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When Cities Become People

A collection of individuals, each struggling for survival in the harsh reality of the modern world, stumble across each other.  Binding together, they discover that their chance for success as a unified group is more than the sum of their individual opportunities. This new association begins to function and think as a combination of wills directed towards a common goal. Greater numbers join every year for comfort, safety, and reproductive success. They hide themselves from the ravages of the outside world by subsuming their own wills to the greater good of the combined body. 

At what point does the body become more important than the individuals that created it?

When does the will of the greater necessarily overpower the wills that compose it?

These questions are as important to modern man as they were to the one-celled organisms who first crawled out of the primordial soup. Both a metaphor and a warning, the above paragraph demonstrates that evolution is unending, but malleable. The comparison between cells and humans challenges every individual to confront the question, “when do we rule the State, and when does the State rule us?”  This age-old problem is especially pertinent in today’s society of globalization, media, and greater communication.  These developments have recently created the social equivalent of a biological central nervous system, allowing cities, states and countries (collectively referred to here as “the State”) to function as true autonomous beings for the first time, and putting humans in greater danger of becoming insignificant parts of a more powerful whole.  I argue that humans are in danger of being subsumed by our constructs, just as individual cells were eventually subsumed by theirs. It is my belief that this is a legitimate comparison, and that the rapid rise of the media age has led to the loss of individual power necessary for such a shift to occur.

Now, as in the past, the next step of global evolution may not be one of species genetics, but of overall biological combination. When bodies are formed, the components are no longer subjected to the same direct evolutionary forces, and merely adapt themselves to the needs of the whole. This leads to a depowering of the parts for the sake of the new organism, as there is little room for individual action inside an effective body. Our current choice of individual vs. greater whole is made infinitely more complex due to the self-awareness, or “sentience” that humans possess.  I argue that it is as viable a comparison to attribute sentience to a State as it was to attribute sentience to the first organism complicated enough to be so labeled.  

As described in Huxley’s Brave New World, this drift towards obsolescence of individuals will happen not only with our consent, but our blessing.  In a media-glutted environment, it is easy to unknowingly exchange autonomous control and responsibility for unbridled amusement and pleasure.  America, as the leader of the western world and the head of the media charge, bears a great deal of this responsibility.  This “great social experiment” in democracy has set up a nation of so-called equals for one of the first times in recorded history.  It is a nation where nearly 80% of the inhabitants live in metropolitan areas (2000 Census), and in which people are cared for so long as they express commitment to the ideals and goals of the State.  Individuals flock to the nerve centers of the greater body on their own volition because global changes make it difficult to survive alone -- just as single-celled organisms that chose to remain so were left behind in the proverbial evolutionary dust.


To further expand this comparison between sentient individuals and the State, it is helpful to look at scientific conceptions of exactly how humans function.  Richard Dawkins, in The Blind Watchmaker, theorizes that genes are concerned solely with replicating their genetic code.  He argues that “living organisms exist for the benefit of DNA rather than the other way around” (155).  He goes on to claim that “the new replicators are not DNA[,]…they are patterns of information” concerned with their own survival and transmitted through cultural archives such as computers and books (194).  If DNA can, over time, create biological devices to replicate itself, what devices will be created by these “new replicators”?  It seems plausible that the State is a major contender.  The trend of evolution moves towards efficiency and longevity, and States have the capacity to act as receptacles of knowledge beyond the life span of any individual. Or more concretely, when looking at the biological efficiency of replicators, single-cells are to humans as humans are to States.  Indeed, Thoreau, in Civil Disobedience, refers to the American government as “a tradition…endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity” (1).   This modern remark about our own government rings true with Dawkins’ description of evolutionary theory. 


Even the process of moving from a collection of individuals to a single functioning body has an analogy in our own biological make-up. Daniel Dennett, in Consciousness Explained, describes the human decision-making process not as a single thinker, a “homunculus”, deciding among a variety of opinions, but as a “pandemonium” of thoughts, words, and ideas all “‘trying’ to be part of the message” (240).  In this description of our own bodies, we can see that governments from monarchies to democracies aptly fit the metaphor of an individual striving for its own good, sometimes at the peril of its components.  Dennett further says that the eventual action carried out by the body may not have come from the majority of the neurons, or even the most powerful, but merely “the politically most effective” (222).  These conceptions are empowering if we consider the ways in which our parts work for our betterment, but troubling information if we regard ourselves as the cells subsumed to the will of the whole.


This loss of human individuality is an overall positive for the State.  The longer that individual parts retain their autonomy, the longer it takes a whole to function as such, whether one is speaking of cells in a body or citizens of a State.  The most effective whole is one where all components share homogeneity of goal. Thus, to be evolutionarily competitive, the body must find a way to bring individual’s goals in line with its own, and in effect, depower its parts to increase the power of the whole. This has potentially huge repercussions for our basic human rights -- model citizens may not be model people, and it is no coincidence that our greatest historical examples of humanity were very poor members of States: Gandhi, Jesus, and Martin Luther King Jr., for example.  It is troubling to think that expressions of basic humanity may be equated with sedition.   

Philosophers from Aristotle to John Locke refer to the State as an “association” or a “social contract” entered into between individuals and a governmental system.  Aristotle takes that concept one step further, viewing the State as the natural end of human development, just as many today view humanity as the natural end of biological development.  In Politics, he writes that, “the State is prior in nature to…the individual, because a whole is necessarily prior to its parts” (4).   If this conclusion is accurate, the laws of evolution and natural selection will increasingly apply to the larger autonomous units of the world instead of their parts, leaving humans stripped of their basic humanity.  For example, war as a concept can ultimately be beneficial to States.  It stimulates the economy, decreases competitors for limited resources, and takes up more of the finite space that Earth has to offer -- all evolutionarily beneficial moves.  The negative effects and ravages that war produces, however, are felt predominantly by the individuals on whose backs the war is fought.  War is often a pro-State, anti-individual action, but as parts of a larger whole, individuals are committed to fighting for the causes decided on by the State, regardless of their particular beliefs or desires.


Why then, given this pessimistic view of larger governmental systems, would humans willingly enter into this “social contract”?  If it forces individuals to act against their basic desires, why choose to create a State at all?  For the same reasons as those initial cells entered into a partnership nearly six billion years ago -- for increased protection, for reproductive safety (of individuals and ideas), and to harness the power of the many to individual’s causes. It makes sense.  However, the modern State pushes farther and farther to increase its own power, not only offering us safety, but complete autonomy from larger global concerns.   It is a dream of natural selection to be in a “safety bubble”, free to pursue any and all tasks, and the American government has worked hard to create this illusion of safety for its constituents. Individuals push that concept even further, hiding behind picket fences and deadbolts, attempting to live the American dream of complete removal from the world. If your State takes care of you, why look anywhere else?  It is my belief that this attitude is damaging to our humanistic impulses, but ultimately very beneficial to the State. The question remains -- how does this happen, and when does the union overtake the individuals who created it?  


It is in the best interest of the State to be composed of content individuals who want and strive for nothing besides those things offered by the State.  These persons will gladly give up individual responsibility and power for complete assurance that their basic needs will be fulfilled; just as cells in a body give up all but the remnants of their influence (leaving no cell capable of changing the whole) in exchange for reproductive freedom and almost total individual safety.    Human beings are in more danger than ever of being replaced by the State as the unit of natural selection due almost entirely to the advent of the mass media system.  This method of connecting individuals into a unified whole decreases individuality by acting as an informational mass transit system that serves to educate a large and diverse populace simultaneously.  This educational message, one of de-empowerment for the individual, is integral to the States’ success.  Finally, States have developed their own versions of the body’s central nervous system, allowing them to act as single units in competition with their peers, ie, other States.  

Through this centralized media network, the American public is exposed to a continuous flow of advertising, governmental commentary and religious ideology.  All of these combine to shift power from individuals to the State.  The constant influx of persuasive advertising appeals primarily to our aesthetics and our passivity, not to our intellects or reasoning skills.  We are taught that we cannot make marketing decisions on our own, but have to be “informed” which brands to buy, or which life insurance policy to hold.  We are trained to be consumers, passive recipients of a steady stream of information.  Secondly, the American government, since Roosevelt’s New Deal, has increased its use of the word “entitlements” in public discourse, changing concepts such as welfare, Medicare and social security benefits from charity to something that is deserved.  When the State takes care of everyone instead of the other way around, this represents an important shift -- one that may go unnoticed.  This burden that the State willingly takes on is part of the shifting locus of control from individual to State, and is indicative of where the true unit of global communication lies.  Thirdly, in a country 56% Protestant and 28% Roman Catholic (July 2001 est.), individuals are constantly exposed to strong doctrinal teaching in a variety of media forms.  Predominant themes of the Christian religion are of unworthiness and repentance. Individuals must recognize their lack of power in the larger universe and throw themselves on the mercy of a higher power as their only hope of eternal salvation. It is through this forgoing of one’s earthly pride and selfish will that redemption is found.  Wrong or right, this continuing message to the American public serves to further decrease individual responsibility and personal power.  More and more, thanks to the information age, Americans (and global citizens in general) are being asked to put trust solely in the State, to relinquish personal pride for the good of the whole and to engage blindly in nationalistic pride.  

Perhaps it is anathema to even consider halting or redirecting current evolutionary trends. But if Dawkins is correct in claiming that “[e]volution has no goal” and that “there is nothing inherently progressive about evolution”, perhaps we should begin to fight more actively against it (61, 218).  The reason for this lies in the very tenets of humanism itself.  In “standing for human rights and social justice” and in “assert[ing] that humanity must take responsibility for its own destiny”, humanism is against individuals relinquishing accountability for their own actions, or control over any right inherent to the human character
.  The aforementioned atrocities of war are merely one example of individuals being forced to subvert their personal beliefs for the good of a larger whole.  If individual responsibility and moral judgement are superceded, the very things that make us human have disappeared.  As Thoreau says, “The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies” (4).   How can humanistic philosophy, or indeed, any ideology based on the necessity of independent human judgement survive in a landscape full of automatons contributing to a larger global purpose -- a group of cells maintaining a larger body for the purpose of their own “safety” and “well-being”?   At some point, the common good becomes something different than the unification of the individual goods that compose it, and when that happens, the locus of power has shifted too far towards the State.

Where then, should the line be drawn? If humans continue to ignore the tide of evolution, it will undoubtedly be drawn a great distance from individual liberty. States must serve the people, not the other way around, and individuals need to realize that the decision lies with them.  Putting oneself first is not only necessary to maintaining individual humanity, but to preserving the true nature and function of the American State -- “government of the people, by the people and for the people”. Again, as Thoreau says, “I think we should be men first, and subjects afterward” (3). This should be foremost in everyone’s mind as they fight State-induced complacency and blind nationalistic fervor.  Every time individuals (in or outside the State) are put before the State, it is a small subversion to the system, and a step away from this evolutionary push.  

Goethe says, “I have often felt a bitter sorrow at the thought of the German people, which are so estimable in the individual, and so wretched in the generality” (Postman, 41).  I believe this to be a general warning. Our humanity lies in our individuality, not our willingness to sacrifice ourselves to larger causes against our personal beliefs.  Make a “social contract”, but remember it is an intentional choice, and not a Faustian deal.
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