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“The main business of humanity is to do a good job 
of being human beings, not to serve as appendages to 
machines, institutions, and systems.” 

— Kurt Vonnegut, Player Piano (Mystic Michael)

OVERVIEW OF THE ARGUMENT TO FOLLOW

F. A. Hayek and Michael Polanyi’s distinction between spon-
taneous and constructed orders is one of the most important 
insights in social science. Many of us have spent years ex-
ploring, expanding, and deepening this distinction, mostly 
with regard to spontaneous orders. Constructed orders have 
been far less explored from this perspective though they are 
often analyzed from others. Within Hayekian circles they 
are usually treated simply as human tools or machines, rely-
ing on human knowledge and intent to do what they were 
constructed to do. When that knowledge is lacking they fail. 
Without in any sense denigrating the important work done 
on spontaneous orders and cosmos, this neglect is unfortu-
nate.

Hayek generally included taxis with simple phenomena 
that can be understood linearly and reductively, contrasted 
to complex phenomena which cannot, and about which 
only what he called “pattern predictions” could be made. To 
be sure, instrumental organizations start off as simple phe-
nomena, but key elements are people, who are not simple. If 
organizations persist for long important emergent character-

istics of their own arise. Individuals are not independent of 
their organizational environment nor are organizations sim-
ply tools serving human purposes.

 In this sense organizations are not simply constructions as 
organizations can develop emergent qualities independently 
of their creators’ intentions. They possess a degree of inde-
pendence from their creators and members. Far from being 
simply tools for achieving human purposes, it often seems as 
if organizations are acting at least somewhat independently 
of human intentions. 

Modern biology offers additional insights on how such 
collective entities are human creations that can reverse their 
relation to human action, making human beings their tools 
and resources. Organizations can actively shape their envi-
ronment to some degree independently of their creators’ in-
tentions.

I develop this argument beginning with the puzzle that 
members of organizations frequently act differently and have 
different values than before they joined. Analyzing this clari-
fies organizations’ emergent capacity to become somewhat 
independent actors in the human world, adapting on their 
own terms to the spontaneous order in which they exist. 

We live in a world shaped at every level by organizations. 
Nearly all of us spend our working lives within them. They 
shape our politics, our religions, and many of our social ac-
tivities. In many cases they are the intermediaries between 
human actions and the spontaneous orders and larger cos-
mos these actions generate. Far from being simply tools for 
achieving human purposes, organizations can act at least 
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somewhat independently of human intentions. And not al-
ways to our benefit.

Like Baron von Frankenstein, it often seems we are in dan-
ger of being attacked by our own creations, which appear to 
have taken on a life of their own. I argue this suspicion is 
well founded.

An opening puzzle

To develop this claim, I begin with a puzzle. Why do so 
many normally ethical people act unethically when acting as 
members of large organizations? 

For centuries the Catholic Church’s hierarchy covered up 
cases of sexual abuse by parish priests. In 900, the monk 
Peter Damian wrote the Pope about the need to address 
the abuse of underage boys in the Church (Damian, 1982). 
There is no historical record of significant action being tak-
en. More recently we know once complaints about predatory 
priests reached a certain intensity they were transferred else-
where, but their new parishes were often not notified about 
their past transgressions. Which resumed. 

In 2011, after a major sexual scandal in Germany, the 
Church promised “full transparency” in investigating what 
happened. Two years later the Church refused any coopera-
tion. The promise would not be kept (Hans, 2013). I once 
had a student who had played an unwilling part as a young 
victim in a major Irish scandal (Cullen, 1997). For over 1000 
years the Church has a pattern of failing to protect children. 

Recently we learned of similar behavior within the Boy 
Scouts. While the Scouts are not a church, their more mod-
est claims are equally infused with explicit moral content 
incompatible with abusing children. For nearly a century 
the Scouts amassed files, the better to keep suspected abus-
ers from rejoining. Neither police nor parents had access to 
their files (Naziri, 2012). However their file system failed to 
prevent abusers from re-entering the organization (Ross, 
2012). 

The Scouts’ existence depends entirely on parents trust-
ing them with their children. No one fears for their soul if 
they leave. Perhaps as a consequence once the issue became 
public they acted decisively. The New York Times reports the 
Boy Scouts today are “regarded by many experts as a nation-
al leader in the field. It has conducted criminal background 
checks on all volunteers since 2008 and since 2010 has man-
dated any suspicion of abuse be reported to police” (Naziri, 
2012). The Catholic Church is not so vulnerable.

What is most interesting to me about these cases are not 
the predators themselves. Beyond the realms of psychology, 

law enforcement, and the victims and their families, their 
behavior is not all that interesting. What is interesting are 
those people who covered up for the abusers. 

This pattern is not confined to child abuse. For example, 
while police corruption demonstrates many police officers 
share the weaknesses of others who turn to crime, over 
and over again we also encounter a code of silence by offi-
cers otherwise innocent of wrong-doing. In a study involv-
ing police academies in 16 states, 79% reported a “Code of  
Silence” is fairly common. Fifty-two percent, a majority,  
reported its existence did not trouble them (Trautman, 2000). 
Presumably personally devoted to enforcing the law, many 
police consistently cover for their dishonest colleagues. In all 
these cases and many more the innocent cover for the guilty. 

So far as we know, most individuals in responsible posi-
tions within these organizations were innocent of wrong do-
ing before they decided to cover-up other people’s crimes. 
These crimes violated the basic values for which these orga-
nizations stood, and did so in the most direct way. The once 
innocent covered up the guilty in institutions established to 
serve values violated by the guilty. In so doing they became 
guilty themselves. But the usual motives of money, power, 
or sex were apparently not much involved in these second-
order crimes.

When the organization’s existence was threatened, as with 
the Scouts, decisive remedial action was taken. Such a threat 
has yet to materialize for the Catholic Church or police de-
partments. If the argument to follow is valid, when it does, 
it will.

I: COSMOS AND TAXIS

The insights about emergent order pioneered by F. A. Hayek 
and Michael Polanyi demonstrate how what Hayek called a 
“cosmos” developed characteristics independent of those act-
ing within them. Organizations, or “taxis,” were left as taken 
for granted tools reflecting human intentions and capacities. 
Our first step will be to revisit the cosmos/taxis distinction, 
but with an emphasis on emergent qualities within taxis.
Equality and inequality

Taken from the ancient Greek, a cosmos facilitates the simul-
taneous pursuit of independently chosen projects, even ones 
that would appear contradictory if pursued within a taxis, 
which is characterized by a hierarchy of goals or priorities. 
Unlike within a well managed taxis, within a cosmos multiple 
projects cannot be arranged in a hierarchy of importance 
and can even contradict one another. 
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In the social world a cosmos takes two forms. It can be or-
dered by a narrow set of values generating specific feedback 
signals, or it can arise from overlapping influences arising 
out of multiple networks of cooperation (diZerega, 2013). 
Initially used by Polanyi and Hayek to describe science and 
the market, the term “spontaneous order” best refers to the 
first kind of cosmos. Its patterns reflect values such as com-
prehensibility in language, instrumental utility reflected in 
market prices, agreement among peers about the physical 
world in science, or agreement among peers about values ap-
plying to a community in democracy. 

In the second, more complex case no narrow set of values 
coordinates action. In the modern world feedback signals 
arising from different spontaneous orders merge within the 
more encompassing cosmos of civil society. Collectively these 
signals help people make the decisions needed to achieve 
their goals more effectively. But no single signal dominates. 
Each member attends to the feedback signals they wish, as 
much as they wish, and ignores the rest. Both spontaneous 
orders and civil society are emergent orders, but civil soci-
ety incorporates more complex values and within it multiple 
sometimes contradictory feedback signals shape the order 
that arises.

My agreeing to hike with someone this weekend takes 
place within civil society but cannot be understood in terms 
of any one spontaneous order. Price feedback from the mar-
ket helped me decide whether I could afford the outing, and 
where to go. Perhaps observations I could make during the 
hike would assist ecological research I hope will result in a 
scientific paper. I might choose a state park. The first is the 
spontaneous order of the market, the second, of science, and 
the third, of democracy. But I also might include the value 
of our time together, my love of the out of doors, my desire 
for some exercise, and other factors not reflected in feedback 
from any spontaneous orders. The market, science, and de-
mocracy influenced my decision but the pattern emerging 
within civil society cannot be reduced to any one of them, or 
even to all of them together. 

Equality of status describes the formal relation between 
people in civil society, as it does in spontaneous orders. This 
is why I use the term “civil society” in preference to Hayek’s 
more general term “society,” which lacks such implications 
(Hayek, 1973, p. 47). All societies are complex emergent 
phenomena, but only civil society is compatible with the 
fullest development of spontaneous orders because it maxi-
mizes the range and depth of cooperation possible among 
status equals. Ideally, and to a large extent practically, every-
one’s projects are subject to the same procedural rules and 

everyone is free to pursue whatever project they wish within 
that framework. Both civil society and spontaneous orders 
are a cosmos because the network of interlocking relation-
ships they generate facilitate the successful pursuit of many 
independent projects that cannot be arranged in an ordered 
hierarchy. Many spontaneous orders can exist within civil 
society, as can many hierarchies.

Similarly taken from ancient Greek, a taxis is established 
through deliberate construction seeking a specific goal. It 
is a teleological order existing for a purpose or hierarchy of 
purposes. As an instrumental organization a taxis can range 
from two people organizing their time and other resources 
for a weekend’s outing, to complex organizations of mil-
lions arranged in a hierarchy, the better to attain its primary 
goal, as with an army fighting a war. Some organizations are 
ephemeral, such as that weekend outing. Others can last mil-
lennia, as with the Catholic Church.

Inequality of status is the formal relation between people 
within a taxis. A hierarchy arises based on each member’s 
importance in helping the organization attain its goals. Civil 
society as well as particular spontaneous orders will contain 
many such hierarchies, but will not be hierarchies them-
selves.

Power in cosmos and taxis

In this paper “power” means making a difference. Power can 
be narrowly directive, as when A tells B to do something. 
Power can also be indirect, as when A does something to 
avoid an expected reaction by B. Finally, power can manifest 
within and through a context where in order to attain their 
goal people must act in ways strengthening or maintaining 
values different from and even opposed to their own. The 
context has power because it makes a difference indepen-
dently of the values held by those acting within it. I call this 
systemic power.

Power exists in a taxis in all these senses, but in a cosmos 
power exists only in the systemic sense, where it manifests as 
the unintended consequence of people’s actions when they 
follow its rules. This power is a property of the system, not of 
those acting within it. Within spontaneous orders I call the 
values privileged by this kind of power systemic bias (diZere-
ga, 2010). Far from being undesirable, systemic bias makes 
systemic feedback possible. But by reducing useful informa-
tion to a single or small number of signals it also limits the 
context where it is helpful.

To succeed a taxis needs power to attain its goal. From two 
people dividing tasks for a road trip to the largest corpora-
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tion or army, instrumental organizations have long proven 
their value as concentrations of focused power. They make 
a difference. 

Instrumental organizations proved very useful in some 
contexts and not useful at all in others. Nineteenth Century 
business organizations’ impressive successes in creating an 
industrial economy encouraged some people to advocate 
rational management replace “anarchic” or “wild” spontane-
ous orders, the better to guarantee achieving the goals they 
valued over those they did not. The most important exam-
ples were plans to centrally plan a nation’s economy. When 
tried the results were disastrous.

First, as Hayek and Mises in particular are known for ar-
guing, instrumental organizations cannot coordinate chang-
ing, uncertain, widely distributed, and often tacitly held and 
contextually dependent knowledge as effectively as can a 
spontaneous order. But this critique only explains why the 
task could not be done, it does not explain organizations’ re-
definition of their task in the face of that impossibility. This 
redefinition strengthened the organizations involved, mak-
ing them instruments of despotic control at the expense of 
those they were created to help. In solving the puzzle of why 
the innocent so often shield the guilty in organizations this 
paper will also explain why this redefinition happened.

Successful in their appointed task or not, in a taxis power 
orders priorities and resources into a hierarchy of ends con-
sidered more or less important. While power almost never 
flows only one way, in effectively managed organizations 
beyond very small ones it mostly flows from the top down. 
Once a goal exists only in that way can the organization be-
come a reliable tool to pursue it.

A spontaneous order creates a different pattern of power. 
The procedural rules shaping different spontaneous orders 
reflect the dominant interests shared by their participants. 
The spontaneous order generating modern science responds 
to different values than does that generating a market econo-
my, and their rules differ accordingly. The feedback generat-
ed by those acting within these rules reflects a systemic bias 
to some degree independent of the values of the individuals 
involved. This feedback helps guide the plans pursued within 
a spontaneous order, strengthening its dominant values. It is 
no accident that science discovers new knowledge about the 
physical world better than the market, or that the market co-
ordinates competing uses of steel and plastic in the economy 
better than can science.

Systemic bias goes beyond the patterns of cooperation 
they encourage. Success within a spontaneous order does 
not necessarily equal success from the actor’s standpoint. For 

example, profit is a sign of success from acting within the 
market order. But even high profits do not necessarily mean 
those voluntarily paying for the enterprise believe they are 
better off because it exists. Mark Sagoff ’s example of a ski re-
sort, profitable even though every person using it wishes it 
had never been built, is a persuasive example (Sagoff, 1988, 
pp. 50-57).1

Systemic tensions and contradictions

Most discussions of spontaneous orders emphasize they har-
monize the often superficially conflicting and uncoordinated 
plans of those acting within them. This insight is importantly 
true, but it is one-sided. Similarly, organizations are treated 
as if they were simply tools for achieving human purposes. 
This insight can be true but even more one sided. In both 
cases the resulting abstract theoretical harmony can disguise 
very different realities. When a person or organization acts 
within multiple spontaneous orders, or in one along with an 
ecosystem, (which is also a cosmos), disconnected feedback 
signals for their complicate effective coordination. The sig-
nals point in different directions. A hi-tech company must 
adapt to the market and science. Usually the market mat-
ters most in the short run, science in the long. This is why 
in wisely managed firms R&D departments are under less 
pressure to contribute to current profits than other parts of 
the company. The resources spent in R&D are intended to 
expand future sales. If R&D is abandoned short-term profits 
will increase, but potentially at the expense of the company’s 
long term viability. Likewise, a farmer must operate suc-
cessfully within both the market and an ecosystem, making 
enough money to continue in business, but not by sacrific-
ing the soil’s fertility over the long run. The market matters 
most in the short run, the ecosystem in the long. Tradeoffs 
are unavoidable.

Finally there are tensions between organizations and the 
spontaneous orders in which they exist. The same feedback 
that guides and helps an organization succeed can also weak-
en and destroy it (Hayek, 1976, p. 128). An ecosystem works 
best when even those who had previously been successful 
must adapt to maintain themselves. The same point holds for 
social spontaneous orders. Consequently, the interests of or-
ganizations tend to be at cross-purposes with the spontane-
ous order of which they are a part (Hayek, 1979, p. 90).

These issues bring us to a final insight. The cosmos of civ-
il society is the realm of individual choices across a broad 
range of different values compatible with peaceful relations 
with others. As David Hardwick succinctly defined it, civil 
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society is the “interdependent relationships of independent 
equals” (Hardwick, 2008). It is not coordinated by any par-
ticular feedback signal. Because feedback is multiple, civil so-
ciety constitutes the ultimate social realm of human freedom 
and wellbeing. 

Within this broad framework we turn to taxis.

People and taxis

Most organizations are ordered hierarchically in terms of 
people’s utility for attaining their goals. However, people’s 
reasons for joining an organization may have little to do with 
those goals. Members may want security, status, or income, 
choosing employment without regard to the organization’s 
purposes. For them membership is a means, and their goals 
may not harmonize with those of the larger organization. 
The larger the organization, the more kinds of individual 
goals will often need to be harmonized, or at least neutral-
ized, for them to serve the organization efficiently.

Whenever a tension exists between participants’ goals, 
and those of the organization as a whole, members’ incen-
tives pull them in two directions. On the one hand, ‘self-in-
terested individuals’ rank their own goals more highly than 
those of the organization. It is as much a means to their ends 
as they are to its. But this purely instrumental relationship 
holds only as far as the ‘self ’ is independent from its organi-
zational environment. This independence is rarely complete.

When membership provides benefits such as security, sta-
tus, or a sense of giving their lives meaning, over time many 
people will reframe their less vital goals, the better to har-
monize them with the organization. To the degree member-
ship is important, a person joining an organization becomes 
a different person, with changed values and a different sense 
of self. Becoming a loyal member of a team or of the military 
are classic examples of this transformation.

When people’s self-identity is tied to membership, for 
them the organization becomes a good in itself. However 
from the organization’s perspective the members’ value re-
mains purely instrumental. The organization becomes a 
context within which people find meaning, but from the or-
ganization’s point of view people possess no intrinsic mean-
ing at all. Everything and everyone is instrumental to its 
purpose, a problem to be solved, or irrelevant.

There is another twist to the relationship between a mem-
ber and an organization. If individuals regard an organiza-
tion as important for attaining personal goals distinct from 
the organization’s initial goal, but depending on its continued 
existence, they will treat the organization as more important 

than its original mission. Such people will try to redefine its 
primary goal as survival, the better to serve their ends. 

If this occurs the organization may still pursue its origi-
nal mission, but only in ways conducive to growing or at least 
maintaining the organization itself. Insofar as it contributes 
to maintaining the organization’s existence the original goal 
remains. The organization remains a taxis, but a taxis trans-
formed, as its original end becomes a means and its existence 
as a means becomes its end. 

For example, upon helping achieve a cure for polio the 
March of Dimes found a new and (perhaps not coinciden-
tally) more intractable problem to solve: ending premature 
births. Once polio was conquered people within the organi-
zation wanted it to continue. Organizations are hard to cre-
ate, and once created become vehicles for exercising power, 
giving them value distinct from fulfilling their original pur-
pose. As my example makes clear this transformation need 
not be objectionable. But it can be.

As a system, the organization takes on a degree of inde-
pendence from its creators and their purposes. People rede-
fine their goals to harmonize with the organization’s success, 
while as an institution of organized power the organization 
acts to maintain itself after its original reason for existence 
ends. People change when they identify with an organi-
zation, and once they do the organization changes them 
further. A new and somewhat autonomous system of rela-
tionships has established itself. 

Hayek described this process in his “The Theory of 
Complex Phenomena:” 

The “emergence” of “new” patterns as a result of the 
increase in the number of elements between which 
simple relations exist, means that this larger structure 
will possess certain general or abstract features which 
will recur independently of the particular values of the 
individual data. . . Such “wholes”, defined in terms of 
certain general properties of their structure, will con-
stitute distinctive objects of explanation for a theory…” 
(Hayek, 1967, p. ?)

I would add the increase in numbers also changes the con-
text of relations between them. This change then reacts back 
reflexively on the elements, changing them in turn. The issue 
is more complex than just numbers.

Organizations are not simply constructions serving hu-
man goals. They help define those goals. As Paul Lewis and 
Peter Lewin observe, Hayek’s insights account for downward 
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causation, from the whole to the parts (Lewis and Lewin, 
2015).

II: COLLECTIVISM TAXIS AND COMMUNITY

To better understand taxis we need to distinguish it not 
only from a spontaneous order, but also from those groups 
of people that come together due to certain shared values, 
but under most circumstances cannot be understood as or-
ganizations. Within this paper I call these groups modern 
communities because, being rooted in civil society, they ex-
hibit something relatively new to human experience. When 
we understand the differences between spontaneous orders 
and communities we will also better understand the logic of  
taxis.

Community and civil society

By “community” I mean a set of relationships where mem-
bers’ status exists due to their common membership, but 
normally the community itself does not exist to pursue any 
specifiable goal. With thousands of others I live in the com-
munity of Sebastopol. We share common legal and political 
status, and can become huffy when outsiders criticize our 
town. Usually our common status and interests do not enter 
into our thinking. But sometimes they do.

Historically communities existed within encompassing hi-
erarchical orders in which their members also stood in hier-
archical relations to one another. Stephen Toulmin described 
how in such cultures “masterless men” were considered a so-
cial and political threat (Toulmin, 1990). Opportunities for 
cooperation were limited and shaped by differences in sta-
tus. Emerging civil society replaced this universal hierarchy 
with equality of status generating a polycentric network con-
nected by increasingly anonymous relationships. Modern 
communities emerged within these networks. 

Cooperation among equals can encompass larger or 
smaller parts of a person’s social environment. Aldo Leopold 
made an important point in a charming way when he ob-
served “A hobby is perhaps creations first denial of the ‘peck-
order’…” (Leopold, 1966, p. 187) Modern science grew from 
those who at its inception could have been described as 
hobbyists. Their interest in a common issue overrode social 
distinctions between them and they grew into a community 
exploring the nature of the physical world and largely re-
garded themselves as equals in this endeavor, even though 
the societies within which they lived were dominated by 
powerful hierarchies (Polanyi, 1962). 

Some modern communities arose from the intentional 
and organized creation of a settlement. During this time or-
ganizational tasks were clear: create housing, roads, and the 
other institutions needed for a viable town. But once this was 
accomplished, residents pursued their own projects inde-
pendently from one another and no hierarchy of goals exist-
ed in the absence of a supervening crisis such as a hurricane 
or earthquake. In these cases civil society grew out of what 
could once have been considered an organization, because 
once its tasks were completed the organization lost focus and 
dissolved.

In the American South for the most part a genuine civil 
society existed for Whites, particularly men, but slaves were 
excluded. Today in most things even foreigners are regarded 
as deserving equality under the law. Wherever equality of 
status exists, and to the degree it exists, civil society exists. It 
manifests as a web of relations, not a pyramid. 

Along with Adam Smith and Karl Popper, Hayek de-
scribed the most inclusive civil society as “Great” or “Open,” 
which in principle can embrace all of humanity (Hayek, 
1973, p. 2). It is characterized by abstract procedural legal 
rules that apply equally to all. There are basically three: that 
possessions are secure, that exchanges are consensual, and 
that promises are kept (Hayek, 1950, p. 153).

Property rights can be defined in different ways and still 
be able to be freely exchanged by contract. What constitutes 
a consensual exchange can be conceived in different ways. 
The rules of what constitutes a proper contract can be de-
fined differently. Consequently whereas “civil society” can 
include humanity as a whole, it has been and likely will con-
tinue to be broken up into different communities defining 
the details of its basic principles differently. These smaller 
civil societies constitute political communities that establish 
the rules people must follow as they live there.

Hayek rightly distinguished civil society from communi-
ty, although as we will see, they can overlap. “Community” 
implies boundaries as well as values. Members know who 
can be and who cannot be a member. There are residents 
of Sebastopol, and many more people who are not. Modern 
communities exist within civil society and for them relations 
between them and that society can be complex because com-
munity depends on both a “we” and a “them,” whereas civil 
society is defined inclusively and abstractly. Community al-
ways implies boundaries between human beings. 

Modern communities stand midway between Hayek’s 
Great Society and organizations. They have boundaries but 
their members generally do not pursue any hierarchy of 
common goals. The only exception is when the community 
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faces a major crisis. Then the community becomes a tempo-
rary organization to address the threat, be it a fire, a storm, 
or a war. Within what Hayek termed “value communities” 
these crises might be a threat to shared values (Hayek, 1976, 
p. 151). Think of salmon fishermen or river rafters coming 
together to oppose a proposed dam. Once the threat is ad-
dressed, communities return to their previous form as net-
works of civil associations without a hierarchy of purposes

From this perspective civil society can be understood as a 
social ecosystem within which social evolutionary processes 
operate. The ecosystem model clarifies the otherwise com-
plex issue of boundaries between “we” and “they.” Hayek’s 
description of the Great Society and civil society as it mani-
fests within smaller communities stand in relation to one an-
other much as the all-inclusive ecosystem of the earth stands 
to the ecosystems of a lake and a prairie.

In all these cases what counts as boundaries is deter-
mined by the questions asked. For some issues both lakes in 
the Pacific Northwest and their surrounding forests can be 
treated as separate ecosystems. Both are also powerfully im-
pacted by salmon, who spend most of their lives in salt wa-
ter. For questions about salmon the ecosystem may include 
lakes, forests, and even the Pacific Ocean. 

Similarly, while communities have boundaries, their 
boundaries often overlap or interpenetrate, as with mar-
riages between families or biologists and mountaineers be-
tween nations. As part of a cosmos communities stand in no 
invariant hierarchy in relation to one another. To the degree 
their members are free to enter into equal relationships on 
mutually agreeable terms, civil society includes diverse and 
overlapping communities.

Some form of democracy is most in keeping with the prin-
ciples of civil society because equality of status at the public 
level is necessary to preserve it at other levels. Democracy is 
a Hayekian spontaneous order relying on votes as feedback 
(diZerega, 1989). While citizens possess equality of vote, 
other politically relevant inequalities can exist. Democratic 
relations of equal status are as interwoven in civil society as 
are market and scientific ones. The overall pattern of indi-
vidual relationships arising among individuals, communi-
ties, and organizations within a context of equal status and 
voluntary cooperation describes civil society as a whole.

Because they rely on normative rules modern communi-
ties and civil society are both characterized by ethical rela-
tionships reflecting members’ equal status. Having an ethic 
means utility does not trump all other values. Sometimes 
our desires should be overridden by principles demand-
ing we refrain from doing what we otherwise might. When 

they conflict, within communities and civil society alike, the 
means normally trump the ends.

This logic works differently in organizations.

Collectivism and community

Hayek came close to grasping how organizations differed 
from civil society when he criticized “collectivism” in The 
Road to Serfdom (Hayek, 1945). He attacked “collectivism” 
as a threat to freedom, arguing every collectivist system “has 
two central features . . . the need for a commonly accepted 
system of ends of the group and the all-overriding desire to 
give to the group the maximum of power to achieve these 
ends. . . .” (Hayek, 1944, p. 146) Individuals are valued to the 
degree they serve the collective. Further, Hayek held that “To 
act on behalf of a group seems to free people of many of the 
moral restraints which control their behavior as individu-
als within the group” (Hayek, 1944, p. 142) When Germans 
were inducted into the SS Heinrich Himmler admonished 
them “to be prepared at any time to risk our own individual 
lives for the life of the collective whole. . . .” (Rudgley, 1998, 
p. 136).

As war demonstrates most profoundly, when the well-be-
ing of one’s favored group is at stake, “all is fair.” The reasons 
are complex, but the result is not. When the group feels seri-
ously challenged members tend to treat those outside it as 
real or potential allies, real or potential opponents, or irrel-
evant. For example, when responding to Osama bin Laden’s 
attacks, George Bush (2001) said: “Either you are with us, 
or you are with the terrorists.” He was echoed by Hillary 
Clinton: “Every nation has to either be with us, or against 
us.” (source??, 2001) There was nothing unusual in these 
sentiments. Thucydides described identical reasoning in the 
Athenians’ brutal rejection of the people of Melos request 
for neutrality during the Peloponnesian War (Thucydides, 
1951).

In Hayek’s view, the basic principle of collectivist orga-
nization is “the end justifies the means,” which “makes col-
lectivist morals so different from what we have known as 
morals that we find it difficult to discover any principle in 
them, which they nevertheless possess.” (Hayek, 1944, p. 
146) Because ethics limits power, collectivist groups cannot 
truly be ethical, and individuals in these groups must sub-
ordinate their own ethics to serving them. By subordinating 
individual conscience to the goals of the organization, col-
lectivism eliminates any role for what we generally consider 
ethics. Utility takes its place.



VOLUME 3   |  ISSUE 1  2015

CO
SM

O
S + TA

X
IS

24

Collectivism must elevate power over ethics because eth-
ics applies to individuals or groups of individuals distinct 
from their contribution to a collective goal. As is also said 
about friendship, ethics can be very useful, but if the only 
reason you act ethically is because you find it useful, you are 
not ethical. Membership in a collectivist organization sup-
plies most of the benefits of belonging and support found in 
communities. It may even provide some in greater quantity, 
particularly the feeling of solidarity. But it does so only so 
long as the person is useful to the group. It’s power must be 
served.

In communities status arises from membership; in col-
lectivist groups status arises from utility. In communities 
membership trumps utility. In collectivist organizations util-
ity trumps membership. Community is polycentric, with 
many independent centers of action pursuing independently 
determined ends. A collectivist organization is hierarchical, 
with one center claiming authority to subordinate all subsid-
iary goals to serving an over arching purpose. 

In times of crisis such as war or natural disaster, when vir-
tually everyone agrees on what must be done, communities 
can become temporary organizations and take on collectivist 
traits. Feelings of solidarity become stronger because of the 
impact of external threats (Solnit, 2010). But the unsettling 
amorality Hayek associated with collectivism also appears 
when members see themselves as parts of a giant enterprise. 
Dissidents become traitors. 

After the threat passes, unity of purpose dissolves as mem-
bers again become more loosely linked. What often remains 
is a captivating memory of former solidarity as well as re-
grets for abusing fellow members, as happened to Japanese 
Americans during WWII. Those regrets and fond memories 
of unity are two sides of the same coin, the bad and good 
dimensions of finding oneself a devoted member of a large 
enterprise. 

Hayek targeted the powerful collectivist political organiza-
tions of the totalitarian right and left in The Road to Serfdom. 
But the problems he attributed to collectivism go deeper. 
They exemplify the pure logic of instrumental organization. 
All organizations seek the power to realize their ends. Good 
leaders value their members for their ability to assist them. 
What checks apply to this logic are not whether the goals are 
good or bad, but how limited they are. How far can the orga-
nization go in disciplining dissident or otherwise unsatisfac-
tory members and how much can it treat non-members as 
means to its ends or obstructions to be removed. There is a 
reason collectivist movements of both left and right like uni-
forms: the military is a completely collectivist organization. 

Uniforms have a powerfully transformative impact on many 
people’s sense of personal identity. War is a powerful expres-
sion of collectivist mentality: everything is a resources, an 
enemy, or irrelevant. The logic of collectivism is the pure logic 
of taxis.

And yet collectivism depends on a moral sense to exist, as 
do other organizations. But it is a morality transformed from 
that applying to private relations and civil society.

Ethical transformation

In a well-managed organization, and some falling short of 
that, members view themselves as participating in a com-
mon culture, sharing important experiences, values, and 
loyalties compared to those on the outside. They become a 
“we,” and those outside a “they.” They share this quality with 
communities, but in a different context.

In a classic experiment conducted in 1954, boys at a sum-
mer camp were divided into two groups, the Chiefs and the 
Rattlers. The groups were encouraged to bond internally 
and then compete with one another. In a short time hostility 
arose between the groups including each being sure of the 
other’s severe character flaws, despite there having been no 
significant prior differences between them. 

For my purposes the experiment illustrated three points. 
First, if members of a group compete with each other, the 
group will cease to function effectively as a unit. Loyalty 
matters. Second, if members of a group compete with an 
opposing social unit, the group will become internally co-
operative, and function as a cohesive social unit. Solidarity 
matters. Third, defining ourselves as members leads to de-
valuing nonmembers, especially competitive ones (Muzafer, 
1988). 

As studies of cognitive dissonance show, people often 
modify their initial perceptions to fit better with their new 
identities as group members (Cooper, 2007). Within an or-
ganization it is often easier to change one’s evaluation of a 
troubling situation than to change the situation, and so there 
appears to be a powerful human predilection to harmonize 
one’s views in favor of the organization of which one is a part. 
Members redefine their goals, bringing them into greater 
harmony with one another and with the organization. This 
sense of connection normally feels good. I often asked my 
students how many had been on a sports team and seen a 
team member cheat. Many hands went up. I then asked how 
many had reported the infraction to an umpire. No hands 
went up. Or remember the ease with which many Americans 
began calling French fries ‘freedom fries’ and considered the 



Not Simply Construction: Exploring the Darker Side of Taxis

25

COSMOS + TAXIS

CO
SM

O
S 

+ 
TA

X
IS

 

French effeminate when they did not support our attacking 
Iraq. 

For another example, in the famous Milgram and Stanford 
‘prison guard’ experiments the numbers of subjects inflicting 
abuse were dramatically higher when they participated in 
the most hierarchical contexts farthest removed from con-
tact with the person being mistreated. In addition, the great-
er the apparent authority of their ‘superior’ the greater the 
pattern of abuse (Bond, 2014, pp. 114-5). Most organizations 
are hierarchical and authority is ultimately concentrated at 
the top. This tendency for hierarchy and distance to override 
ethics seems if not innate, then at least very deeply rooted.

The more an organization makes strong moral claims 
upon its members, and its claims are accepted, the more 
easily they can override conflicting ethical concerns among 
members. In particular, when collectivist organizations 
seek universal abstract moral goals while denying the moral 
equality of those not sharing those goals, many members 
easily subordinate ethical relations with concrete people to 
abstract priorities. A kind of pragmatic nihilism results, usu-
ally disguised in utopian or apocalyptic moral language. 

In such organizations the ultimate achievable value be-
comes the power to dominate others. Only then might 
those abstract universal goals to be attained over opposition. 
Ethical limitations on power are treated as inhibiting an even 
greater good. 

Moral inversion

Hayek argued collectivist morality was not really morality at 
all. This insight is an important part of solving the puzzle of 
why the innocent covered for the guilty. When analyzing the 
amoral totalitarian movements of the 20th century, Michael 
Polanyi argued “modern nihilism is not a form of moral lax-
ity.” On the contrary, it is “part of a comprehensive moral 
protest that is without precedent in history” (Polanyi, 1969, 
p. 4). As Polanyi explains, “To the typical modern revolu-
tionary the degree of evil he is prepared to commit or con-
done in the name of humanity is the measure of his moral 
force” (Polanyi, 1969, p. 44). Such domination oriented ni-
hilism can assume the external trappings of any desirable 
goal, be it religious, ideological, or scientific. It is as true 
of the ‘Muslim’ ISIL today as it was of the old Communist 
Parties of Polanyi’s time. He termed this phenomena “moral 
inversion” (Polanyi, 1969, p. 19).

Many people eventually recoil from a totalitarian move-
ment’s demands and reject it. However, Polanyi observed 
that after returning to genuinely moral beliefs they “will 

still feel that their inversion had been a sign of a more in-
tense passion for social justice. And in a sense they are right. 
Unfeeling people would have remained immune to moral 
inversion because they had little social zeal seeking active 
manifestation.” (Polanyi, 1969, p. 44). Moral inversion is 
central to totalitarian movements because it fuels the intense 
passions energizing them. 

In the old Soviet Union, and its satellites, when Party 
members still believed a proletarian paradise could arise 
from their efforts, many communists remained loyal even 
when falsely accused of serious crimes, imprisoned, and 
sentenced to death (Polanyi, 1969, p. 30). They believed 
the Party erred in condemning them, but such mistakes 
should not be allowed to get in the way of its historic mis-
sion. Polanyi quoted Miklós Gimes, a prominent Hungarian 
Communist later executed by the Russians for supporting 
the Hungarian Revolution (Polanyi, 1969, p. 21): 

Slowly we had come to believe, at least with the great-
er, the dominant part of our consciousness, that there 
are two kinds of truth, that the truth of the Party and 
the people can be different and can be more important 
than the objective truth, and that truth and political 
expediency are in fact identical. . . . if the criteria of 
truth is political expediency, then even a lie can be 
‘true’, for even a lie can be momentarily expedient; 
even a trumped-up political trial can be ‘true’ in the 
sense that even such a trial can yield important politi-
cal advantage. And so we arrive at the outlook which 
infected not only those who thought up the faked po-
litical trials but often affected even the victims. 

This phenomenon cuts across ideological and religious di-
vides. It has reappeared in America today, particularly with-
in the religious dimension of the political right. Christian 
theocrat Rick Joyner of the New Apostolic Reformation ex-
plained Godly rule will be (Joyner, 2007, p. ?):

freedom even greater than anyone on earth knows at 
this time. At first it may seem like totalitarianism, as 
the Lord will destroy the antichrist spirit now domi-
nating the world with “the sword of His mouth” and 
will shatter many nations like pottery... the kingdom 
will move from a point of necessary control while 
people are learning truth, integrity, honor, and how to 
make decisions, to increasing liberty so that they can.
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 “The Family” is a Christian dominionist group with pow-
erful ties to Senators and Representatives in Washington. 
Jeff Sharlet quotes Doug Coe, their ‘spiritual’ leader (Sharlet, 
2009; 2008; 2003) 

You know Jesus said You got to put Him before father-
mother-brother-sister? Hitler, Lenin, Mao, that’s what 
they taught the kids. Mao even had the kids killing 
their own mother and father. But it wasn’t murder. It 
was building the new nation. The new kingdom.

Movements in many ways similar to the Twentieth 
Century’s totalitarianism characterized the Christian moral 
absolutism that periodically convulsed the Middle Ages. 
Polanyi argued interpretations of Old Testament prophets 
combined with the New Testament’s apocalyptic message 
encouraged “a series of chiliastic outbursts in which the in-
version of moral passions into nihilism made its first appear-
ance” (Polanyi, 1969, p. 4). Because “no society can live up to 
Christian precepts, any society professing Christian precepts 
must be afflicted by an internal contradiction, and when the 
tension is released in rebellion its agents must tend to estab-
lish a nihilist Messianic rule” (Polanyi 1969, p. 5). 

Moral inversion arises from elevating a great moral value 
above all individuals, and so above all genuine morality. 
Individuals become mere means subordinated to the end, 
which however noble, depends on seeking overwhelming 
power. The greater the goal the greater the risk of moral in-
version. As ideologies Fundamentalist Christianity, ISIL, and 
Marxism-Leninism have little in common. But when their 
followers’ moral energy seeks power to accomplish universal 
collectivist goals they are remarkably similar. 

Focusing on different dimensions, Polanyi and Hayek rec-
ognized moral passion floating free from every relation that 
made it morality becomes a justification for power and dom-
ination. Because the goal can never be achieved. collectivist 
organizations pursuing utopian goals must by their very na-
ture elevate power as their supreme practical goal.

Not just collectivism

I have discussed collectivism at such length because collec-
tivist organizations exemplify the pure logic of taxis. It applies 
in weaker form to other organizations based on the extent of 
their claims, how they frame them, and their freedom from 
oversight. A continuum exists with collectivist organizations 
on one end and small temporary and relatively unimportant 

organizations, such as planning that weekend hiking trip, on 
the other. 

In the economy today no matter how ruthless their eco-
nomic competition, killing people to enhance the bottom 
line is not usually a deliberate practice, although organized 
crime has no such compunctions. But this rejection of vio-
lence is a function of the context within which organizations 
operate rather than their internal logic. When free from 
oversight a very different pattern emerges.

The world’s first joint stock corporation, the Dutch East 
India Company, engaged in voluntary transactions with its 
customers. One of its most famous products was nutmeg 
from the island of Banda. As with companies today, their 
customers could not be forced to buy and so engaged in mu-
tually beneficial transactions. But there is more to the story.

The Dutch East India Company enjoyed a monopoly over 
trade in East Asia. With control over nutmeg’s availability 
securely in their hands and the inhabitants of the islands ex-
cluded from civil society, the logic of seeking wealth before 
everything else ruled. “When some Bandanese failed to ap-
preciate the [company’s] right to control the nutmeg trade 
. . . the then head of the Company, Jan Pieterszoon Coen, 
ordered the systematic quartering and beheading of every 
Bandanese male over the age of 15” (Thring, 2010; Coolhaas, 
2015)

Everything in the Dutch East India Company’s environ-
ment was a resource for its use, a problem to be overcome, 
or irrelevant. The natives of the Banda Islands started out 
being useful until control over their resources was secured. 
They then became irrelevant until they objected. Once they 
became problems, they were slaughtered.

Today in some very large businesses practices are delib-
erately pursued that do eventually kill people, as the tobac-
co industry famously demonstrated (Herbert, 1997, p. 19). 
More recently it appeared when auto manufacturers did not 
report design flaws that if left unaddressed would kill people 
(Durbin, 2014). Nearly fifty years ago Ford Motor Company 
had information that if implemented at a cost of $11 per ve-
hicle would decrease the possibility of the Ford Pinto from 
exploding. The company chose not to implement the design 
even though it believed doing so would result in 180 fewer 
deaths (Leggett, 1999). There is nothing unusual about this 
behavior.

Politically my case is easier to make because the correla-
tion between starting wars and winning elections is well 
known. Morally the line between organized crime and many 
large corporations and political organizations is often diffi-
cult to draw(diZerega, 2013). 
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When moral utopianism is added to this logic the relation 
of taxis to totalitarian control becomes even more clear. The 
“war on drugs” framed reducing the use of drugs within an 
absolutist moral goal. To accomplish their goals ‘drug war-
riors’ sought to organize society to ‘fight’ and ‘win’ this ‘war.’ 
People became resources to be deployed, threats, or irrele-
vant. Innocents killed in mistaken raids are regrettable but 
acceptable “collateral damage.” Suppressing medical and sci-
entific research that might uncover beneficial uses of banned 
substances was justified as helping pursue the war more 
single-mindedly. The police were militarized and the logic 
of the battlefield applied within civil society. Drug warriors 
sought power to prevail against all obstacles because short of 
totalitarian control their goal is unattainable (drugs are even 
available in prisons) (Purdy, 1995). 

We see here the same patterns of moral inversion found 
in totalitarian movements, only more circumscribed because 
of external institutional and environmental limitations. At 
some point along this continuum an organization trans-
forms from being a means to achieve its creators’ goals to 
becoming an end in itself. Something new emerges.

Human beings can adapt general rules to reflect subtle 
nuances and creative insights within complex relationships, 
usually in acceptable ways. Most people do not regard others 
as nothing but objects for their own benefit, opponents, or 
irrelevant. Those who do are called sociopaths, a pathologi-
cal condition. An organization has simpler goals, and looks 
at all around it in terms of their utility alone. The moral ten-
sion existing between human beings and the organizations 
they create is inescapable.

People and the organizations they create to pursue their 
goals influence one another, but when membership is im-
portant to people, large organizations influence most indi-
viduals more than they influence the organization. 

III. ORGANIZATIONS AS ORGANISMS

When the organization becomes an end in itself, it selects for 
people who are comfortable with that goal. Human values 
take second place to organizational well-being. It was better 
for Ford that 180 additional people die than that their cars 
sell for $11 more. It is difficult to imagine any normal hu-
man being benefiting from such a decision. If organizations 
can develop independence from their founders and shape 
the actions of their parts/members to serve their prolonged 
existence, we are observing a kind of emergent individuality. 
The organization becomes more like a living organism sub-
ordinating all values to its survival than an instrument for 

doing our will. As it turns out, current discoveries in biology 
give us an important insight as to the nature of organizations 
as life forms. 

Biology and individuals

Hayek ultimately abandoned the common distinction be- 
tween the natural and social sciences for one distinguishing 
sciences exploring “simple” phenomena from those studying 
“complex” phenomena (Caldwell, 2005, p. 284) From this 
perspective the social sciences share much in common with 
biology, and Hayek emphasized this similarity. He explained 
the theory of evolution, so foundational to biology, had been 
developed during the Scottish Enlightenment to explain how 
societies formed and changed (Hayek, 1973, pp. 22-3). The 
same kind of relationship also exists with respect to ecology, 
which as Aldo Leopold observed, stands at “right angles” to 
evolution. (Leopold, 1970, p. 189). Evolution traces changes 
in species over time whereas ecology focuses on stable and 
slowly shifting relationships between species without any 
necessary change in the species involved. Taken together, 
ecology and evolution describe the cosmos of life.

Geerat Vermeij a leading biologist, compares how life 
evolves and flourishes with the spontaneous order of science:

The universe works, and life works and persists, be-
cause we co-construct our universe through the 
combined process of modification and selection. 
Adaptation, the process resulting in a better fit between 
entities and their environment, is universal among liv- 
ing things, which create and improve hypotheses about 
their surroundings much as scientists propose and test 
hypotheses explaining observations and regularities in 
the world (Vermeij, 2004, p. 2).

Biologists have often treated individual organisms as 
equivalent to actors in the social realm. (Heinrich, 2004). 
Ecology is often compared to economics (Worster, 1994; 
Vermeij, 2004). Participants follow procedural rules, and 
do not need be aware of these rules, which coordinate their 
actions in unintended patterns (Hayek, 1973, pp. 74-6). In 
biology’s more extreme formulations of this perspective, 
life’s complexity is reduced to the ‘rational behavior’ of genes 
seeking to replicate themselves (Dawkins, 1989).

Less persuasively, Hayek elaborated that the “organismal 
analogy” was natural when people looked at complex societ-
ies because “organisms were the only kind of spontaneous 
order with which everybody was familiar.” Hayek argued or-
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ganisms were spontaneous orders (in a more inclusive sense 
of the term than I am using for social analysis) but they were 
“spontaneous orders of a very special kind” such that the 
analogy “becomes more misleading than helpful” (Hayek, 
1973, p. 52).

According to Hayek the major difference between the 
spontaneous order of an organism and the spontaneous or-
ders of society is (Hayek, 1973, pp. 52-3):

In an organism most of the individual elements occupy 
fixed places which, at least once the organism is mature, 
they retain once and for all. They also, as a rule, are 
more or less constant systems consisting of a fixed num-
ber of elements which, though some may be replaced . . 
. retain an order in space readily perceivable with the 
senses. They are . . . orders of a more concrete kind than 
the spontaneous orders of society, which may be pre-
served although the total number of elements changes 
and the individual elements change their places. . . . 
their existence as distinct wholes can be perceived in-
tuitively by the senses, while the abstract spontaneous 
order of social structures can only be reconstructed by 
the mind. [italics added]

Hayek’s concept of an organism fits the analysis of taxis 
as an independent system far more closely than it does a 
society. Yet he emphasized an organism is a “spontaneous 
order” or in contemporary terms, an emergent outcome of 
evolutionary processes rather than a taxis. But the terms I 
emphasized in his description of an organism also character-
ize organizations once they begin to define their goals inde-
pendently of the intentions of their creators. 

Hayek took human individuals as given, arguing the in-
dividual’s “existence as distinct wholes can be perceived 
intuitively by the senses” (Hayek, 1973, p. 53). Biology has 
deepened its understanding of individuals since he wrote, 
and no longer finds the individual to be intuitively clear. 
Exploring why deepens our understanding of taxis.

In their Introduction to a recent collection of essays on 
biological individuality Frédéric Bouchard and Philippe 
Huneman write: “Contemporary biology recognizes that the 
living world displays a hierarchy of individuals at various 
levels, from genes to chromosomes, cells, organisms, colo-
nies, social groups, species, communities, and ecosystems” 
(Bouchard and Huneman, 2013, p. 2) In the same volume 
Matt Haber argues that biologically there is no paradigmatic 
individual or organism. There is only continuing variation:

… if individuality is an evolved level of organization 
(or organizations), then we should not expect any par-
ticular form of individuality to be paradigmatic. There 
is no better reason to identify colony-individuals (i.e. 
superorganisms) in terms of organisms, than to define 
organisms in terms of similarity to colonies (Haber, 
2013, p. 201).

Useful biological conceptions of what constitutes indi-
viduality are varied and irreducible enough that Charles 
Goodknight concludes “the concept of ‘individuality’ is a 
concept imposed by the observer” (Goodknight, 2013, p. 
48). 

The slime mold brings these points to life and ultimately 
gives us a newer and deeper perspective on why a taxis can 
become independent from its creators.

The extraordinary slime mold

During most of their existence cellular slime molds exist as 
independent single celled organisms crawling along a forest 
floor, engulfing and digesting bacteria and plant debris. A 
cell will occasionally divide during this time, as do individu-
al amoebae in pond water. These unicellular organisms also 
have an ability to ‘remember’ certain events and learn from 
them despite their being only a single cell (Keim, 2012). 
They possess a kind of individuality.

If their environment becomes sufficiently challenging up 
to at least 100,000 previously independent amoebae gather 
together to form a larger multi-cellular organism that eats 
and crawls to an appropriate location for reproduction. The 
cells begin to differentiate depending on where they are 
located in the “slug.” It even develops an immune system 
(Pradeu, 2013, p. 77). Eventually it raises a stalk, and releases 
spores, thereby reproducing. But only some cells travel up 
the stalk to become spores. The others die and decay. Spores 
landing in favorable places become individual amoebae and 
repeat the process. 

If such an organism had always been an accumulation of 
cells it would be an example of nature’s wonderful diversity 
of life forms. But it is not. It emerges from the collective re-
lationships of thousands of hitherto independent organisms 
that collectively bring greater power to bear in their environ-
ment. A slime mold matters more than an amoeba. It makes 
more of a difference. 

A slime mold ‘slug’ is an emergent phenomena. No “mas-
ter” or “leader” cell exists to coordinate this complex life 
cycle. Every amoeba follows the same abstract rules but ap-
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plied in different concrete environments (Keller, 1985, pp. 
95-7, 101-7). As they do something far beyond the capac-
ity of an individual amoeba comes into existence. And yet, if 
conditions improve the amoebas can return to their previous 
conditions (Pradeu, 2013, p. 86). 

Is the cellular slime mold slug an individual? Do its con-
stituent cells remain individuals? Whatever answer we might 
give is made more difficult by the fact that there are two 
kinds of slime molds, the cellular slime molds I have just de-
scribed, and plasmodial slime molds that differ from cellular 
ones in that once the cells swarm together they fuse into a 
single-celled mass of protoplasm with thousands of separate 
nuclei. One might observe playfully that cellular slime molds 
are like organizations and plasmodial ones are like the Star 
Trek Borg. The nuclei continue to exist, but have been “as-
similated.”

The slime mold demonstrates in the living world our 
concept of what constitutes an individual is contextual, and 
rooted in relationships. What is clearly an individual in one 
context may not be in another. The individual’s characteris-
tics depend on context as well as content. The line between 
what used to be considered an organism and what is not has 
blurred. And not just with slime molds. 

When we see an ant on a plant or kitchen counter it ap-
pears to be an individual insect, and in one sense it obvious-
ly is. It has senses, a metabolism, and eats. But its behavior 
is no more separate from a larger body than many a cell is 
to something larger in nature. Most ants are sterile, but 
there has been no shortage of them for millions of years. 
Understanding why further transform our understanding of 
individuality.

Eusociality, group selection and super organisms

Biologists define eusocial life as multigenerational groups 
organized by means of an altruistic division of labor. 
Eusociality characterizes the social insects, human be-
ings, and a variety of other otherwise quite different spe-
cies. Given the role of genetics in modern biology, the key 
theoretical question regarding eusociality was how altruism 
could evolve within the competitive context of biological 
evolution. 

Long dominant reductive genetic explanations used bio-
logical variants of the logic of ‘self interest’ to explain ‘al-
truistic’ traits. The ‘selves’ were genes and their interest was 
reproduction. Many organisms favored their kin, even to the 
point of apparent ‘altruism,’ because so many of their genes 
are the same. This perspective viewed the division of labor 

between queen ants and offspring as a kind of self-interested 
cooperation. What appears to be altruistic behavior by work-
ers is really selfish at the genetic level. Richard Dawkins’ The 
Selfish Gene (2006) is the classic argument for this view. 

While this model appeared to work for ants, the most com-
pletely social insect, it does not fit many other eusocial spe-
cies, including termites, mole rats, some beetles and shrimp, 
and human beings. Among these organisms far more genetic 
variability exists than would be expected from a ‘selfish gene’ 
or primacy of kin argument. 

As biologists learned more about eusociality, two concepts 
traditional selfish gene styles of argument had set aside re-
emerged: group selection and the super-organism. The for-
mer is central to Hayek’s approach to understanding human 
societies. 

In biological terms group selection takes place when an 
individual within a group is able to reproduce more suc-
cessfully than could the ‘same’ individual if living alone. 
Emergent patterns of cooperation arising within a group de-
termine that different outcome. Selection at this level is for 
or against the group, and it cannot be reduced to kin selec-
tion. Causality can be top down as well as bottom up.

In its modern form theory group selection occurs simul-
taneously with pressures for kin selection. Among eusocial 
species composed of genuinely cooperating individuals, 
such as human beings “selection among genetically diverse 
individual members promotes selfish behavior. On the other 
hand, selection between groups of humans typically pro-
motes altruism among members of the colony” (Wilson, 
2012, p. 162). The result is a complex dynamic, pulling eu-
social organisms in two directions. Within such a society 
“cheaters” typically have an advantage within the group, 
benefiting at the expense of others, and so pushing selection 
away from altruism. However, cooperating groups have the 
advantage with respect to other groups, rewarding altruis-
tic behavior. The environment within which individuals in 
groups live influences how this mix of ‘self-interested’ and 
‘altruistic’ traits manifests.

In some ways pressures for group selection can be stron-
ger among humans than among other life forms. Lewis and 
Lewin argue that evidence accumulating in behavioral eco-
nomics indicates cheaters among human beings have less of 
an advantage than a purely logical analysis would suggest. 
We appear to possess “pro-social preferences” that strength-
en the eusocial tendencies within our species (Lewis and 
Letwin, 2015). These characteristics might well have arisen 
during the enormous spans of time when the characteristics 
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of small and tribal groups made all the difference between 
survival and death.

Cultural evolution enables valuable traits acquired by 
many more sources than parents alone to be passed down. 
(Pagel, 2013). Adaptation by learning also takes place faster 
than biological adaptation (Caldwell, 2005, p. 354). From 
this perspective culturally transmitted ideas are analogous in 
important respects to genes, a point to which I will return in 
Part IV.

E. O. Wilson writes the dynamics of group selection ul-
timately creates “super organisms, the next generation of 
biological complexity above that of organisms” (Wilson, 
2012, p. 133) As A. Hamilton and J. Fewell put the matter, 
“it is coherent and compelling not only to regard colonies of 
highly social insects as individuals, but also to recognize that 
they are biological and evolutionary individuals properly so-
called” (Hamilton and Fewell, 2013, p. 191). 

The transition from discrete individuals to a super organ-
ism is well recorded in the fossil record of bees. The earliest 
bees were individuals living largely alone. This kind of bee 
still survives, and early stages in the evolutionary process 
leading to eusociality can be triggered among them. When 
artificially forced to live together, solitary bees spontaneous-
ly take on a division of labor that begins the process of group 
selection, ultimately leading to the honeybee hives we know 
so well (Wilson, 2012, p. 150). 

Like bees, ants’ evolutionary ancestors were individual-
ized, and lived independently. Today ants are more com-
pletely social than are bees, so much so that many biologists 
now hold that an ant colony is itself an individual. The trans-
formation from many individuals to one is apparently the 
most complete development of eusociality. Unlike in the 
‘selfish’ models, ants in a colony do not really cooperate for 
mutual advantage. Wilson (2012, p. 143) explains why: 

Workers are not players. When eusociality is firmly es-
tablished, they are extensions of the queen’s phenotype 
. . . alternative expressions of her personal genes and 
those of the male with whom she mated. In effect the 
workers are robots she has created in her image that 
allows her to generate more queens and males than 
would be possible were she solitary.

Wilson argues robot workers are one expression of the 
queen’s flexible phenotype and not biological individuals. 
“The defending worker is part of the queen’s phenotype, as 
teeth and fingers are part of your own phenotype.” Workers 
develop into adults “under the influence of pheromones 

from fellow colony members and other environmental cues.” 
As they do they “are directed to become one particular caste” 
(Wilson, 2012, p. 144). 

An earlier version of this kind of development underlies all 
multicellular life. Charles Goodknight observes multi-celled 
organisms became possible once they had evolved mecha-
nisms preventing evolutionary adaptations by their constitu-
ent cells, thereby subordinating them to the organism as a 
whole. He argues social insects have done the same. Worker 
bees can still occasionally lay eggs, but they are destroyed. 
Ants have taken this process to its most extreme, for workers 
are streile. Goodknight argues “the cells within a metazoan 
are not qualitatively different than, for example, individual 
bees or ants within a colony” (Goodnight, 2013, p. 46). 

Wilson (2012, p. 186) points out that:

…evidence from primitively eusocial species has 
shown . . . the queen and her workers have the same 
genes that prescribe caste and division of labor, al-
though they vary extensively in other genes. This . 
. . lends credence to the view that the colony can be 
viewed as an individual organism or, more precisely, an 
individual superorganism. . . . descent is from queen to 
queen . . . . Group selection still occurs, but it is con-
ceived to be selected as the traits of the queen and extra 
somatic projection of her personal genes.

Ants’ individuality is most clearly expressed in the colony 
as a whole. Colonies even change their behavior as they age 
(Wilson, 2012, pp. 183-7). In the case of ants group selection 
favored qualities that ultimately led the colony to be best un-
derstood as a single organism. The Borg indeed.

Remarkable as it is, this evolutionary process has not 
stopped. Among some harvester ants several queens will es-
tablish a common nest and share tasks. Their offspring live 
together. Hamilton and Fewell (2013, p. 180) note that “In 
a sense these colonies are multiple eusocial groups cohabit-
ing a single nest and acting as a single unit.” I think Wilson 
would describe it as queens cooperating for their mutual 
benefit: a community of borgs.

We are observing organisms that from one perspective 
are objectively individual but are or become parts of a larger 
organism that is also objectively an individual, even as the 
individuals that form it continue to exist, but no longer as 
quite the individuals their ancestors were. Many individu-
als become a super organism which in time itself may evolve 
into a single individual.
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To summarize these insights as they relate to this paper, 
human societies are characterized by both group and indi-
vidual selection. A continuum exists of integration within 
such groups from loose or temporary alliances for a discrete 
purpose to an open ended organization existing for its own 
sake. Within spontaneous orders organizations are subject 
to group selection. Those most effectively organized tend 
to prevail over others less effectively organized in terms of 
obtaining systemic resources from the spontaneous order in 
which they exist. We appear predisposed to reshape our per-
ceptions to harmonize with the group with which we identi-
fy. Human beings easily take on new traits when they closely 
identify with an organization.

From a biological perspective it appears the gap between 
individuality in slime molds and within tightly linked organi-
zations is quantitative not qualitative. It is more than a meta-
phor to say large organizations can become organisms under 
frequently encountered conditions. 

 “Individual organism” is a theory laden concept rather 
than intuitively obvious, and individuals from one perspec-
tive can become elements of another individual from a dif-
ferent one. Individuals arise through relationships with 
other individuals. This observation raises a wide range of 
theoretical and practical questions going well beyond the 
confines of this already ambitious paper. For example, if a 
taxis can develop into a superorganism, can the same be true 
of a cosmos?

IV: IDEAS

A biological organism is dependent on its genome. But 
human evolution consists of cultural evolution as well as 
genetic evolution. This provides two avenues by which evo-
lutionary processes can develop new organisms, and organi-
zations are organisms living within the mental ecosystem of 
human culture. 

 
Genes. memes, and the organizational mind

An organization is a pattern of relationships ordering its 
biological parts into an institution of power that cannot be 
reduced to its parts’ intentions alone. It helps shape those in-
tentions. The organization is the pattern of relationships, a 
pattern shaped and maintained by the ideas of its parts as 
influenced by its environment, including the pattern itself. 
The pattern is oriented towards the organization flourishing. 
But, like Buckminister Fuller, it is more a verb than a noun 
(Fuller, 1970).

A biological organism is also a pattern of relationships or-
dered by its genome in relation to its environment. It’s ac-
tions cannot be explained by it parts, from the eukaryotic 
cell up to and including the complex relations between our 
genomic body and the bacteria needed to keep it healthy, 
and perhaps even alive. Like an organization, it is a hierarchy 
of relations with influence going in both directions. What 
Buckminister Fuller said of himself can be said of organisms 
in general: “I seem to be a verb” (Fuller, 1970).

An organism is the expression of its genome in rela-
tion with its environment, an organization is an expression 
of ideas in relation with its environment. In the biological 
world the genome adapts or dies, and with it the organism 
that is its expression. In the social world ideas adapt or die, 
and with them the organizations that are their expression.

Richard Dawkins coined the term “meme” for an idea that 
enters into and can be transmitted by culture. Comparing 
memes to genes, Dawkins wrote they adapt, flourish, and 
die through our success or failure in incorporating them into 
our lives, for we are their carriers (Dawkins, 1989). While I 
disagree with Dawkins’ reductionist approach to evolution, 
his equating memes with genes is a most useful heuristic, 
and perhaps considerably more than that. As memes, ideas 
adapt, spread, die or mutate through their interaction in a 
social ecosystem analogous to genes in a natural one. 

From this perspective ideas are like organisms needing 
mental rather than physical energy from people to flourish. 
Ideas compete for this support and the most successful of-
ten have symbiotic relations with others the better to obtain 
and maintain that support. When no one supports an idea, it 
“dies,” or perhaps goes dormant awaiting a more supportive 
environment.

Ideas manifest in the material world through their abil-
ity to influence behavior, and powerful ideas often do this 
through their ability to inspire, create and preserve organiza-
tions. As elements within a culture, ideas influence the world 
through the mediation of the people guided by them, some-
times with the additional mediation of the organizations 
they influence.

This process of ideational growth, development, and ex-
tinction is clearly illustrated within the spontaneous order 
of science. A classical example is Newtonian theory, a scien-
tific paradigm (Kuhn) strengthened the meme of the world 
as mechanism; a meme shaping not only science but also 
how people thought about themselves, and much of social 
life, including how America’s Founders thought about the 
new constitution. (Landau, 90) In science mechanism is now 
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largely extinct, though the habits of thought and perception 
it facilitated continue elsewhere.

Epigenetics and epimemetics

The science of epigenetics is the study of heritable changes 
caused by mechanisms other than changes in the underly-
ing genes. Biologists have discovered the relationship genes-
plus-environment can have heritable consequences not 
determined by the gene on its own. How a gene expresses 
itself can also depend on the organism’s environment. 
Epigenetics explores how the same genes trigger different 
heritable somatic characteristics in different environments. 
These changes may last for multiple generations, without any 
change in the organism’s underlying DNA sequence. 

Epigenetics discards the old dichotomy of nature versus 
nurture, recognizing each is impacted and even transformed 
by the other. For example, mice with an “agouti” gene are 
obese, unusually prone to many diseases, and have yellow 
coats. They pass these traits down to their offspring. But 
when provided an unusually enriched diet mothers gave 
birth to brown coated mice that were lean and healthy. Their 
environment profoundly altered the impact of their genes 
(Jirtle, 2009; Waterman, 2003).

Epigenetic interrelationships are now known to exist 
among people. The last famine in Europe occurred when 
the Nazis cut off food to a significant part of the Netherlands 
to weaken their ability to support the invading allies. More 
than 20,000 starved. When access to food was restored in 
1945 the generation of children born to malnourished moth-
ers grew up smaller than normal, as was expected. What was 
unexpected was that the next generation was also smaller. 
The grandchildren of people traumatized by famine were 
still physically affected by the event (Carey, 2012).

This observation about genes-plus-environment applies 
even more to memes. A meme, an idea, is powerfully af-
fected by its environment: the people believing it and the 
organizations created under its influence or through which 
people seek to realize it. Organizations are particularly ef-
fective carriers of memes compatible with their survival, but 
in so doing they can transform how those memes manifest. 
Over time organizations subordinate the memes with which 
they are associated to the power they need to survive. This 
can be true even though the idea remains the “same.” 

Karl Marx inspired many people to devote their lives to 
human liberation, and his writings were required reading 
under Soviet totalitarianism. In one context he inspired al-
truistic sacrifice for the working class. In another he was 

read as justifying their most naked exploitation, an exploita-
tion that as my earlier quotation from Miklós Gimes dem-
onstrated, was invisible to the perpetrators (Polanyi, 1969, p. 
21).

The Bible is regarded as authoritative in Catholic, 
Calvinist, and Orthodox Christianity. It is also famous for 
its emphasis on forgiveness and love. But when the Bible is 
interpreted in the context of a strong church these virtues 
are consistently subordinated and even redefined into obey-
ing religious hierarchies never mentioned in scripture. For 
decades Europe was convulsed in religious war by people 
all of whom honored the same book as different organiza-
tions used that book to justify their attempts to destroy one 
another. The organizational framework within which ideas 
are incorporated changes their expression and what people 
mean by them, and it does so to serve the organization. 

Perhaps if a science arises studying this phenomenon it 
could be called ‘epimemetics’. 

On social meanings

We have now identified the crucial link shaping both people 
and the organizations of which they are a part, a link that 
exists to some degree independently of either. In addition, 
memes and organizations influence one another to some de-
gree independently of the purposes of the people motivated 
by them. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann provide the 
crucial insight as to how this happens.

Berger and Luckmann argue there are three “moments” 
in any full sociological explanation: human beings are so-
cial creations, society is a human creation, and society is an 
objective reality (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p. 61). This 
third “moment” is objective in the sense that it is the means 
by which people understand reality. Insofar as social mean-
ings are objective they are initially experienced as being as 
real as a rock. Yet these meanings are also reflexive in that 
while they shape and change minds, they can in turn be 
shaped and changed by them. They must continually be sus-
tained, and in the process can change. Any particular social 
meaning can be questioned and even abandoned, but always 
within the context of taken for granted social meanings as a 
whole, a point with which Hayek agreed (1973, p. 78).

Objectivity in this sense also means knowledge and ideas 
exist independently of any individual holding them, and can 
carry additional meanings and insights not known to those 
transmitting them. Those insights and meanings can be dis-
covered later, by others. William W. Bartley, another scholar 
deeply influenced by Hayekian insights, writes:
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What is distinctive about an item of objective knowl-
edge – a book for instance . . . is its potential for being 
understood or identified in some way that has not yet 
been imagined. . . .Objective knowledge—including all 
the potentialities that are a part of it—… forms a ma-
jor component of our ecological niche. . . . Objective 
knowledge interacts with the individuals living in that 
ecological niche, and may transform the niche itself. 
And it adapts in a way analogous to, though not identi-
cal with, biological evolution (Bartley, 1990, pp. 60-1).

Berger and Luckmann believed their insights were com-
patible with traditional methodological individualism, but 
as Paul Lewis has shown they were mistaken. In keeping 
with Bartley’s observation, they did not fully understand the 
implications of their own insights (Lewis, 2010).

We encounter social meanings as objectively real, only in 
time learning to question some of them. But we always do 
so within a taken for granted context. Our meanings adapt 
within an ecology of meaning as organisms adapt within an 
ecology of life. The meanings we explicitly encounter, as well 
as the institutions through which we examine them, shape 
the nature of our interactions. They are not passive. 

When an organization institutionalizes human purposes 
to some degree it redefines those purposes and thereby the 
context within which its members exist. Members in turn 
adapt to it. 

To the degree an organization re-shapes members’ per-
ceptions to harmonize them with its own, it takes on cen-
tral characteristics of a distinct organism. The rule members 
follow to become its agents is procedural and independent 
of any particular purpose: identify with it. In time the orga-
nization redefines its purposes in terms of its own survival. 
The organization then has interests separate from its parts 
and acts in ways not reducible to their independent deci-
sions. It has become an organism, one subordinating human 
purposes to power.

From tool to organism

I believe I can now describe the stages by which an organiza-
tion can shift from being a tool subject to human purposes 
to an increasingly independent entity. This transformations 
is not inevitable but it is one natural outgrowth of the dy-
namics set in motion by people joining an organization for 
reasons distinct from its original reasons for being created. A 
plausible description of how this process unfolds is:

1. 	 A founder attracts people to work with him or her. This 
person might be a creative entrepreneur, a charismatic 
spiritual teacher or political leader, or famous scientist. 
In its initial stages such a venture is risky and so does 
not attract the more risk averse.

2. 	 If the organization flourishes and grows, it attracts new 
members who are motivated as much or more by its at-
tractiveness as an ongoing enterprise with a future as by 
its founder’s promise as an initiator/entrepreneur with a 
dream.

3. 	 If it continues to flourish and grow the organization at-
tracts members motivated by its utility for providing a 
job, career or status. The initial reasons for why the or-
ganization was created are often secondary to their own 
reasons for getting involved. Such people will usually be 
more risk averse than the initial members. Alternatively, 
people become dependent on it for their livelihood or 
other obligations over and above their attitudes towards 
its ‘mission.’ 

4. 	 Over time members joining for utilitarian reasons often 
link their understanding of their interests more closely 
with the interests of the organization rather than with 
its original goals. For them these goals remain valued 
only insofar as they serve the organization’s survival.

5. 	 The ideas that led to the organization’s creation are 
therefore re-interpreted to subordinate them to the or-
ganization’s survival. New members learn these ideas as 
they have been re-interpreted. 

6. 	 Simultaneously, members redefine their personal goals 
to bring them into greater harmony with the organi-
zation’s culture. As it comes to provide an element of 
meaning within their lives it ceases to be of simply utili-
tarian value to them. They identify their well-being with 
its well-being while their value to it is entirely utilitar-
ian. The relation of tool to tool maker has become re-
versed. 

This gradual change in member motivations is neither 
“good” nor “bad.” Steve Jobs and Adolf Hitler could be placed 
in the first category, along with those who initially linked up 
with them. The second category could refer to people want-
ing to get involved in an exciting new technology with lots of 
opportunities for creative work, or with a new political party 
with attractive opportunities for acquiring power. The third 
would attract careerists preferring the tried and true to the 
new, or to careerists seeking to ‘normalize” and routinize a 
charismatic movement. The fourth begins when the social 
networks that arise within an organization often fulfill many 
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of the psychological needs people meet within communities, 
with the important difference that in organizations these re-
lationships are subordinated to the organization’s goals and 
its members possess only instrumental value for attaining 
those goals. The fifth involves redefining the organizations 
goals to survival. The sixth changes human members’ senses 
of who they are better integrating them into serving the or-
ganization.

When upon joining and identifying with some kinds of 
organizations individuals become different people in terms 
of their character and actions we see a variant of phenom-
ena such as slime molds. Keeping with our biological model, 
when an individual links their success with the organization 
but remains of only instrumental value to it, he or she is in 
important respects like a cell in a slime mold “slug.” 

In biological terms collectivism is the mentality of a human 
slime mold. Individuals serve the collective while re-defining 
their self-interest, but the collective has no reason to serve 
the individuals beyond its ‘self-interest’. The organization’s 
interests as an organism become their interests but there is 
no reciprocity. Totalitarian collectivism is an extreme point 
along this continuum. Dystopic novels like Brave New World 
explored these implications (Huxley, 2006).

V. 	 ONE PUZZLE ANSWERED, A NEW ONE  
	 ENCOUNTERED

We can now answer the puzzle that began this paper. Those 
who covered up the crimes of others, crimes that flew in the 
face of the values their organizations supposedly honored, 
were acting as if they were members of a greater organism. 
This organism had led its members to equate the organiza-
tion’s good with their own good. Their personal moral values 
were reshaped and subordinated to the good of the organi-
zation. Usually. And here is where our second puzzle arises. 
There are exceptions.

Becoming part of a large organization is a transformative 
experience for many people. This happens in ways many did 
not expect and would once have rejected, as in covering up 
crimes they once would have denounced in terms of the or-
ganization’s original values. Their individuality remains real 
but as with the rest of us, it is constantly shaped by the rela-
tions within which we exist (diZerega, 2014). 

But a human being is not an amoeba. Human beings pre-
serve the capacity to judge the organization of which they 
are members because the value world within which they live 
is deeper than that shaping an organization. Not everyone 
in the Milgram experiment co-operated (Milgram, 1963). 

Throughout history some people have stepped back, judged, 
and found the organization wanting. Unless they were acting 
from a sense of personal grievance that alienated them from 
the organization, one characteristic they appear to have in 
common is a deep belief in the most uniquely human ethi-
cal qualities (Nussbaum, 2006; Fogelman, 1995). It is these 
people who are the unusual cases, the ones most deserving our 
careful study and respect. 

A really interesting example

Military membership is perhaps the strongest example of 
how identification with an organization leads people to 
act in ways they would not previously have done. In recent 
American history the My Lai massacre during the Vietnam 
War stands as a particularly horrifying example.

Hugh Clowers Thompson was the American helicop-
ter pilot who landed his craft between fleeing villagers and 
American troops who were slaughtering them indiscrimi-
nately. Thompson explained “These people were looking at 
me for help and there was no way I could turn my back on 
them” (Thompson, n.d.). His empathetic capacity made all 
the difference. It was able to override the efforts to shape his 
character into simple loyalty to the military. 

Following his forcing an end to the massacre, Thompson’s 
superiors in the military acted in the same manner as those 
in the Catholic Church, Boy Scouts, or police who covered 
up others’ crimes. His commanders worked to cover-up the 
truth. On future missions they even “neglected” to provide 
the gunships that were standard protection for aeroscout 
helicopters, such as Thompson flew. Apparently facilitating 
Thompson’s death (and those with him on the helicopter) 
was preferable to providing the protection customary for pi-
lots on such missions. They had become different people by 
virtue of their identification with the organization.

This treatment continued for months until injuries in a 
crash led to Thompson’s evacuation to Japan. For nearly two 
decades afterwards he continued to be widely reviled by his 
peers for his actions at My Lai and subsequent truth telling. 

Despite it all, because of his love of flying Thompson chose 
to make a career in Army Aviation, retiring in 1983. Much 
later, in 1998, he received the Soldiers Medal, the highest 
award the Army can bestow for bravery other than in com-
bat.  Significantly, he refused to accept the medal unless it 
was also given to his crewmates, Larry Colburn, and posthu-
mously, to Glenn Andreotta. The character traits that saved 
Vietnamese lives later ensured his crewmates were recog-
nized for their bravery as well.
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In his final decade Thompson and his wife worked with 
young men and women in the military to promote and 
sustain a “moral conversation” about matters of state, war, 
honor, duty, and conscience. Moral grounding can preserve 
people from subordinating themselves to an organization.

Thompson is not unique, only rare. The story of New York 
police officer Frank Serpico follows a remarkably similar tra-
jectory (Serpico, 2014). But as recent events involving the 
New York Police Department indicate, there is a perpetual 
and strong tendency for the organization to become an end 
in itself. Serpico would apparently again have as rough a time 
in the NYPD as he had in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

From this perspective what makes human individuals im-
portant is not individuality but our capacity for moral behav-
ior disconnected from calculations of utility. Care can trump 
utility. As the ecological scientist Aldo Leopold wrote, while 
we can mourn the demise of the passenger pigeon, which 
none of us have ever seen, no passenger pigeon would have 
mourned our own passing. He concluded that “For one spe-
cies to mourn the death of another is a new thing under the 
sun” (Leopold, 1970, p. 117).

Leopold’s words illustrate the fundamental difference be-
tween the world of human beings and the world of organi-
zations within which human beings are essential parts. Far 
from simply being tools for achieving human purposes, or-
ganizations often reverse the relationship. The logic of taxis 
undermines one of our most uniquely human characteris-
tics. 

Civil society respects all humans as members of a com-
munity. Organizations have no respect for human beings as 
such. From a human perspective it is important that orga-
nizations be subordinated to civil society, the realm of truly 
human action among equals. But today more and more it is 
the other way around. 2 

CONCLUSION

We have traveled a far piece while exploring our opening 
puzzle, and by solving it have deepened our understanding 
of taxis. The major points I have developed are that 

1. 	 The most important taxis are complex emergent phe-
nomena, as are cosmos. They differ from a cosmos be-
cause they can be described in teleological terms. Taxis 
are not simply constructions, they are self-organizing 
systems.

2. 	 There is downward causation from the organizational 
systems people create to those who created them, even 
as there is upwards causation from individuals to or-
ganizations. Human behavior is therefore changed by 
close identification with organizations of which they are 
members.

3. 	 Over time there systems can shift from serving the pur-
poses of those who construct them to serving their own 
survival as a kind of organism. They remain teleological, 
but the telos shifts from one imposed on them to one 
arising out of their own processes. They develop a “self ” 
distinct from their constituent parts as well as from their 
creators. 

4. 	 The logic of taxis is collectivist and so, in human terms, 
amoral.

5. 	 Biology offers important insights on Hayekian ap-
proaches to the social sciences., especially its studies of 
ecologies, evolution, and of what constitutes an individ-
ual organism.

6. 	 The Great Society requires the absolute subordination 
not only of taxis to cosmos it also requires subordinating 
organizations to the thick value context of civil society 
rather than the thin value context of a spontaneous or-
der.	

NOTES

1	 In terms of Austrian economics, which most makes use 
of Hayekian insights, Sagoff ’s example undermines the 
argument that successful entrepreneurship always as-
sists in coordinating human plans. (Kirzner, 1976)

2	 I am grateful to comments by my referees, one of whom 
in particular facilitated my making this argument far 
more clear and easy to follow.
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