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This month’s theme is “banding together” across generations, geographic boundaries and institutions to adapt
to dwindling energy supplies, climate instability and economic contraction.

The human settlements that emerge from the next few decades of dramatic change in good shape will be living
networks of people, critters, farms, forests and waterways. How much longer will we wait to strengthen those
networks, because we’re too distracted by drills, destruction and death? It depends how quickly we learn to
trust ourselves and each other as we bone up on gardening, beekeeping, sheep-shearing and the rest.

Working in groups is complex, often frustrating and disappointing. Advertisers infantilize us with loud, bright
messages that reduce us to individuals with “purchasing power” alone. Those false self-perceptions can drown
out subtle intimations of our dormant productive and social capacities, making it harder to reach out and
connect.

But the problem runs deeper than Madison Avenue. In “The Corporation,” writer Joel Bakan diagnosed modern
corporations as sociopaths, using psychiatric symptom checklists. Political parties, national banks, legislatures
and other modern institutions may fit similar pathological profiles. They’re deceitful, with no regard for the safety
and feelings of others; unable to maintain healthy relationships or experience guilt; contemptuous of social
norms and law.

When abusers are real human beings, victims develop survival skills, such as denial and learned helplessness.
The same dynamic is probably at work when the abusers are institutions. We seem to be stuck in deep denial
about who we are as living creatures on a living planet and feel helpless to overcome the barriers that stand
between us and the communities we need and want.

Then there’s ignorance. Agnotology — the study of what we don’t know and why — is explored in a collection of
essays edited by Robert Proctor, arguing that ignorance is often deliberately created. The tobacco industry, for
example, campaigned for decades to delay public action on smoking despite clear scientific evidence that
cigarettes cause cancer.

What’s in that playbook? Keep a question open long after evidence firmly supports a conclusion. Set the bar for
action at 100 percent certainty of disaster rather than common- sense risk assessment. Fund think-tanks to
churn out “research” creating a false diversity of views. Pressure journalists into the two-sides model of
objectivity and balance, to make sure they don’t inform the public about differential source credibility, the weight
of evidence or numerical and wealth differences between the number of stakeholders standing on noncorporate
and corporate sides of public debates.

Sowing doubt is a great way to undermine people’s trust in our own perceptions and our neighbors’, weakening
self-preservation instincts and collaborative efficacy. Confused by the misleading information and surrounded by
equally misled people, it becomes harder to name our problems, decide how to handle them and jointly set
solutions in motion.

In the end, the tobacco industry won by muddying the issues so long that when the evidence finally became
irrefutable, it was no longer “news” that smoking causes cancer. Nuclear, oil, coal and fracking industries are
hitting the same benchmarks: delaying climate change and peak oil mitigation as ecosystem destruction
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becomes so routine, it’s unremarkable.

We can’t directly challenge the institutions that prey on our open-minded politeness. But we can ignore them,
learn to trust ourselves instead, get to know our neighbors and plant gardens together. We can quietly transform
our paved neighborhoods into productive eco-villages.

Katherine Watt is a State College writer and community organizer. She can be reached at
katherine_watt@hotmail.com and maintains a blog at transition centrecounty.wordpress.com.
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