subconsciously generated by the repetition of disproportionate minority arrests, along with the socioeconomic reality of minority poverty and inequality. These four preconditions ensure destructive and punitive outcomes against blacks and minorities throughout the system.

The 1960s civil rights activist Stokely Carmichael was perhaps the first to popularize this kind of systemic observation. Coining the term institutional racism, he stated: “Racism is both overt and covert. It takes two, closely related forms: individual whites acting against individual blacks [and] in the operation of established and respected forces in the society [that] receives far less public condemnation than the first.”41 He continues: “This is not to say that every single American consciously oppresses black people. He does not need to. Institutional racism has been maintained deliberately by the power structure and through indifference, inertia and lack of courage on the part of white masses as well as petty officials.”42

The concept of institutional racism is an application of systems theory to express how racist outcomes occur without directly racist intentions. While Carmichael’s stated context is a bit more narrow in focus, the same structuralist logic is critical to understanding not only the bigotry built into the US criminal justice system, but also the overall phenomenon of group oppression in the world today.

SYSTEMIC RACISM

As will be discussed further in chapter three, there is a kind of structural bigotry in society that links to our economic system. As in the prior case study, trying to understand the systemic factors that have culminated in a bigoted criminal justice system in America, the economic attribute is to be found as powerfully influential. The other factors mentioned—legal, historical, and cultural—actually all link back to political economy as well, both in the present and in the past.

As for the historical relationship specifically, while many countries employed abject slavery long ago, the focus on race-based slavery, with the condition of servitude even passed from parent to child, was fairly unique to the emerging US of the seventeenth century.43 This set in motion a cultural divide that differs from such divides in other nations. The long-term result is a turbulent process of societal integration. From abject slavery to segregation to the spectrum of civil rights abuses, the racist baggage of US history is visceral and entrenched. And as much as many assume or demand a “color-blind” society in the twenty-first century, the truth is that American culture is still trapped in a systemic unfolding that goes back centuries.

Yet seldom does one ask how race-based slavery came to be. The prevailing view often taught in elementary school is that white Europeans enslaved black Africans because they simply thought Africans were inferior. While the idea of white superiority is certainly documented, especially during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century with blacks deemed “natural slaves” through what is now termed “scientific racism,” this isn’t the real origin of American slavery.44 Rather, American slavery was a market-based economic decision to secure cheap labor and profitable investments. In the words of sociologist Robin M. Williams Jr.:

In a very basic sense, “race relations” are the direct outgrowth of the long wave of European expansion, beginning with the discovery of America . . . [T]he resulting so-called race relations had very little to do with “race”—initially it was historical accident that the peoples encountered in the European expansion differed in shared physical characteristics of an obvious kind. But once the racial ideologies had been formed and widely disseminated, they constituted a powerful means of justifying political hegemony and economic control.45

While eons of slavery have been common by way of war, conquest, or debt, justification by physical appearance alone was little practiced until the time of the American colonies. Upon settlement, white European indentured servants were mostly used. However, they had fairly short multiyear terms and became limited in number as time went on. Eventually, African slaves were sought when it was obvious they were better business investments than the indentured Europeans. As explained by professor of sociology William Julius Wilson:

The conversion to slavery was not only prompted by the heightened concern over a cheap labor shortage in the face of the rapid development of tobacco farming as a commercial enterprise and the declining number of white indentured servants entering the colonies, but also by the fact that the slave had become a better investment than the servant. As life expectancy increased, resulting from the significant decline in the mortality rate from disease, planters were willing to finance the extra cost of slaves. Indeed, during the first half of the 17th century, indentured labor was actually more advantageous than slave labor.46

During the initial stages of African slavery in the colonies, racial bias wasn’t much of an issue. Black slaves worked alongside white indentured servants as equals. They even intermarried and had common social distinctions. This was before the artificial construct of “race” was legally created. As detailed by civil rights professor Carter A. Wilson:

Color prejudice against Africans was rare in the first two-thirds of the 17th century. Legal distinctions between black slaves and white servants did not appear until the 1660s. At first, the plantation owners relied more on European indentured servants than African slaves . . . Initially, attitudes and behavior toward the African slave differed little from those toward the European servant, except that the servant served only a short-term, usually seven years, and the slave generally, but not always, served for life . . . Interracial marriages were common in the first half of the 17th century and . . . at this time they provoked little or no reaction. Christian status and Christian morals were important. Race was not.47

The true dawn of American racism was not slavery itself but how the framework of slavery was eventually supported and justified. The full transition from temporary white servants to lifetime-bound black slaves started around the last half of the seventeenth century, with enormous population increases by way of the global African slave trade. Expanded commercial agriculture in the Southern states specifically created demand.48 Around this time, public policy started to change with the specific interest to create division between existing white servants or poor whites and black slaves. Historian Edmund S. Morgan notes that Indians were also being enslaved and alienated in the same way, referencing the actions of a government assembly in Virginia. He stated:

[T]he assembly deliberately did what it could to foster contempt of whites for blacks and Indians . . . In 1680 it prescribed 30 lashes . . . ‘if any Negro or other slave shall presume to lift up his hand in opposition against any Christian’. This was a particularly effective provision that allowed servants to bully slaves without fear of retaliation, thus placing them psychologically on par with masters.49

It was this tactic of social division, separating black slaves from poor whites, that served as a form of security through hierarchical dominance, stabilizing the economic practice. Over time, various excuses for black inferiority were concocted. These ranged from being non-Christian heathens to being “beasts of burden.” This reorientation slowly generated a culture of bigotry and dominance that echoes to this day. So, in a sense, racism has effectively been a system reinforcer to optimize slave labor by way of sociological manipulation.

Moving on to the legal relationship, the evolution of legal statutes in America has obviously included very racist decrees linking back to slavery once again. The interest in controlling the black population as conditions moved away from slavery has been obvious. By the time of Jim Crow laws in the late nineteenth century, segregation served this means, locking black society into certain areas, bound to grinding poverty and consistent political and economic oppression. Such communities were easily and routinely victimized by a judicial system, controlled by whites, that allowed blacks very few truly recognized rights. By the time activists were able to force alleviation of direct legal oppression by the mid-twentieth century, the sociological damage already done was substantial.

Here you had a large, poverty-stricken minority population, isolated in poor regions with limited economic opportunities. Not only was the cultural baggage from generations of white oppression lingering, but the black community was faced also with internal destabilization due to a lack of basic means. By the 1970s, there was strong outrage and general disorder. Sensing this, a paranoid white political establishment gravitated toward policies to further control the black community. Richard Nixon’s chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, noted in his diary that Nixon held highly racist views. He wrote that Nixon “emphasized that you have to face the fact that the whole problem is really the blacks. The key is to devise a system that recognizes this while not appearing to.”50 Nixon is famous for starting the War on Drugs in 1971, which was eventually escalated by Ronald Reagan in the 1980s and then Bill Clinton in the 1990s, resulting in an enormous, disproportionate increase in black arrests and overall lower-class minority incarceration.51

Most serious researchers today are hard-pressed to view the origins of the American drug war as anything but a war, covertly rooted in policy, fought against the black community, the lower class, and subversive counterculture youth in general. This isn’t to say the drug war was entirely deliberate in its targeting. But it is easy to see how policy makers could find ways to justify such actions in euphemistic ways, with the thought of social control and systemic oppression clearly in the back of their minds. After all, during the time of the drug war’s conception, the two great forces proving they could alter the political establishment were youth and minority culture. The 1960s had some of the most effective social and civil rights movements in history. It is not out of the question for the political establishment to see this subculture as a threat, seeking means to deflate its power. As will also be discussed in chapter two, such dominance patterns have been constant throughout social evolution for a long time.

In sum, the legal system morphed from direct racial oppression to indirect by targeting the outcomes of historical and present socioeconomic inequality, rather than any specific group. Between the draconian drug laws and the effects of destabilizing poverty and deprivation in the black community, law enforcement could easily fill its arrest quotas. Racial profiling doesn’t need to be police policy when all police see, day in and day out, is minority crime. They have been conditioned by superficial experience to associate black culture with criminal behavior. This association can be largely unconscious, in the same way the white community has grown to associate the young black male with crime due to decades of biased portrayals in the news media.52

Then we have cultural relationships. Returning to my story, after my attack I found myself reacting nervously when I would see a man of color walk toward me on the street. It was an irrational fear, emotionally triggered, as I had understood even at my young age that race wasn’t real. Before my attack, this irrational fear wasn’t an issue. Something snapped in my brain because of the trauma. While the effect went away after a few years, particularly when I attended a mixed-race, international art school from the age of thirteen on, I realized later that it wasn’t just the traumatizing attack that created the effect. It was the overall social climate of paranoia
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