MEMO FROM OUTSIDE THE MATRIX

for the new existentialist


CHAPTER 2

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth...


Ecclesiastes 3:21

Conflict

…Years ago, when I was in grade school, our social studies teacher gave a lesson that reviewed the rat cage experiments. Rats in a cage killed and ate each other as their numbers grew and resources became strained. I cannot remember any great details of the experiments as to whether the strongest rat, or the most aggressive, or the most intelligent would survive. Perhaps it was the ones who were quick, smart, and strong, so the surviving rats would produce offspring selected for those traits. The population would either destroy itself completely or produce super rats. I remember that the class discussion focused on urban America and the inner city.


Sometimes people behave like rats in a cage. As long as the herd has adequate resources peace will prevail. Once resources become scarce, herd members start to conflict. Stress often draws out the rat in us and we strike out instinctively. Motorists might compete for a prime parking space, for example. Similarly, members of the herd may all converge at a store that announces a sale for the hot new technology item or seasonal fashion, jockeying for position against others to win that one special item coveted by everyone else.


Manufacturers profit on this idiosyncrasy of nature all the time. In the early eighties, marketers charmed Middle America with soft, cuddly toys reminiscent of Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls of a bygone era. But the manufacturers produced insufficient volume of the “Cabbage Patch” kids to meet the demand. In some areas, violence erupted as shoppers fought one another over the toys. Limited edition items often provoke this type of sensation. But the herd also sometimes spontaneously creates order out of this chaos. Rather than react on a bare instinctual level, humans sometimes choose to take a risk to socialize and organize…

War and Technology

…I have always felt that war was one of the drivers of technological advancement. Certainly risk-taking is another driver. But it seemed to me that in modern times technology tended to be spawned by or for the military. Once a society comes to realize that its resources are finite, it will begin to seek some advantage to acquire resources from elsewhere. That same society will also seek means to preserve those resources under its control. Theft, negotiation to trade, and warfare are methods humans have used to secure resources as far back as recorded history and likely since the dawn of man.


I thought back to the bible. Early in Judaic history, in the region Romans later called Palestine, Jacob’s sons destroyed Shechem. The bible says that Simeon and Levi sought vengeance after the alleged rape of their sister Dinah by a Shechemite prince. Though this may have been partly true, sociologically, most cultures of the age would have simply required that the perpetrator marry the woman who was violated. The bible itself says that the Shechemites wanted to intermarry and convert to the blossoming Judaic faith and culture. But neither this, nor the social position of the alleged rapist could dissuade Jacob’s sons from committing a small-scale genocide.


Maybe Jacob’s clan and Shechem were fighting over boar, or water, or graze land - something more fundamental and primal than an alleged rape. One does not murder dozens or perhaps hundreds or thousands of persons for the rape of one young woman.


Once a society accepts the choice and risk of violence and war to resolve conflict, strength and ingenuity become highly valued currency.


“What do you think, Constantine? Do you think that war drives technology?”


“D-d-d-d-d-damn str-str-str-straight. L-l-l-l-l-l-look at Archimedes. He b-b-b-b-b-bilt war machines.” Constantine nodded in affirmation and looked at Marcus.


“What about it?” I asked.


“He found pi. Then he applied da tri-tri-tri-tri-trigonometry to b-b-b-b-b-b-bild a catapult.” Constantine smiled that smile of his, wiping a little piece of egg off his lip. “War and technology is a mu’uh fu’uh.” Constantine had fought in Desert Storm. I wondered for a second if he had picked up his stutter there. But then I remembered where Constantine had grown up. He had grown up with violence. Maybe something happened to him in his childhood.


Marcus asked me, “What’s the arc length of a third of a circle?”


I thought about it and said, “A hundred and twenty degrees.”


“Yeah, but what is it in a measurable distance?”


“I don’t know. What is it?”


“It would have to be two-thirds pi times radius. If you were designing a catapult you’d probably need to know that to kill the enemy. Archimedes figured that out by inscribing an equilateral triangle in a circle. The application of the force to the swing arm is related to the radius of the circle.”


“I suppose so.” I really couldn’t see it, but Constantine’s eyes were twinkling.


Marcus saw my reaction and drew a diagram. He drew a circle first and then he inscribed an equilateral triangle with one vertex at the very bottom of the circle. Then he drew a radius to the vertex that was in the upper right of the circle. “That’s the swing arm,” he said pointing to the radius. Then he drew another radius that pointed straight up to the top of the circle. “You want to release the projectile before this point.” Then he drew a radius to the vertex at the left. “If the swing arm passes this point, it might damage the device.”


I started to see it. The technology of war…

Competition for Status / Competition to Procreate

…I have never formally been married and I have no children so I imagine that a lot of the emotion, confusion, and understanding about these institutions is beyond me. I do not know how pigeons treat their young. I’ve never seen it.


When I made it back up the stairs after the meeting, Marcus was sitting in the library, painting.


He looked up. “I found an article about the Maypole dance. Do you remember those?” He asked me.


I said, “Yeah. They were real pretty things. The kids braided ribbons around the pole.”


“It says here that until the Sixteenth century those Europeans would dance around the Maypole, then they’d have a wild orgy fest.”


“That doesn’t sound right. What about marriage?”


“It looks like all of this was accepted by the community. The town leaders and noblemen suspended wedding vows for the month of May. The festivals were a throwback to pagan days to assure that the fields would be fertile and give a good yield of crops. Marriage vows were reinstated in June.”


“Damn! Maybe that’s why there are so many weddings in June.”


“Yeah.”


My mind sought to rationalize this discovery. Maybe the communities realized they needed greater diversity in the gene pool because people often did not migrate from their home turf in those ages. The next best solution was mixing up the residents in town.


“Come to think of it, isn’t there a lot of talk about fertility poles to the goddess Asherah in the Old Testament books in the bible?” I asked Marcus.


“You know, you’re right. I guess it’s possible those old pagan traditions were transferred from culture to culture, evolving as they went.”


Marcus remembered from the bible that Canaanites had erected fertility poles to the goddess Astarte, known as Asherah to the Hebrews. Astarte, the goddess of fertility was also known as Isis in Egypt, Ishtar in Babylon, and Oestre (pronounced ‘Easter’) in Europe. She was often portrayed as a full-figured female and her cult used the snake as a symbol of fertility - maybe because snakes seemed to awaken with the spring thaw and communities thought the snakes were churning up the fields for sowing.


He said that students of myth interpret the symbolism of the serpent in Eden as a reaction to Astarte. When the Hebrew tribes adapted the Creation myth, they painted a tainted picture of the serpent to distinguish their tribes from the tribes that worshipped Astarte. In essence, they were investing in brand equity.


When I went to bed, I pondered Eve, an innocent. She did nothing wrong. Yahweh had only prohibited Adam from eating the fruit. Eve-Astarte received knowledge, probably of agriculture, and wanted to share that with her husband. The Hebrew tribes, however, desired a myth to isolate the competition and curtail women’s rights at the same time. Over the millennia this brand equity became more valuable as other cults were absorbed by the Judeo-Christian tradition and men began to assert hegemony over civilization. The cult to the female was extinguished completely when Catholicism asserted dominance in the Roman Empire. The concept of the corrupting female formed a cornerstone of Western Civilization for over one thousand years - until the Reformation and the Enlightenment. And five hundred years after that, women are still struggling for vindication and equal status. Today ninety-nine out of one hundred people will swear that Eve sinned first and took Adam with her. It is reflected in marketing campaigns and the media; just look at the last paragraph of Chapter One. And preachers profess it to their congregations still.
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