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The Bad Seed: How the Profit Motive Ruins Everything 
 
By T.Collins Logan 

 

Introduction 
 
When I was nineteen I switched from selling office equipment to selling TVs and stereos at 
Sears. The sales vibe of my new department was very different than the old. Salespeople were 
aggressive – towards each other and towards customers – to a bullying degree. They poached 
prospective customers from each other. They faked sales documentation to get extra 
commissions and bonuses. They verbally threatened and even physically assaulted each other 
over things like selling stock another salesperson had put on hold for a customer. One of them 
even got caught taking bad checks from his friends on big ticket purchases. And another 
salesperson just stole stock directly from the warehouse in the middle of the night.  
 
None of these antics ever occurred in the office equipment department. In office equipment, 
the focus was on solving problems for customers who had functional, practical needs that 
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weren’t being met. Sure, there were additional incentives for salespeople to sell higher end 
equipment, as well as bonuses for extended warranties or for selling certain brands of 
merchandise, but with office equipment the added value of those incentivized items were 
transparent to the customer, based on what they themselves were trying to accomplish, their 
risk tolerance, and their desire to save time or do their work more easily. The electric 
typewriter with the label guides, and the high-quality self-adhering labels they bought along 
with it, were achieving a specific and efficient utility. With office equipment, a customer didn’t 
need much convincing, they just needed to understand the choices available to them, and 
would clearly assess how spending more or less was going to impact their desired outcomes. 
 
In the TVs and stereos department, on the other hand, the customer mentality and sales 
dynamics were very different. A customer saying “I just want your best TV with a remote 
control that will connect to my video player” is really an open door to a near-infinite rabbit hole 
of persuasion and add-on selling. The only limitation – and this is one of the first questions we 
would ask customers in that department – was how much they wanted to spend. With TVs and 
stereos, the customer’s impulse to spend money was more self-indulgent than it was practical, 
and any increased costs represented confirmation that a feverish desire to buy the best quality 
or the latest technology was somehow being satisfied (whether that was actually occurring or 
not). This was what Thorsten Veblen would call “conspicuous consumption,” where a customer 
was mainly aiming to show off their good taste and disposable income with each purchase, and 
it provided limitless opportunities to deceive customers into spending more. The main 
beneficiaries of such deception were the salespeople, of course, with little if any benefit to the 
customer other than false confidence about how it signaled their economic prowess to others. 
 
As a consequence, this contrast led to very different sales cultures in those two departments – 
which were, incidentally, right next to each other in that particular Sears location. One culture 
was helpful, honest, low-key, and collaborative. The other culture was high pressure, 
corrosively deceptive, and viciously dog-eat-dog. After two months of my own declining self-
esteem and increasing aversion to showing up to work at all, I transferred from TVs and stereos 
to the more service-oriented department of home improvements, where I thrived. In home 
improvements, I could once again help customers solve real problems by offering meaningful 
knowledge, value, and utility. 
 
I have many more stories I could tell along similar lines at other companies where I have 
worked over the years, but these diametrically opposed commercial environments consistently 
generate the same real-world consequences. In one environment the salesperson builds 
confidence through technical knowledge and problem-solving, maintains a trust relationship 
with the customer because they are sincerely trying to be helpful, and encourages self-esteem 
through successfully and repeatedly providing quality solutions to customers over time. Real 
needs are being met with real solutions. As a result, customers who have benefited from that 
expertise tend to be grateful, and will return for no other reason than to thank the salesperson. 
Customers also develop trust and confidence that, in this department at least, they are not 
being lied to, or pressured to spend more money, or getting ripped off. 
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In the other department, customers have the opposite experience. They are routinely lied to 
about the benefits of spending more. They may not receive a quality product that meets their 
expressed needs, but instead told that what they are looking for doesn’t exist (even when it 
does, but might just be out-of-stock…or out-of-sight), and so they must settle for a product that 
is twice as expensive – and really does require their buying that extended warranty to protect 
their purchase because it is so expensive. The salesperson has usually been conditioned by 
months of sales meetings convincing them to sell certain products and services as aggressively 
as possible, with the carrot of bonuses and bigger commissions perpetually luring them into 
higher pressure selling techniques. Knowing anything at all about the products – or fully 
understanding a customer’s needs – is not that relevant, other than as incidental fodder for 
manipulation. The only thing that matters is overcoming “no” and getting to “yes.” 
 
To some, especially those whose self-concept is grounded in a spirit of service, or who learned 
to be a helpful and contributive citizen in their community growing up, or who just have what 
we might call a highly developed sense of moral responsibility, the described TV and stereo 
sales environment just isn’t going to align with their values. The sales culture I found in home 
improvement or office equipment, on the other hand, will fit like a glove. In fact, some of the 
finest people I have ever worked with were my office equipment cohorts Kaye and Jim, both of 
whom sincerely cared about the needs of their customers and doing right by them. But here’s 
the rub: the salespeople in TVs and stereos often made twice the income of those of us who 
worked in home improvement or office equipment. And Sears made more money, too, because 
the profit margins for TVs and stereos were substantially higher. 

 

 
                       My coworker Kaye and me, in the Sears office equipment department, circa 1986.  
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And this is the principle I want us to consider in light of these experiences: as a general rule, 
products and services with higher profit margins tend to create less ethical, higher pressure 
sales environments, especially when those products and services begin drifting into the “Veblen 
goods” category – that is, are optional or even luxury purchases signaling status and means, 
rather than fulfilling essential, functional needs with a specific, more mundane utility. This 
results in less ethically rigorous sales tactics earning much higher incomes, creating a powerful 
profit-making engine of perpetually rewarded bad behavior. The profit margin rule can of 
course apply to the same product or service category, such as the $5,000 designer watch versus 
the $100 run-of-the-mill brand; or the $400 meal at a posh restaurant verse a quick $20 bite at 
a sub shop or pizza parlor. With a fairly high degree of predictability, utility-level purchases tend 
to create helpful, no-nonsense salespeople who aim to solve basic problems and fulfill basic 
requirements, and Veblen-level purchases tend to create more manipulative, self-interested, 
and cagey salespeople who aim to satisfy a more ephemeral and symbolic urge for a customer 
to feel wealthy, hip, savvy, or important. 
 
But what about actually owning these luxury goods and displaying them to broadcast wealth 
and status? Does that also have an impact on one’s self-concept, relationships, and behaviors? 
Or what about simply having more wealth than other people – or believing that we have 
material advantages and status in society? Does this impact our behaviors and interactions? 
Let’s take a look. 
 
Paul Piff’s Research 
 
Dr. Paul Piff, a professor of psychological science at UC Berkeley, has uncovered some very 
interesting correlations between wealth, social status, and human behaviors. Here are just a 
few examples of the results of his studies: 
 

1. People who drive luxury vehicles are much more likely to cut off other drivers instead of 
waiting their turn at intersections, and to speed past pedestrians trying to use a 
crosswalk – even after making eye contact with them. 

2. After an exercise in comparing themselves to others, study participants who concluded 
they were much better off than others took much more free candy for themselves, even 
though they knew the leftover candy would be given to children. 

3. When people are given arbitrary advantages when playing Monopoly (i.e. twice the 
amount of money to begin with, the ability to roll two dice instead of one, etc.), they 
end up believing over the course of the game that they somehow deserved to win – that 
it was their own good luck or skill that provided their advantages, rather than conditions 
and rules being rigged in their favor. 

4. Wealthy people are proportionally less generous with their resources than poor people 
– they simply are less willing to give. 
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In a 2013 TEDx talk, Paul Piff summarized the findings of his research this way: “As a person’s 
levels of wealth increase, their feelings of compassion and empathy go down, and their feelings 
of entitlement, of deservingness, and their ideology of self-interest increases.” 
 
Although this is just one researcher’s conclusions, there is additional research along these same 
lines from Michael Kraus and Dacher Keltner. Francesca Gino also produced supportive 
research on this topic, but unfortunately Harvard recently concluded she may have 
manipulated her data. And there is other supportive evidence, such as studies in Great Britain 
and the U.S. that show poor people give over twice the percentage of their income to charity 
that wealthy people do. 
 
Other Personal Experiences and Their Consequences 
 
I myself have observed similar correlations regarding rich and poor throughout my own life. 
Before I recount some of those experiences, I think it is important to offer the caveat that there 
are certainly exceptions to these trends. Not all wealthy people are callous and selfish, and not 
all poor people are generous and compassionate. This should be obvious. What we are really 
discussing here is the observable tendency of wealth to cause certain types of behavioral 
changes, shifts in self-concept, and cognitive bias. 
 
My mother and father came from different backgrounds, married very young, and got divorced 
barely a year after I was born. My mom’s family consisted of blue-collar folks with Irish and 
Hungarian heritage. My dad’s family was well-to-do New England WASP that traced its heritage 
back to the earliest Pilgrims. My mom’s mother had been adopted, so we didn’t know her 
family’s history, and my mom’s father was tight-lipped about his Hungarian immigrant family – 
we never met any of his relatives. My dad’s mother would frequently remind me of how I was 
related to Abraham Lincoln through his wife Mary Todd, and how important her status and 
position were in the local West Hartford, Connecticut community. On Thanksgiving at my 
mom’s parents’ house – a small, cramped, and humble house in Manchester, Connecticut – I 
would be surrounded by what my mom called “Mountain People,” relatives who drove down 
from their backwoods homes to mingle in an awkward but joyous chaos with city folk just one 
day of the year. On Thanksgiving at my dad’s parents’ house – a large and lovely Colonial on the 
edge of a recreational lake – our wealthy family matriarch would preside over an orderly dinner 
where everyone sat in their assigned seats at a very expensive cherry wood dining room table, 
and vehement intellectual arguments would ensue around politics, religion, and culture. 
 
When I lived with my mom, we were usually in messy and boisterous low-income housing 
packed to the gills with other poor folk, many of whom were black or Italian (both of whom 
considered me the only “white” kid in the neighborhood). When I spent summers with my 
paternal grandmother, I was uniformly surrounded by very white, neatly dressed, quiet and 
well-behaved children, raised with generational wealth, who were suspicious of my own deep 
tan, thrift store clothing, and uncouth behavior. The cultural contrasts could not have been 
more extreme. But here are some of my observations from the contrasting experiences of that 

https://blog.ted.com/6-studies-of-money-and-the-mind/
https://www.thelondoneconomic.com/news/environment/poor-people-really-are-more-charitable-than-the-rich-according-to-new-research-93441/
https://www.thelondoneconomic.com/news/environment/poor-people-really-are-more-charitable-than-the-rich-according-to-new-research-93441/
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childhood over the course of several years: 
 

1. My poorer friends and neighbors of color 
routinely spoke with emotional 
directness and honesty, so that conflicts 
were intense but brief, then quickly 
forgotten. In contrast, during my time 
with the WASP wealthy, many 
disagreements and much disgruntlement 
persisted indefinitely and without 
resolution, and the underlying issues 
were almost never discussed directly, but 
were instead “swept under the carpet” – 
unless, of course, someone had had too 
much to drink. 

2. The poorer neighborhood families in 
Manchester, Connecticut, despite being 
complete strangers to my mom and me, 
were reliably generous with their time 
and resources, often inviting me over for 
dinner after a playdate with their 
children, offering to drive the kids over to 
nearby activities if we wanted, lending 
me a coat or hat if it was raining so we 
could go outside to play, and letting the 
gaggle of young friends stay up late 
together if we were having fun – there 
were exceptions, but this was the norm. 
In contrast, only one of the wealthier families “on the lake” in West Hartford shared 
these generous, supportive, or indulgent qualities; only that one family ever invited me 
over for dinner, or leant me a life jacket so I could go sailing, or encouraged me to play 
with their children in any way. However, that one exception also lived next door to my 
grandmother, and the older children were close friends with my father and his 
siblings…so they weren’t strangers. 

3. Among the poorer families – whether black, Italian, or Irish – I generally felt much safer 
and more accepted, even though they considered me outside of their club, gang, or 
tribe; as a consequence of this acceptance, most of our play was unsupervised. Among 
the wealthy families, my obvious lower economic status and limited social education 
and training made me a pariah who was not welcome in their homes, places of worship, 
or as a participant in most activities; and so, all of my interactions with those well-to-do 
children were carefully supervised by frowning parents. 

These examples are just the shallow skipping of a stone across much deeper waters. To never 
feel comfortable, safe, accepted, or “just part of the gang” when I was around wealthy children 
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was consistently alienating. I was not their equal, and they never let me forget it. To feel like I 
was just another member of the family (or gang, as was often the case) when I spent time with 
poorer kids was a balm on my heart, spirit, and sense of self. Nearly all of these children – 
wealthy or poor – struggled with their identity, confidence, self-esteem, and ability to fit in with 
their peers. But even though there were pecking orders and sometimes cruel rites of passage 
for kids in those poor communities, there was also forgiveness, emotional intelligence, 
compassion, and empathy. Among the wealthy children, too often there was only an endless 
jockeying for dominance, inflexible standards for being included or excluded, and unrepentantly 
mocking cruelty.  
 
As a consequence of these early lived experiences – along with reinforcements of patterns I 
observed at school and other environments – by my teenage years I had resolved not to pursue 
wealth for its own sake. This was, perhaps, one reason why it was so easy for me to abandon 
higher commission sales jobs selling Veblen goods for the simple pleasure of helping people 
solve problems to meet their practical needs, and maybe save them money at the same time. 
And when I eventually launched my own IT consulting business – and after that a project 
management business for home improvements – it seemed obvious and sensible for this 
approach to become the focus of my business ventures. From those many years of experience 
helping my clients, I do think it is possible to “make a profit” (or a living wage, as the case may 
be) without abusing, deceiving, or exploiting people. It just requires a conscious decision to do 
the right thing, and the moral courage to follow through. 
 
That said, the most satisfying efforts in my life so far have not been monetarily profitable. In my 
Integral Lifework coaching and healing arts practice in San Diego, I used a sliding scale based on 
people’s ability to pay, and barely broke even meeting my office overhead. But the positive 
outcomes of my clients were totally worth it. My photography has likewise never turned much 
of a profit, but it brings me intense satisfaction to capture just the right moment, in just the 
right light, at just the right angle, with just the right composition – and then share those 
creations with others. Writing-for-hire was the one exception where I could combine passion 
and skill to produce regular income – mainly as a copy writer and content editor. But that has 
never been my writing’s main focus. In my twenties, I did sell one short story, entitled “Non-
Potential Citizen,” to a magazine, but since then nonfiction has been my mainstay. Over time, I 
built a collection of nonfiction work that can be purchased in print. Since most of this writing is 
also available as free downloads, however, I usually make less than $100 a year from online 
book sales. Lots of folks seem to enjoy free access to my work, so that’s great; my writing is 
being read, and that’s what really matters to me. 
 
In these more gratifying efforts, I have not provided services or created things with the express 
purpose of making money. I have labored to contribute, help, inform, entertain, inspire, and 
express my affection for this crazy world, without regard for financial benefit. Looking back over 
a lifetime of such choices, there is very little I would change. Most certainly, I would not forsake 
the guiding light of my passions, which is to be a healing, loving, and creative presence – 
regardless of my income. All of this experience is what compelled me to take a take a careful, 
closer look at the profit motive itself.  

https://tcollinslogan.com/fiction/page9/index.html
https://tcollinslogan.com/fiction/page9/index.html
https://www.amazon.com/stores/T.-Collins-Logan/author/B003C8GTM0
https://tcollinslogan.com/
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The Bigger Picture: Death by Greed 
 
At this point the discerning reader might well ask: “Who cares about differences between rich 
and poor?” Why does it matter that people’s wealth, status, or possessions may somehow 
encourage them to become either caring and compassionate on the one hand, or indifferent 
assholes on the other? If there are plenty of poor people across society to prop up civic 
standards of generosity and compassion, why should we be concerned if the understandably 
smaller group of wealthy citizens is stingy and lacks empathy? Will this difference really have 
any substantial impact on the course of human civilization, or a majority of people’s quality of 
life…?  
 
In the course of exploring a possible answer to these questions, I think we need to return to the 
evidence that the profit motive has led humanity into some very dark places. We’ll begin by 
evaluating the most extreme negative consequences of the profit motive around the globe, and 
then dig a bit more into detailed representative examples. Zooming out to a high-altitude 
snapshot of the worst possible outcomes to workers and consumers over the past century or so 
in the U.S., consider the statistics in the chart on the following page regarding premature 
deaths that were caused either directly or indirectly by relentless pursuit of the profit motive 
over the last century. 
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Chart: Death by Greed 

 
Consider that, in total, this chart represents over three quarters of a billion deaths attributable 
to our capitalist system, for which hardly anyone has ever been held accountable in any way. 
The lethality of greed has become an accepted fact of life under the profit motive. And yet this 
incomprehensible number only superficially begins to account for all of the willful and 
deliberate corporate disregard for human life, well-being, and happiness in search of a few 
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more bucks. It doesn’t calculate the number of human beings disabled by work-related injuries 
or faulty products. It doesn’t touch upon the romances, marriages, and families broken under 
the crushing psychological burden of consumer debt, medical debt, and work-related stress. It 
doesn’t capture the lifelong anxiety, loneliness and isolation, and chronic illnesses caused by 
profit-seeking disregard for worker and consumer safety. Clearly, the abuse and exploitation of 
consumers, workers, and the environment by corporate executives has also become an 
acceptable fact of life. 
 
However, some readers will inevitably nitpick both how I’m characterizing these corporate 
statistics and the validity of the micro-macro comparison, so I think it will be helpful to dig a 
little deeper into these correlations, and examine a few notable champions of corporate greed 
in greater detail. 
 
Purdue Pharma 
 

 
Photo credit Petyr Cirino 

 
There are few better examples of corrupt pharmaceuticals than Purdue Pharma and its owners, 
the Sackler family – to whom we can, at a minimum, attribute about 400,000 OxyContin deaths 
over its initial decade of widespread use in the U.S, and an additional 400,000 additional opioid 
deaths over the following decade, where the downward spiral may have begun with an Oxy 
prescription and misuse, but ultimately ended in a heroin, fentanyl, or other drug cocktail 
overdose. Then, despite a welcome decline, roughly another 200,000 have died from opioid 

https://www.equifax.com/personal/education/credit-cards/articles/-/learn/impacts-debt-mental-health/
https://www.instagram.com/petyrcirino/
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overdoses in the last five years as a consequence of an opioid crisis that is widely attributed to 
the overprescribing of OxyContin. So that totals one million American lives over twenty-five 
years that we can lay either directly or indirectly at Purdue Pharma’s feet. But none of the 
Sackler family, Purdue company managers or executives, or careless overprescribing doctors 
have gone to jail for indulging in this homicidal greed. 
 
So what was happening here? And how can we be so confident that the profit motive is to 
blame for these overdose deaths?  
 

1. First, Purdue Pharma claimed that extended release version of OxyContin was less 
addictive than other opioids, but they knew this was a falsehood invented to promote 
their drug. 

2. Then Purdue began marketing OxyContin for many other chronic pain conditions 
beyond cancer, which was a novel way to expand sales. 

3. Then Purdue developed an aggressive sales strategy that leveraged lucrative bonuses 
for salespeople to secure high volume sales with known high-prescribing doctors, even 
creating a free supply “starter coupon” program that encouraged initial and continued 
use for patients. 

4. Purdue generated a slew of misleading advertising, deceptive promotional materials and 
presentations, and outright false propaganda about OxyContin’s “nonaddictive” safety 
and efficacy, further fueling its rapid adoption. 

5. Purdue deliberately withheld and delayed information required by the FDA, and 
appeared to manipulate the approval process, so that OxyContin labeling did not 
adequately warn patients about addiction or appropriate use of the drug. 

6. Purdue aggressively fought off any attempts to curtail its expanding sales of OxyContin, 
even after it became unquestionably clear that Purdue’s tactics had spawned an opioid 
epidemic in the U.S. 

 
There is more (see this 2019 Stat News article), but what we can very clearly ascertain is that 
the Sackler family through Purdue Pharma was a classic corporate bad actor, driven by profit at 
the expense of human suffering and death. There could be no more obvious villain to be reined 
in, shut down, tried, convicted, and locked away. But that is not what happened, and it is 
essential to appreciate that such toxic and lethal profit-making enterprises do not operate in a 
vacuum, but are supported by a government, justice system, medical system, and civil society 
that has embraced the principle – down to its very marrow – that anything motivated by profit 
is fundamentally permissible. No matter the depths of heinous evil perpetrated in the name of 
profit, all is to be forgiven if the perpetrator has obtained extraordinary wealth. The pursuit of 
profit – albeit through reckless, ruthless, and immoral means – perpetually proves itself to 
reside outside of both normative moral standards and an equitable application of the rule of 
law. 
 

https://www.statnews.com/2019/12/03/oxycontin-history-told-through-purdue-pharma-documents/
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In this particular case, the Sackler family and Purdue Pharma settled their case for $7.4 billion, 
and none of them ever seemed in danger of jailtime. In other words, for killing one million 
people, they paid a fine and walked free, and no criminal charges were ever filed against them. 
Consider that the Sackler family’s net worth is, as of mid-2025, still north of $5 billion, even 
after all these years of settlements, bankruptcies, and litigation. And the settlement monies, 
regardless of how they are spent to help mitigate opioid addiction in the future, will never 
make all those people they killed with their drug – or the victims’ families – whole again. 
 
The saddest part of all about this example is that it reflects common attitudes and practices 
widely found throughout the pharmaceutical industry. Drugs from other major drug companies 
such as Merck, Bayer, GlaxoSmithKline, Roche, and many more have also evidenced negative – 
and sometimes lethal – patient outcomes that the companies knew about from their own trials, 
but did not disclose.1 
 
Personal Experiences 
 
On a personal level, in my early thirties I was in a 
romantic relationship for just over a year with 
someone addicted to Oxy. At the time I thought I 
was devotedly in love (though now I suspect it was 
more a combination of obsessive infatuation, 
codependency, and lust), and I was willing to do 
countless things for her without question. I drove 
her to multiple doctors to obtain prescriptions for 
pain medication, then to multiple pharmacies to 
have those scripts filled. I did not realize I was 
helping her game the system and feed her addiction. 
She did have serious conditions – fibroids, 
fibromyalgia, and migraines – that demanded 
legitimate pain management, but I could not 
differentiate those medical needs from her addictive 
behaviors. Her sister actually tried to warn me on 
one occasion, saying outright: “You know she’s 
addicted to pain killers, right?” I of course angrily 
rejected that accusation. 
 
As you can imagine, my relationship didn’t end well. 
I remember a friend and I walking along a path 
beside one of Seattle’s many sloughs, and my telling 
him I had finally broken things off with my Oxy addict girlfriend. He sighed and nodded, put his 
hand on my shoulder, and said “Frankly, I’m relieved. This past year with her, you’ve been the 

 
1 https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp068246, https://www.newsweek.com/2014/11/21/medical-science-

has-data-problem-284066.html, https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC421770/,  

https://www.npr.org/2025/06/16/nx-s1-5435318/purdue-pharma-sacklers-reach-new-7-4-billion-opioid-settlement
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp068246
https://www.newsweek.com/2014/11/21/medical-science-has-data-problem-284066.html
https://www.newsweek.com/2014/11/21/medical-science-has-data-problem-284066.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC421770/
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most unhappy I’ve ever seen you.” What my friend didn’t know was that even as my girlfriend 
had threatened suicide several times over the course of that year, I myself had also begun 
considering making an abrupt exit from this world as a consequence of the drama, pain, and 
heartbreaking disappointment of that relationship. So yeah…it was indeed the most unhappy I 
had ever been. Thankfully I was able to find a good therapist and work through what was going 
on within me, and face the reasons I was so eager to rescue (i.e. codependently enable) a 
damsel in distress in the first place. 
 
But I saw firsthand the damage Oxy addiction can do to someone’s life – and how hard it can be 
for them to seek help, even when they begin to lose everything. I lost touch with that former 
girlfriend, but have learned since that she was found dead in her home some ten years ago, at 
age 53. I don’t think she ever completely freed herself from her addictive habits. 
 
Returning to the corporate causes behind the deaths of so many people, the average consumer 
might become confused about the systemic nature of profit’s destructive capacity – especially if 
we only focus on a few very bad apples like Purdue Pharma. What needs to be more accurately 
demonstrated is the scope of deceptive manipulation that occurs in vast, coordinated efforts 
across whole industries to secure ever expanding growth of a given business and satisfy the 
ever-enlarging appetite of corporate shareholders for greater returns on their investments.  
 
So let’s take a look at another sector’s efforts to hoodwink America into yet another addiction 
that can, eventually and demonstrably, kill its customers. 
 
Fast/Junk Food 
 
Technically, we could list a lot of historical and present-day corporate malfeasance under the 
“Regulatory Interference for Profit” heading, since so many industries lobby government and 
the public relentlessly to achieve this self-serving outcome. But I specifically call out ultra-
processed food producers here because this industry has engaged in these efforts with such 
relentless commitment for so many decades, and done so with enough success, that despite 
most people knowing fast food is considered unhealthy (one study indicates as much as 68%), 
some 85 million people in the U.S. are consuming it every day. 
 
First and foremost, we should establish the simple fact that a majority of fast food is often 
“junk” food, which, like all ultra-processed foods, is characterized by high levels of sugar and 
other carbohydrates, contains high levels of salt and saturated fats, and has correspondingly 
low fiber content. And all of these characteristics are bad for human beings, but the specifics 
are pretty daunting. Regular consumption of ultra-processed food elevates the risk of long-term 
negative health outcomes, including: 
 

• Insulin resistance, weight gain, and type 2 diabetes. 

• Increases in blood pressure, cholesterol, triglycerides, inflammation, and poor oral 
health – all of which contribute to heart disease. 

https://business.yougov.com/content/49943-americans-recognize-unhealthy-foods-what-drives-them-to-keep-eating
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• Negative mental health impacts, including depression, anxiety, and memory and 
learning impairment and decline. 

• Increased risks of cancer and premature death. 

 
There is extensive research to support these associations, but this Medical News Today article 
offers a concise overview of many fast food pitfalls, and this comparative study demonstrates 
the strong correlations between fast food and drink sales and obesity around the globe. 
 
Now consider that, according the CDC, some 37% of folks living in the U.S. are consuming fast 
food on any given day – that is how we arrive at the 85 million number mentioned earlier.  One 
study also estimates that 93% of children and 86% of adults consume some form of junk food 
on any given day in the U.S. 
 
With this data in mind, wouldn’t we want to more comprehensively educate people about the 
known dangers of ultra-processed food – and perhaps aim to thoughtfully regulate its 
advertising, overconsumption, and proliferation throughout society? Well, in places where such 
efforts have been successfully undertaken, there have been positive impacts on reducing 
obesity in particular – and this supportive data has been available for over a decade.  
 
But elsewhere, including here in the U.S., both food education and regulatory initiatives have 
struggled against substantial headwinds. Not only have the fast and junk food industries 
deliberately enhanced the addictive qualities of their products, they have also taken another 
page out of Big Tobacco’s playbook by aggressively marketing to children. This has coincided 
with highly organized and well-funded projects to prevent any regulation of the food industry – 
or educational actions to correct misinformation about highly processed foods – that might 
curtail profits. Such projects have included: 
 

• Preventing local regulatory efforts from taking effect through nutrition-related 
preemption laws. 

• Marketing campaigns that falsely claim the food industry will self-regulate in the public’s 
interest. In reality, in all countries where the food industry has promised to self-
regulate, children’s exposure to junk food advertising is actually worse. 

• Deceiving or confusing consumers about the health benefits of highly processed food by 
using misleading buzz words and food claims like “all natural,” “superfood,” “high in 
fiber,” “additive-free,” or “no sugar.” In the same way, convenience food sellers have 
used the terms “healthy” or “great for you” to describe foods that really aren’t. 

• Lobbying efforts to stop, reduce, or delay regulation of unhealthy foods. 

• Following a corporate playbook that deflects blame for poor individual health away 
from corporate products to bad individual choices, while at the same time insisting that 
the freedom to make those unhealthy choices is a natural right that government 
shouldn’t be allowed to interfere with. 

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/324847#long-term-impacts
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31099480/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db322.htm
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8408879/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8408879/
https://www.kff.org/news-summary/tighter-regulation-of-fast-food-industry-could-help-curb-rising-obesity-rates-study-says/
https://www.kff.org/news-summary/tighter-regulation-of-fast-food-industry-could-help-curb-rising-obesity-rates-study-says/
https://www.salon.com/2023/01/15/how-corporations-manipulate-you-into-eating-more-junk/
https://www.eurekaselect.com/article/39753
https://www.cspinet.org/advocacy/nutrition/food-marketing-kids
https://www.forbes.com/sites/robwaters/2017/06/21/soda-and-fast-food-lobbyists-push-state-preemption-laws-to-prevent-local-regulation/
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2009.160960
https://www.uow.edu.au/media/2019/industry-self-regulation-of-food-advertising-doesnt-work-worldwide-study-shows.php
https://www.obesityaction.org/resources/navigating-misleading-food-marketing/
https://cahfs.umn.edu/news/weekly-topic-editorial-misleading-food-labeling
https://www.reuters.com/article/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/fast-food-lobbies-us-states-on-happy-meal-laws-idUSTRE7484YN/
https://news.thin-ink.net/p/freedoms-just-another-word-for
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None of these projects are all that surprising – we see corporations defending their profits in 
this way across many industries. But again, in an industry responsible for nearly 500 Million 
premature deaths over a 35-year period, what is most shocking is that fast and junk food 
continue to prevail in a business model that actively undermines human life. 
 
Personal Experiences 
 
Here again, I have a personal story to share. My own mother was diagnosed with type 2 
diabetes in her early sixties. She had always tried to eat healthily and cook her own meals, but 
as she got older this became more difficult for her. Fast food and unhealthy snacks were just so 
much easier and cheaper, and she savored the weekly trips into town to have her favorite fast 
food meal: a Wendy’s hamburger and fries. She also coveted the sugary snacks she kept beside 
her living room chair, from which she loved to watch reruns of old Westerns on TV. She knew 
the sugar wasn’t good for her, but she couldn’t stop herself from buying and eating these 
snacks constantly. And, because of a scary fall she’d had one year while out walking her dog, my 
mom was now much more hesitant to exercise in any regular way, further contributing to her 
weight gain, poor blood sugar management, and insulin resistance. 
 
Within just a couple of years – and even with routine drugs and insulin injections to control her 
blood sugar – my mom’s diabetes was out of control. She routinely hit blood sugar levels of 400 
mg/dLm (type 2 diabetics aim to keep this number below 180). Despite repeat interventions to 
help with her diet and exercise, hiring outside help to visit with her every day and drive her to 
the local Senior Center for activities, my mom’s health declined rapidly. First the transient 
ischemic attacks (TIAs) began, with multiple trips to the Emergency Room. Then symptoms of 
dementia steadily worsened. Then she experienced a coronary artery blockage that required a 
stint. Then her kidneys began to fail, which seemed to worsen all the other symptoms she was 
experiencing. And by age 72, my mother could no longer live at home, and needed full-time 
care in a dementia lockdown ward.  
 
Now were junk food and fast food producers “at fault” for my mother’s precipitous decline in 
health and quality of life? Can we draw a straight line from Wendy’s TV advertisements to my 
mom landing in a dementia ward? Well no, of course not. And this is part of the problem: the 
lifelong self-poisoning of someone like my mom, who had a strong will and vibrant intelligence, 
can’t really be laid directly at the feet of corporate greed. But, just like the Sacklers, fast food 
corporate executives certainly don’t seem to care very much about the negative health impacts 
of their products on consumers. At some point, we have to ask the simple question of whether 
it is okay to allow some people to make massive amounts of money with products that harm, 
debilitate, and ultimately end their customers’ lives. 
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One final note is that both my 
mother and I worked in the fast 
food industry for brief periods –
both of us at McDonald’s. One 
thing that quickly became 
evident was the focus on kids – 
the Happy Meals, the enclosed 
play areas, the Ronald 
McDonald clown statues, and of 
course the kid-centric media 
marketing. And, back then at 
least, when kids entered a 
McDonald’s they were 
genuinely excited, hopping and 
pointing and pulling on their 
parents’ hands, all with big 
smiles on their faces. Just like 
Joe Camel, branded candy 
cigarettes, and fruity vaping 
flavors from the Tobacco 
industry, the goal was to get 
kids hooked early and create a 
lifelong habit. Recently, 
McDonald’s aim seems to be to 
evoke nostalgia for childhood 
experiences as well, with their 
introduction of “Collector’s 
Meals.” Anything to keep us 
hooked! 
 
The promotional ad on this 

page was part of a joint marketing campaign with the Manchester Herald that featured my 
mom when she worked as a hostess at McDonald’s. My mom, always able to find humor in 
awkward situations, enjoyed the suggestive dissonance of the newspaper’s headline “Hundreds 
Lost At Sea” as she joyfully served her customers. 
 
  

https://civicscience.com/a-growing-influence-of-nostalgia-helps-drive-interest-in-mcdonalds-collectors-meal/
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U.S. Healthcare System 
 
Speaking of human health, we really must include the broken healthcare system in the U.S. as 
another prominent example of the profit motive failing America in profound and lethal ways.  
Why are health outcomes so much poorer in the U.S. as compared to other high-income 
countries (HICs), despite Americans spending so much more on healthcare? And why, in 
comparison to other HICs, were there some 15 million “excess deaths” in the U.S. over a 43-
year period because of those failings? The chart below captures the extraordinary 
incompetence of U.S. healthcare in just maternal mortality alone. 
 

 
The answers are complicated, but despite the U.S. expending roughly double what all other 
HICs spend in per-capita healthcare costs, several factors persistently contribute to much 
poorer patient outcomes in the U.S.: 
 

• In the U.S., a for-profit “insurance middleman” can deny coverage for necessary 
diagnostic testing and more effective (but more expensive) treatments – or won’t cover 
those costs promptly or reliably – and demands high administrative overhead from 
providers. This results in delayed or inconsistent treatment and a lower quality of care 
that puts the health and lives of patients at risk – and all at ever-increasing costs. 

• Perverse incentives: The U.S. healthcare system fee-for-service model encourages a 
volume of medical visits and procedures – including ones that are not necessary – over-
and-above medical efficacy, so that profits can be maximized across the system.  

• Direct-to-consumer advertising creates demand for unproven or less effective medical 
treatments with potentially greater risks. This misleads consumers and complicates 
medical care. The U.S. is the only high-income country that allows pharmaceutical and 
medical technology companies to market directly to consumers, and there is a good 
reason why other countries disallow this practice. 

 

https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/quality-u-s-healthcare-system-compare-countries/
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2020/jan/us-health-care-global-perspective-2019
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama-health-forum/fullarticle/2834281
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/health-spending-u-s-compare-countries/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/health-spending-u-s-compare-countries/
https://www.aha.org/news/blog/2022-05-02-five-ways-commercial-insurer-policies-drive-costs-and-hurt-patients
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/is-our-healthcare-system-broken-202107132542
https://www.medicaleconomics.com/view/how-perverse-incentives-are-ruining-healthcare
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3278148
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3278148
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Here again, lobbyists from the medical industry work tirelessly to create barriers to regulation 
of their products – and the most favorable political and economic environments for their 
company’s profits – all while ensuring that medical decisions are primarily made for the benefit 
of corporations rather than patients. 
 
Personal Experiences 
 
One morning in my early twenties I awoke with severe back pain. I had no idea what was 
happening, but the pain became so severe that I began to throw up – and couldn’t stop. So I 
called 911. Within just a few minutes, the local Fire Department’s EMTs were on-site, 
witnessing me turning an increasingly paler shade of white as they checked my vitals. When the 
ambulance arrived, they loaded me in and rushed me to the nearest hospital. Along the way, 
the pain somehow became even more severe, and I began dry-heaving as my body convulsed 
over and over again. It was probably the least entertaining eight minutes I’ve ever experienced, 
and the paramedics could only grimace and apologize that they couldn’t give me anything for 
the pain until the folks at the hospital determined what the problem was. 
 
Once at the hospital, a CT scan revealed that I had two sizable kidney stones making their way 
through my kidneys. Through my dehydrated haze of agony, I understood that there were 
nerve endings in my kidneys that were being slashed by the spiky barbs on the surface of the 
kidney stones. I remember thinking to myself: “Why? Why would the delicate membranes 
inside a kidney have all these nerves? And why would kidney stones have spiky barbs on 
them?!” It made no sense! 
 
What did make sense was the morphine, which the hospital rapidly administered after the 
kidney stone diagnosis, and which quickly eliminated my waves of pain and muscle spasms. 
They also administered an IV to rehydrate me – with the hope of flushing the stones out as 
well. Eventually, all was well with the world, and I could lay on the gurney in the hospital 
hallway and actually relax for a bit. After a while, I was even able to pass one of the stones, 
feeling it acutely throughout its entire journey. This was a big stone. 
 
Upon my release, I was informed of options to deal with the remaining kidney stone, and given 
some oxycodone for the pain. The hoped-for outcome was that with enough hydration, physical 
activity, and time, the remaining stone would clear itself. So I went home feeling very sore and 
tired, but hopeful. 
 
Unfortunately, the stone didn’t clear on its own. Soon there was another early morning 
awakening to the same severity of pain I had felt before. But this time I knew what was going 
on. So I took the oxycodone, drank a huge glass of water, and walked slowly around the house. I 
was surprised by the fact that knowing what caused the pain actually helped me manage it – 
and I didn’t throw up this time. I did, however, ask my primary care doctor for a referral to a 
urologist. The hospital had explained that a urologist could help remove the stone more quickly, 
likely using an innovative new technique called Extracorporeal Shock Wave Lithotripsy (ESWL). I 
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even had a handout that explained the simple, non-invasive procedure, which used sound 
waves to break up a stone so it could pass on its own. 
 
I was able to get an appointment with a urologist in just a couple of days. I brought my handout 
with me, indicating that I would like to try the non-invasive ESWL procedure. The urologist 
looked at the ESWL handout and frowned. “Well we could use this approach,” he said, his tone 
tinged with distaste, “but the question you need to ask yourself is just how badly you want this 
to be over with. How quickly you want the pain to stop?” I wanted it to stop as quickly as 
possible, of course, and said as much. “Then I would recommend we do the more traditional 
ureteroscopy. That way you can be sure the stone has been removed.” 
 
The urologist then described the procedure, which was pretty invasive. A scope would be slid 
up my urethra to the location of the stone, which would then be broken apart with a laser so 
that it could pass. A ureteral stent (a long flexible tube) would then be left inside to allow urine 
to pass through a ureter now inflamed by the procedure. I could remain awake throughout the 
entire process, receiving a spinal block instead of general anesthesia. And when I asked how 
soon we could do the procedure, the urologist smiled expansively and exclaimed: “How about 
right now?” 
 
After I received my spinal anesthesia, the ureteroscopy went smoothly and quickly. It was 
awkward watching the urologist twist and shove surgical instruments up through my manhood, 
but he seemed confident and competent. Within just forty minutes or so, he said he had 
removed most of the stone and showed the largest pieces to me. I was actually surprised that 
such tiny white fragments could produce so much pain, but he said the stone’s size and location 
had prevented it from passing through some narrower channels in my kidney. He gave me 

instructions on not doing any high-
impact exercise of any kind, because 
the spinal block needed to properly 
close up, and sent me on my way. 
 
Happy to be free of both pain and the 
fear of pain, I was off and running. That 
evening I happened to be on a science 
fiction discussion panel at Norwescon, 
and was eager to get there in time to 
scope things out and hobnob with my 
fellow panelists. So I hopped on my 
Honda Silver Wing GL500 (same model 
year as pictured to the left) and rode as 
fast as I could – which was, in those 
days, a fair bit over the speed limit – to 
the hotel where the convention was 
taking place.  
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The panel went splendidly, with compelling debates over the possible trajectories of fungal 
intelligence on the Olympic Peninsula, among many other topics, and I left feeling euphoric and 
pleased. On the way home, however, I experienced something odd. As I rounded the North end 
of Lake Washington on the highway, the horizon began to tilt noticeably down to one side. I 
knew I was still upright on my Honda – I could feel that clearly in my body – but that is not what 
my eyes were telling me. So I quickly pulled off the highway into a diner parking lot, and made a 
call to the nearest hospital on a payphone. The nurse there somehow got an ER doctor on the 
line right away, who, when I described the medical procedure I’d had the previous day, knew 
exactly what was going on. In a strong eastern European accent, he said: “You’re brain is being 
sucked down your spinal cord.” “What?” “Yes, you should not be riding a motorcycle so soon 
after a spinal block. Your spinal fluid is leaking out of the injection hole and pulling on your 
brain stem. You must come here as quickly as possible…and have someone else drive you 
please.” 
 
Despite feeling a little dizzy – and a little disturbed by the prospect of my brain getting sucked 
down my spinal cord – I thought I could wait until a friend could pick me up and take me to the 
ER. Thankfully, it was only a half hour until I arrived at the Emergency Room, and the ER doctor 
– who turned out to be Hungarian – was eager to get me patched up. It was a simple procedure 
where my own blood would be injected into my dural sac to create a clot for the spinal fluid. “It 
works well,” he said, grinning. I asked about percentages. “Oh, I don’t know, better than fifty-
fifty?” He grinned wider still. I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
And, a couple of hours later, it did work. I couldn’t ride my motorcycle for a week, but the 
strange dizziness, distorted vision, and (imagined?) sucking sensation quickly receded, and I was 
good as new. Except for, well, some additional consequences of the ureteroscopy. After a few 
days the urologist removed the stent, and hie noted that there may be some discomfort, pain, 
and even bleeding as things healed. What he didn’t indicate to me was that, for the rest of my 
life, I would have difficulty peeing, both in starting and stopping, and a pronounced stinging 
discomfort, because of the scarring and damage from my ureteroscopy. In fact, although most 
of my other surgical procedures over time have been similarly botched, this one has had the 
greatest negative impact on my life over time. I essentially ended up with the urinary problems 
of an elderly man in my late twenties…which have of course gotten much worse over the last 
thirty years. 
 
What I have learned since was that this urologist was not really following the standard of care 
for kidney stone removal at that time or since. The non-invasive shock-wave approach that the 
hospital had initially recommended was the standard even then for the size and location of 
stone I had. The more aggressive and invasive ureteroscopy was reserved for stones that were 
larger, or in a different position in the urinary tract. So why would a urologist not at least try the 
shock-wave therapy first, and see if it at least relieved the most acute symptoms? Why did he 
imply it might be ineffective? Well here’s one possibility: that urologist billed my health 
insurance just over $22,000 total for all aspects of his care, and this was back in 1989. At that 
time, the less invasive ESWL procedure is purported to have cost less than half as much – often 
as little as $8,000. Perhaps the urologist was just more comfortable or confident performing a 



The Bad Seed: How the Profit Motive Ruins Everything             T.Collins Logan, August 2025 v10-DRAFT Page 22 of 91 

ureteroscopy than using the newer external shock-wave approach – but was he really thinking 
about his patient, or his profits? I’ll tell you one thing: the past forty years of urinary problems 
have not been comfortable for me at all. 
 
I wish I could say that this entire experience was unique in my interactions with the U.S. 
medical system. Unfortunately, it has been the norm rather than the exception – all the way 
back into my childhood – as a half dozen other medical procedures have damaged my body for 
life. There have been so many mistakes, so many misrepresentations, so many misdiagnoses 
over the years, I tend to believe it’s less about incompetence, and more about how our 
healthcare is structured and incentivized. My current stubborn reflex is to avoid seeking any 
kind of invasive medical care at all – for nearly anything. But at long last I can, at least, laugh 
about all of the medical incompetence I’ve been subjected to, and even write about it. 
 
Big Oil 
 
Despite the many other horrific impacts Big Oil has had on populations and natural 
environments in the U.S., the Niger Delta,2 Columbia, and the rest of the world, our focus here 
is mainly about climate change. Even though their own scientists knew for decades about the 
impacts of fossil fuel combustion on global warming, the fossil fuel industry has committed 
hundreds of millions of dollars to countering climate science with a sustained disinformation 
campaign, greenwashing, and other nefarious strategies. We’ll cover some of the details of that 
playbook in the following Big Tobacco section, but the aim has been clear: create a nonfactual 
narrative that human-caused climate change is a hoax, discourage the development alternative 
energy sources even while claiming to invest in them, and encourage ever-greater extraction 
and consumption of fossil fuels year-over-year. 
 
The fact that some half of the U.S. voting public has bought into this deception, a pro-corporate 
Republican Party has championed the lies, and conservative news media routinely parrot Big 
Oil’s false narratives are all predictable outcomes of that industry’s massive expenditures on 
lobbying and propaganda. And although there have been some successful lawsuits to hold the 
fossil fuel industry accountable for the harms they have done, the reality is that, as with so 
many of these blatantly destructive and lethal activities, it is a sad certainty that no corporate 
executives will ever be jailed for their despicable deception.  
 
Just how lethal is Big Oil’s deception? Some 16 million deaths over twenty years that are 
directly attributable to the impacts of climate change. And despite recognition of the climate 
crisis reality and the urgent need to address it among leading scientists, world leaders, and a 
strong majority (86%) of citizens around the globe, a loud and wealthy minority of fossil fuel 
proponents have captured the U.S. federal government and the governments of many U.S. 

 
2 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0013935121000190 , https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2017/nov/06/niger-delta-oil-spills-linked-infant-deaths, 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3644738/  

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/crewlj11jljo
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/exxon-knew-about-climate-change-almost-40-years-ago/
https://commonhome.georgetown.edu/topics/climateenergy/defense-denial-and-disinformation-uncovering-the-oil-industrys-early-knowledge-of-climate-change/
https://commonhome.georgetown.edu/topics/climateenergy/defense-denial-and-disinformation-uncovering-the-oil-industrys-early-knowledge-of-climate-change/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/article/2024/may/08/world-scientists-climate-failure-survey-global-temperature
https://climatepromise.undp.org/news-and-stories/worlds-largest-survey-climate-change-out-heres-what-results-show
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0013935121000190
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/06/niger-delta-oil-spills-linked-infant-deaths
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/nov/06/niger-delta-oil-spills-linked-infant-deaths
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3644738/
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states, and are hell-bent on accelerating our collective downward spiral with increased reliance 
on fossil fuel because, after all, there is still a lot of money to be made extracting oil and gas. 
 
There really isn’t much more to convey on this that hasn’t been covered in-depth by climate 
scientists who have enormous amounts of data to back up what they say. Global warming 
trends, extreme and unpredictable weather events, dramatic shifts in oceanic currents, melting 
ancient permafrost and sea ice, severe droughts and floods, and lengthening and intensifying 
wildfire seasons are all accelerating and triggering additional releases of carbon dioxide into the 
atmosphere that will continue to amplify global warming feedback cycles. Humanity’s prospects 
are worsening by the hour, while Big Oil happily sabotages any hope of reversing these trends, 
eagerly welcoming exhortations to “drill, baby, drill!” from powerful but woefully misinformed 
global leaders. 
 
For a level-headed approach to climate science, consider https://www.climatecentral.org/. 
 
Personal Experiences 
 
Increasing numbers of Americans are encountering extreme weather events, fires, and smoke-
choked air that are directly correlated with our warming planet. For my wife Mollie and I, the 
climate crisis has been a steady drumbeat behind major life experiences and choices we’ve had 
to make. We actually met in San Diego in 2003, shortly after the October Cedar Fire lit up the 
night across the city, then enveloped the daytime skies in smoky haze and a hellish amber glare. 
The pictures on the next page were taken during the first 24 hours of the fire. 
 
Little did we know that this would just be a hint of things to come. Some twenty years later, we 
now find ourselves in the Berkshires of western Massachusetts, not the first – and undoubtedly 
not the last – of climate refugees who will seek refuge in New England.  
 
The breaking point for us was not the steadily warming summers, which at first offered just a 
handful of 90-degree, ultra-dry days in East San Diego County, but eventually led to weeks of 
extremely dry air and temperatures in the upper 80s and 90s. And it wasn’t the steadily 
worsening air quality, which likewise kept creeping up into the “unhealthy” range of 
particulates and ozone for longer and longer periods each year. And it wasn’t the constant 
strain of being prepared for emergency evacuations, with routinely updated “go bags,” 
emergency supplies, evacuation route planning, backup GPS and phones, and perpetually full 
vehicle gas tanks. And it wasn’t the routine power outages (rolling blackouts) that necessitated 
switching our home over to generator power – all because the electrical grid was overloaded by 
people trying to keep their houses cool during extended heat waves. It wasn’t even being 
awoken at 3:00 a.m. by a helicopter announcing the wall of flames encroaching on our 
neighborhood – which we could see reflected on the wall through our bathroom window as an 
eerie orange glow, and could smell in the acrid smoke seeping into our bedroom. 
 
It was all of these things combined. 
 

https://www.climatecentral.org/
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We had been considering moving for a while for 
many reasons, but it was this last straw of 
extreme environmental stress and hazard that 
pushed us into buying a house on the other side 
of the country. We realize, of course, that it is 
only a matter of time before the fires reach the 
wooded hills where we live now, and the smoke-
filled air wafting down from Canadian forest fires 
has already visited us here, where at times we 
must yet again put on N95 masks just to go for a 
walk outside. But for now there are very few 90-
degree days, no orange glows projecting through 
our windows at night, no need for go bags or 
constant generator drills, and no perpetual 
vigilance regarding how we will escape climate-
driven disaster to survive. It was a major and fairly 
stressful life change for us, and we left many dear 
friends behind in San Diego, but we suspect that, 
twenty years from now, making such a move will 
be much more expensive and challenging. 
 
Also…the Berkshires really isn’t all that bad of a 
place to live (to the right is a picture of our back 
yard). 
 
The Firearms Industry 
 
This is such a volatile topic – and one so often distorted by overheated rhetoric – that I hesitate 
to summarize it too briefly, but here is what aims to be an objective overview of how things 
played out in the U.S. with the firearms industry since the 1960s: 
 

• After the end of the Vietnam war, it became clear to firearms manufacturers that large 
volume small arms sales to the U.S. military might become more difficult in the future. 
There simply wouldn’t be the same scale of armed conflict that required a large standing 
army. And, in fact, total U.S. military personnel declined steadily from a peak of some 
3.5 million troops in 1968 to 1.4 million troops in the late 1990s, after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union. 

• As a consequence of this projected (and indeed realized) reduction in military sales, 
firearms companies required a new strategy: so they decided to begin more aggressively 
marketing military style weapons to civilians to make up for those declining sales.  

• Although this switch in production and marketing began in the 1960s, it wasn’t until the 
1980s that things really took off with the production and sale of more “tactical,” high-
capacity, military-style firearms. This was fueled in part by the expiration of Colt’s 

https://historyinpieces.com/research/us-military-personnel-1954-2014
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patent on the AR-15 rifle’s gas system, allowing other manufactures to produce their 
own versions of a modular, rapid-fire rifle with a barrel in-line with the stock butt plate. 

• An additional shift to more tactical weapons becoming the flagship products of firearms 
manufacturers occurred after the expiration of the 1994 Assault Weapons Ban (AWB) in 
2004. At this point marketing began capitalizing on the fear that the AWB could be 
reinstated at any time, “so you better rush to buy your AR-15 while you can!” 

• A series of events after this further fueled firearms industry fear mongering and 
resultant increases in sales. These included the 9/11 attacks, the election of Barak 
Obama, increasingly dramatic rhetoric around Second Amendment rights, the COVID 

pandemic, and 
amplification of gun-
related fears in right-
wing American politics, 
where “Democrats are 
coming for your guns!” 
became a widespread 
mantra. Needless to say, 
all of this fear mongering 
was well-funded by the 
firearms industry, 
through their own 

advertising, and by providing tens of millions of dollars to conservative political 
candidates and the National Rifle Association’s lobbying efforts over the decades. 

If you’d like to delve into more detail about this framing of the 
firearms industry’s strategic fear-based marketing, lobbying, and 
political campaign strategy, please read The Militarization of the U.S. 
Civilian Firearms Market. 
 
As of this writing, we can estimate that about three quarters of a 
million people have suffered gun-related deaths since 1999, reaching a 
peak of 48,830 deaths in 2021. This is a higher per-capita gun-related 
death rate than any other country not in the middle of an actual armed 
conflict. In fact, U.S. firearms deaths are some 100 times higher than 
nearly all other high-income countries. I recommend reading Pew 
Research’s summary of gun death data for a well-rounded 
appreciation of just how bad things have gotten in the U.S.A. Perhaps 
most tragically, the majority of deaths from gun violence in recent 
years are suicides – nearly 6 in 10. And, of course, those same highly 
lethal U.S. weapons are being smuggled or sold into many other 
countries as well, exponentially increasing the lethality of violence all 
around the world. 

https://www.vpc.org/studies/militarization.pdf
https://www.vpc.org/studies/militarization.pdf
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/2024/oct/comparing-deaths-gun-violence-us-other-countries
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/03/05/what-the-data-says-about-gun-deaths-in-the-us/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/03/05/what-the-data-says-about-gun-deaths-in-the-us/
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Another egregious consequence of the firearm industry’s intensive lobbying, marketing, and 
propaganda campaigns is the tremendously negative impacts on children. Since 2020, guns 
have become the leading cause of death in children and teens in the U.S. This has correlated 
directly with more permissive gun laws – again the result of the gun lobby’s relentless efforts – 
in certain U.S. states that exploded after 2010.  
 
What happened in 2010? A conservative majority on the Supreme Court, led by Justice Antonin 
Scalia, decided that the Amendment II of the U.S. Constitution meant that every individual in 
the United States had the right to possess and carry firearms for self-defense. The relevant 
SCOTUS rulings – District of Columbia v. Heller in 2008, followed by McDonald v. Chicago in 
2010 – contradicted 200 years of previous Supreme Court opinions, even from conservative 
Justices. Prior to these radically activist decisions, the Supreme Court clearly tied civilian 2nd 
Amendment rights to state militias…you know, just like the Amendment clearly reads: “A well 
regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep 
and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.” As stated, this has nothing to do with ordinary civilian 
self-defense outside of serving in a state militia. But, as with many other departures from past 
constitutional rulings on controversial topics, the current conservative majority of the Supreme 
Court seems to pretty much be making things up as they go along. 
 
After 2010, Republican lawmakers rushed to remove any restrictions on firearm ownership in 
many states. And, according to a recent study published in JAMA Pediatrics, those states saw a 
67% increase in gun-related deaths of kids up to 17 years old between 2011 and 2023. That 
equates some 7,453 deaths of children that didn’t need to happen. The study also determined 
that same increase in excess child mortality from guns did not occur in states that either kept or 
introduced more restrictive gun laws during the same period – in fact, gun-related deaths of 
kids were reduced in those states. 
 
Lastly, we can’t be surprised that, in the United States, firearms manufacturers have effectively 
lobbied their way into almost total immunity from any legal accountability – not for their 
aggressive marketing tactics, and not for the increasingly deadly military-style products being 
offered to civilian consumers by that marketing. They’ve also worked hard to suppress data 
collection about the harm their products cause, again through lobbying efforts and passage of 
the 1996 Dickey Amendment, which prevented the CDC from even collecting any data on gun 
violence in America until 2020. As we see with all major industries in the United States, this 
defensive capture of legislation and regulation is one of the primary ways the profit motive 
protects itself. 
 
The Alcohol Industry  
 
This is a tough one. Why? Because alcohol has maintained its position as the most socially 
acceptable drug in Western culture for centuries. So, at first glance at least, it can seem difficult 
to tease out corporate malfeasance from people just doing the same stupid and harmful things 
people have always done in their relationship with alcohol. The alcohol industry has 
nevertheless used its fair share of sneaky techniques to penetrate our subconscious and endear 

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-major-scotus-cases-threats-to-the-rule-of-law-posed-by-the-supreme-courts-2023-term/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-major-scotus-cases-threats-to-the-rule-of-law-posed-by-the-supreme-courts-2023-term/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/article-abstract/2834530
https://giffords.org/lawcenter/gun-laws/policy-areas/other-laws-policies/gun-industry-immunity/
https://giffords.org/lawcenter/gun-laws/policy-areas/other-laws-policies/gun-industry-immunity/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/sober-curiosity/202407/subliminal-seduction-how-alcohol-ads-hack-your-subconscious
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us to their addictive products. And we know that alcohol use disorder (AUD) is a widespread 
and devastating problem around the world, with 28.9 million people affected in the U.S. alone. 
More that 178,000 people die from alcohol-related causes every year in the U.S., where alcohol 
is involved in 1 in 4 of all suicides. Yet the prohibition of the production, importation, 
transportation, and sale of alcoholic beverages by Constitutional Amendment endured for only 
13 years in the United States, until the 18th Amendment was repealed in 1933.  So alcohol 
consumption and misuse is a deeply rooted cultural tradition, is also a personal choice, and its 
demand and problematic consequences are amplified by corporate profit-seeking. It’s 
complicated. 
 
The good news is that no- and low-alcoholic drinks are gaining popularity around the globe – 
and especially among younger generations. Will this trend continue? That would be wonderful, 
but this could just be a fad. We shall see. 
 
Personal Experiences 
 
I’ll touch upon additional impacts alcohol had on my family later in this writing, but for now I 
want to share a relevant story from my childhood.  
 
When I was eleven, my father decided to move to Frankfurt, Germany (“West Germany” at that 
time) with his third wife, Jutta, to support her getting an MD/PhD in her native country. They 
would live with her parents, and my dad would teach at the University of Maryland extension 
for military personnel. Mainly because it was a lot to ask of Jutta’s parents to welcome not only 
them but a teenage American boy who spoke no German into their home, alternative 
arrangements needed to be made for me to remain somewhere in the States. Moving back with 
my mother was not an option – during my last stay with her, she had committed me to a 
children’s hospital for a psychiatric evaluation, where some unfortunate abuse took place (you 
can read more about this and other childhood experiences in my Memory: Self book). So that 
really wasn’t a safe option. But another opportunity presented itself that turned out to be 
profoundly beneficial. 
 
I had had several challenges integrating into elementary school – in fact I didn’t start attending 
regularly until 5th Grade – and school counselors and other professionals (including the 
psychologist at that children’s hospital) had all indicated that my behavioral challenges were 
the result of “conditions at home.” My parents did not, of course, accept this diagnosis. So my 
mother’s schizophrenia and my dad’s alcoholism continued to have unquestionably negative 
impacts on how I interacted with other children and adults, and I was repeatedly kicked out of 
elementary school because of this. As I entered 5th Grade at Fort River Elementary in Amherst, 
Massachusetts, a school counsellor named Ann Zahra took an interest in my plight. After a year 
of helping me manage my relationships with teachers and students in more productive ways – 
and meeting with my father despite his resistance to doing so – she was instrumental in 
supporting my placement with a local foster family when my father announced he was moving 
overseas with his new wife. 
 

https://www.niaaa.nih.gov/alcohols-effects-health/alcohol-topics/alcohol-facts-and-statistics/alcohol-use-disorder-aud-united-states-age-groups-and-demographic-characteristics
https://www.niaaa.nih.gov/alcohols-effects-health/alcohol-topics-z/alcohol-facts-and-statistics/alcohol-related-emergencies-and-deaths-united-states
https://nypost.com/2025/01/14/lifestyle/no-and-low-alcohol-drinks-gain-popularity-among-millennials-study/
https://integrallifework.com/styled/page3/page22/index.html
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Well, my foster parents Rick and Marge were the very sort of healing I needed. Interactions in 
their house were…personable, calm, and thoughtful, and full of humor and helpful insights. No 
screaming fights, no physical or emotional abuse, and, perhaps most importantly, both Rick and 
Marge were willing to discuss their feelings about almost anything, and equally willing to listen 
to mine. It was a revelation and a balm, as neither my father nor my mother had sufficient self-
awareness or insight to divulge their own emotional landscapes – unless they were angry with 
me – and neither was interested in hearing what was on my mind or heart; they were simply 
too distracted by their own challenges and limitations. Rick and Marge were a perfect antidote, 
and from Rick in particular I learned how 
to be both emotionally vulnerable and 
able to laugh at my own insecurities, 
inadequacies, and mistakes. The picture to 
the right is Rick demonstrating something 
else I learned from him: how to split 
seasoned wood with a maul. 
 
But there was one disruptive wrinkle in 
my new living arrangement, and that was 
my foster brother Randy. He and I got 
along well, but Randy, who was three 
years older than me, had a history of even 
more severe behavioral problems than I 
did. There wasn’t much friction between 
us, but there was tension between Randy 
and our foster parents, mainly because 
Randy just couldn’t seem to follow even 
the least constraining rules of the 
household, and frequently tended to 
misrepresent the truth. I didn’t find the 
guidelines, which were mainly about 
courtesy and truthful communication, 
oppressive at all. But Randy struggled. 
 
So on a fall evening when Rick and Marge 
went out on an overnight date, it wasn’t 
surprising that Randy came up with an 
adventurous and risky plan. Although he 
was only sixteen, he already knew how to 
drive, as well as how to purchase liquor. That night, Randy introduced me to a pint of cheap 
blackberry brandy and a fifth of Jack Daniels. He proposed that we “trade shots” until both of 
these bottles were empty, and then “go have some fun.” At thirteen, I was familiar with wine, 
which had accompanied many of my family’s dinners and special occasions, but I had never 
tried hard liquor. So I agreed, and the night’s festivities began. 
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First, we went for a joy ride in the family Ford Grenada, and Randy fishtailed it into a tree. Then 
we returned home to jump off the second-floor balcony onto the asphalt driveway several 
times, laughing and whooping into the night. Then we mooned passing cars out on Route 9 for 
a half‐hour or so. After that, I have no recollection of what happened until I awoke half-naked 
on the living room floor, still drunk and caked with vomit, with several more heaving 
communions with our toilet in store. The next morning, I was still too sick to go to school, and 
my foster dad Rick eyed me knowingly as I stumbled around the house. Randy moved out soon 
after that, but I had thankfully learned a very important lesson from him: that hard liquor was 
really, really dangerous. In fact, the smell of both blackberry brandy and whisky turned my 
stomach for many years afterward, and it wasn’t until over forty years later that I even 
attempted to sip a glass of fine bourbon that was offered to me by a friend. 
 
Why is this experience included here…what is the intended takeaway? Mainly that, pervasively 
and frequently, our culture allows this very sort of thing to happen to young people. Alcohol is 
easily accessible to children, and indeed has been considered part of a teen’s right-of-passage 
into adulthood for generations. Because of this existing acceptance and integration into 
American culture, it is difficult treat alcohol exactly the same way that we treat other 
dangerous goods that corporations foist upon us. They are, after all, responding to a powerful 
existing demand.  
 
For me, despite an occasional drink while eating out or celebrating a birthday or holiday, I was 
able to resist the siren call of spirits that so devastated many of my other family members for 
many years. In fact, it wasn’t until COVID that I finally understood the allure of escaping into a 
bottle. I have since returned to moderation, but alcohol has been a toxic and destructive force 
for many members of my family. 
 
Big Tobacco 
 
Most people already know this story’s outcome: that although tobacco companies doggedly 
conspired to mislead consumers and the U.S. Congress about the cancer-causing risks of their 
products for many years – even as they concurrently engineered a highly addictive product, 
marketing it to kids so they would get hooked early, and targeting the poorest black 
populations in the U.S. with versions tailored just for them – those same companies still make a 
killing selling cigarettes, chewing tobacco, snuff, pipe and hookah tobacco, and many other 
addictive and harmful consumer products today. Yes, there was a 1998 “Master Settlement 
Agreement” (MSA) that had 45 tobacco companies paying U.S. states a total of about $206 
billion over twenty-five years, and which greatly curtailed Big Tobacco’s ability to advertise to 
young people. As a result, Big Tobacco has lost something like 50% of their market share since 
that time – even despite sneakily attempting to circumvent the MSA’s provisions with e-
cigarettes and vaping products (which, incidentally, were once again marketed to kids!). 
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But here is what many people 
do not know: that Big Tobacco 
created a system for 
undermining government and 
media attempts to expose the 
provable dangers of their 
products – a system that was 
quite successful in doing so for a 
long time, and which was 
replicated by chemical 
companies to fight regulation of 
harmful pesticides, and by Big 
Oil to combat both fossil fuel air 
pollution regulation and climate 
science itself. Take a gander at 
the graphic on the following 
page to see how these “science 
skepticism” campaigns were perpetrated across multiple industries – even relying on the same 
scientific researchers and the same sources of money, disinformation, and PR expertise over 
time. 
 
In addition to their science skepticism campaigns, Big Tobacco has utilized a host of other “dirty 
tricks” to both circumvent regulation and increase market share for their toxic products. 
Examples include: 

1. Creating front groups that advocate for the tobacco industry while pretending to be 
something else – such as grassroots “smoker’s rights” organizations. 

2. Marketing electronic alternatives – like vaping and e-cigarettes – as a “harm reduction” 
strategy, when they are just another equally harmful alternative nicotine delivery 
mechanism. 

3. Relentless opposition to tobacco regulation of any kind, which, even if not ultimately 
successful, would still delay implementation of new regulations so that tobacco 
companies can maintain their profits. These efforts include preemption strategies, 
where Big Tobacco supports weak regulations that contain clauses preventing 
implementation of any stronger laws. The International Journal of Health and Policy 
Management defines these and other “corporate political activities” as a corruption of 
democracy. 

4. Massively funded lobbying efforts at the state and federal levels, many of which have 
been found criminally liable under federal racketeering laws. 

5. A long history of deceptive advertising practices to persuade people that cigarettes were 
perfectly healthy and beneficial – even recruiting doctors to recommend them – until 
the Federal Trade Commission banned tobacco companies from doing so. 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco-and-oil-industries-used-same-researchers-to-sway-public1/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco-and-oil-industries-used-same-researchers-to-sway-public1/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco-and-oil-industries-used-same-researchers-to-sway-public1/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10731746/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10731746/
https://www.tobaccotactics.org/article/front-groups/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1526054220301354
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1526054220301354
https://www.ijhpm.com/article_4440.html
https://www.ijhpm.com/article_4440.html
https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/lobbying?cycle=All&ind=A02
https://ash.org/tobacco-money/
https://ash.org/tobacco-money/
https://sk.sagepub.com/ency/edvol/encyclopedia-of-deception/chpt/tobacco-advertising
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You will notice the use of the term “neoliberal” at the top of the propaganda process chart, so 
it’s probably time to briefly touch on that term. Neoliberalism is not what it sounds like – it isn’t 
liberal or progressive in any way. Neoliberalism has arisen over the last several decades as an 
ideology seeking to preserve and enlarge wealth for the richest owner-shareholders on the 
planet, and pretty much crush everyone else. It’s really that simple – and it’s been very 
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effective at creating religious fervor around false claims like “the free market is always the most 
efficient way to solve a problem,” or “freedom means small government,” or “cutting taxes on 
the wealthy is the fastest way for wealth to trickle down to everyone else,” or “deregulation 
will make everything cheaper and better for everyone.” None of these ideas are remotely valid 
when we examine real-world evidence, but they do sell well as soundbite propaganda – and I 
bet you’ve probably heard them before.  
 
Just remember that neoliberals don’t care how they arrive at the outcome of lining their own 
pockets with your money. They are consummate salesmen who do not have anyone’s interests 
at heart but their own. As Adam Smith wrote in his 1776 Wealth of Nations: “All for ourselves, 
and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world, to have been the vile maxim of 
the masters of mankind.” And neoliberals have indeed become those masters. 
 
Which I think leads us back to those two sales environments we explored earlier. Remember 
that the main difference between the office equipment and TVs and stereos departments was 
not how those departments were managed, or what kind of person was selling the products, or 
even the overall corporate culture of the retailer itself. It was simply that the products and 
services being sold by each department were grounded in very different orientations to the 
customer. In one department, what mattered was satisfying a practical, functional requirement 
that the customer considered a facilitative need – something that allowed them to execute 
tasks that were, in most cases, essential to their own personal productivity and financial means. 
In the other department, what mattered was satisfying a want or impulse desire with 
something that titillated and excited their appetite for self-gratification and signaled their social 
status, but was more of a luxury than a necessity.  
 
And the sales environments, techniques, and tensions that arose around those product and 
service differences were profoundly divergent – we could even say they were in opposition to 
each other. One department produced helpful, caring, problem-solving salespeople who did 
benefit from the sale (they were also on commission), but who were genuinely interested in 
making sure what a customer bought was really what they needed for their specific situation. 
The other department created callous, manipulative, disingenuous salespeople who didn’t give 
a rat’s ass about what the customer left the store with, only that it cost the customer as much 
as possible, and contributed to the salesperson’s paycheck with incentives and bonuses. One 
environment was grounded in sincere consideration of the customer’s needs, and the other 
was built around exploiting the customer’s baser impulses in order to serve oneself. 
 
Circling back to some of the larger scale examples, what correlations do we find? Well, 
OxyContin did have a real benefit in managing pain under careful use and supervision, but the 
Sackler family disregarded patient well-being for profit, and in fact put people at risk to increase 
sales. Just as with the TVs and stereos department, Purdue Pharma was focused on exploiting 
the customer to serve its owner-shareholders. This suggests that even for products and services 
that are beneficial to a customer and facilitative of their productive functions in society, once 
the focus shifts to exciting a customer’s cravings for self-gratification and excessively indulgent 
consumption, the entire enterprise becomes corrupted, corrosive, demeaning, and destructive. 
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I think there is another way we can characterize this difference. In one instance, profit is 
subordinated to goodwill and sincere consideration and caring of human beings. In the other, 
profit reigns supreme, and everything else is subordinated to it – including goodwill and caring 
about what happens to others. And in this latter instance, our ethics, honesty, helpfulness, and 
any other prosocial impulses very rapidly are either abandoned or are overridden. 
 
Looking at Big Oil’s history over the years, we can see similar pluses and minuses to what 
petroleum offers society. On the one hand, petroleum has provided astonishing variations of 
products that support all of society in material ways – from fueling vehicles to paving roads to 
storing leftovers in the fridge. But Big Oil crossed the same line the Sacklers did when it decided 
to combat scientific evidence that burning petroleum products was really, really bad for the 
environment, and in fact would eventually lead to the disruption of the entire planet – and 
human civilization itself – through a runaway climate crisis. We might not like to call modern 
civilization’s dependence on fossil fuels an “addiction,” but Big Oil has wanted to continue 
enlarging society’s dependence on their product in order to exponentially expand profits, no 
matter the ultimate and devastating cost to the planet and the people living on it. 
 
Big Tobacco, however, could never really justify a positive impact of its product on its 
customers – at least not when severe negative health impacts of tobacco use became known. 
Sure, plenty of folks cannot regulate their mood, focus their mind, relax with family or in social 
settings, or even sleep peacefully unless they have continually fed their nicotine addiction by 
smoking cigarettes or delivering nicotine to themselves with other products. But these 
“benefits” come at an extraordinary cost. 

 
Personal Experiences 
 
I saw my dad struggled with both alcohol and tobacco addition throughout his life. There aren’t 
many childhood memories of him where he didn’t have a cigarette in his hand, dangling from 
his lips, or set carefully beside him while he read, listened to music, or worked on his car. He 
was a chain smoker, going through three, sometimes four packs a day at the peak of his habit. 
Even when he hiked steep trails in the wilderness, or wove through whitewater rapids in an 
open canoe, or rode his ten-speed for hours on end, he always brought his smokes. And he 
tried to quit many times over the years. Probably the most memorable was on a camping trip 
over a long weekend where he “deliberately forgot” his cigarettes, and didn’t let anyone know 
what he was up to. The nicotine withdrawals were savage, as was my dad’s mood throughout 
that weekend – severe enough that it nearly ended his second marriage. Much later in life, he 
did eventually cut back to about a pack a day, carefully rolling his own cigarettes before each 
smoke in a deliberate effort to slow his consumption and, as he was happy to say, save a lot of 
money. But he could never let the habit go. 
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My dad paddling the Westfield river race in Massachusetts with his friend Dan 

 
Alcohol likewise devastated my father’s health. Although I didn’t recognize the extent or 
significance growing up, my dad constantly sought refuge from life’s stresses and 
disappointments in hard liquor, and alcohol had a constant, oversized role in all of his social and 
intimate relationships. When I was growing up, alcohol made him an emotionally inaccessible, 
harshly critical, physically violent parent. After I left home, my siblings were subjected to this 
and much worse. In once instance, my twelve-year-old sister had to rescue our dad from 
choking on his own vomit when he passed out on the kitchen floor. In another, a weekend gin 
binge had dad wandering through the Maine woods, completely naked, in the dead of winter. It 
is miraculous he didn’t die much sooner than he did, or that he didn’t end up in jail as a 
consequence of his drunken behaviors. He was arrested once for exposing himself on a public 
beach, for example, and routinely raced his Isuzu Trooper around town – well over the speed 
limit – while intoxicated. 
 
However, these addictions did cripple his quality of life in later years, causing debilitating 
vascular and mobility issues until he could barely walk out to the mailbox at the end of his 
driveway. And how did these addictions occur? As we’ve touched on previously, alcohol was a 
celebrated and deeply integrated part of American culture when my dad was growing up, and 
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both of his parents were lifelong alcoholics who modeled daily maintenance drinking; they 
were classic “cocktail generation” folks. For their part, tobacco companies carefully planned 
and executed a marketing campaign to ensnare him along with millions of other consumers 
with their highly addictive product at a very young age – my dad started smoking around age 
13. It is surprising my dad never developed emphysema or lung cancer over his lifetime. But his 
tobacco-stained fingers, bloodshot eyes, and darkened lips were telltale signs for the 
Emergency Room doc who admitted him to the hospital for the last time. And it bears restating 
that, despite an estimated 180 million premature deaths attributable to tobacco use, not a 
single tobacco executive has ever been jailed for the harmful effects of their products or their 
relentlessly aggressive advertising. 
 

 
At this point, please take a few moments for the breathtaking cruelty of so much 
corporate greed across so many different products and businesses to sink in, 
remembering that our capitalist society not only doesn’t punish these evildoers, but 
continues to enrich and empower them even after they have proven themselves 
incapable of being good citizens – or even decent human beings. 

 

 
 
The Banker’s Panic of 1907 
 
To provide some additional color for U.S. industry’s reflexive response to government 
regulation, we can easily assert that whenever a given industry or group of owner-shareholders 
have felt threatened by even a trivial level of accountability or constraint from government, 
some flavor of rebellious response and strategy has bubbled forth to make things worse. Long 
before Big Oil, Big Tobacco, or Big Pharma aimed to circumvent or discredit federal oversight, 
Theodore Roosevelt said this in response to the Banker’s Panic of 1907: 
 

“It may well be that the determination of the Government (in which, gentlemen, it will 
not waver), to punish certain malefactors of great wealth, has been responsible for 
something of the trouble; at least to the extent of having caused these men to combine 
to bring about as much financial stress as possible, in order to discredit the policy of the 
Government and thereby secure a reversal of that policy, so that they may enjoy 
unmolested the fruits of their own evil-doing. That they have misled many good people 
into believing that there should be such reversal of policy is possible.” (Theodore 
Roosevelt, August 20, 1907, Provincetown, Mass.) 

 
The Banker’s Panic was the result of a failed speculative scheme by F. Augustus Heinze, where 
he and his cohorts attempted to manipulate the stock price of the United Copper Company, 
and ended up incurring huge losses that triggered a run on local banks. Roosevelt was 
suggesting that his government’s recent attempts to regulate unethical business practices (i.e. 
the Sherman Antitrust Act, Hebpurn Act, Pure Food and Drug Act, Bureau of Corporations, etc.) 

https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/31/2/355
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/31/2/355
https://www.federalreservehistory.org/essays/panic-of-1907
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led to “malefactors of great wealth” like Heinze to engage in rebellious and illegal stock 
manipulation. This speculation’s failure, in turn, undermined confidence in local banks and 
trusts, causing widespread and rapid withdrawals from those financial institutions, and 
ultimately a stock market crash. The U.S. Treasury could not provide sufficient liquidity to 
stabilize the situation, and it wasn’t until J.P. Morgan and a few other New York bankers 
stepped in to help that the U.S. financial system was rescued. Eventually, this would lead to the 
establishment of the Federal Reserve as the U.S. central banking system.  
 
The irony I want to highlight here is that, in Roosevelt’s view, it was his regulation of unethical 
business practices that led to a manipulative response from those businessmen, which crashed 
the economy and in turn demonstrated the need for greater regulation to insulate the 
economy from such volatility. And this is the same ironic cycle that Big Oil, Big Tobacco, and Big 
Pharma have generated with their shenanigans, as they have ultimately invited greater 
regulation of their own industries through the deceptive efforts they employed to circumvent 
the yoke of government oversight. My prediction is that Big Tech’s current resistance to 
regulation will, through many predictable negative consequences, likewise eventually invite a 
backlash of increased regulatory oversight.3  

 
3 https://www.thenation.com/article/society/ai-cloud-big-tech-dangers/ ; https://poole.ncsu.edu/thought-
leadership/article/big-techs-dark-side-killer-apps-abs-and-acqs/ ;  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10383441.2024.2397319#abstract  

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-copper-kings-precipitous-fall-44306513/
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/ai-cloud-big-tech-dangers/
https://poole.ncsu.edu/thought-leadership/article/big-techs-dark-side-killer-apps-abs-and-acqs/
https://poole.ncsu.edu/thought-leadership/article/big-techs-dark-side-killer-apps-abs-and-acqs/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10383441.2024.2397319#abstract
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The Other Side of the Coin: Profit as a Tool of Racism and Oppression 
 
As I began writing this section, I vaguely recalled posting something similar in my blog. And, 
after reading that post, entitled “Beyond ‘Wokeness:’ Getting to the Real Roots of the Problem,”  
I realized it hit most of the major points I wanted to make in this section. So I’ve lifted that blog 
post and merely re-edited it here. 
 
First and foremost, we need to revisit the principle of garbage in, garbage out: If we don't have 
good information, we're going to make bad decisions – especially about causes, effects and the 
best chance for a reasonable remedy. In the case of race relations in the U.S., there seems to be 
an endless amount of distraction and misdirection, a smokescreen cast between those who 
care about healing the divisions in our country, and what is really perpetuating the divide. And 
there is tremendous energy behind that smoke, keeping the propaganda spewing forth at high 
volume, front-and-center, across all kinds of media. So, in the spirit of a storm to chase the 
smokescreen away, I will offer what I think are some potent truths about what underlies the 
sad state of race relations in the U.S.A., with supporting references at the end of this section. 
 
 

https://www.tcollinslogan.com/tclblog/index.php?/archives/406-Beyond-Wokeness-Getting-to-the-Real-Roots-of-the-Problem.html
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What looks like clear and indisputable evidence of racism is often a highly targeted and thinly 
veiled form of capitalist exploitation. In a very real sense, the loudest common denominator of 
oppression and exploitation in the U.S. is the profit motive. Here are some potent examples of 
what I mean: 
 

• Who targets communities of color in their aggressive marketing of tobacco products, 
alcohol, and fast food on local neighborhood billboards? Tobacco, alcohol, and fast food 
companies. Who has been complicit in the high concentrations of carryout stores selling 
tobacco and alcohol products in communities of color – higher concentrations of such 
stores, in fact, than in any other neighborhoods in the U.S.? Tobacco, alcohol, and fast 
food companies. Who has created customized brands of tobacco and alcohol products 
for marketing to communities of color, including products that are more addictive, more 
potent and more toxic than those sold elsewhere? Tobacco and alcohol companies. But 
once again, no one is holding tobacco, alcohol, and fast food companies accountable – 
not for their role in perpetuating alcohol and nicotine addiction in black and brown 
neighborhoods, not for the disproportionate disease and mortality caused by alcohol, 
tobacco, and fast food consumption among people of color, and not for the societal 
destruction they are perpetuating in poor communities.  

• Who benefits most from the militarization of the police, or having assault-style weapons 
in the hands of both criminals and law-abiding citizens? Gun and military hardware 
manufactures. And who was responsible for lobbying to relax gun regulations, while 
marketing fear and paranoia across America at the same time? Gun and military 
hardware manufactures. Who benefits from flooding our inner cities with handguns, 
and flooding rural communities with panic that their gun rights will be taken away? Gun 
and military hardware manufactures. Who benefits from the escalation of gang-related, 
drug-related, and terrorism-related violence involving their guns and equipment, as well 
as the defensive outfitting of communities overwhelmed by such challenges? Gun and 
military hardware manufactures. It seems Eisenhower's infamous "military-industrial-
congressional complex" has figured out that what they have always aimed to achieve on 
a global scale can also be implemented on national, state, and local scales as well. Once 
again, no one is holding gun and military hardware manufacturers accountable for their 
role in promoting gun violence or the proliferation of military-style equipment. In fact, 
as we previously discussed, the puppet politicians of these corporations have passed 
laws that protect the companies from liability.  

• Who benefits the most from the "three strike" or minimum sentencing laws that swell 
U.S. prison populations? Privately owned, for-profit prisons. Who has benefitted most 
from "the war on drugs" and harsher immigration policies? Privately owned, for-profit 
prisons. Who benefits from inflating monetary penalties on minor infractions into 
unpayable debt that triggers warrants, arrests, and jail time? Privately owned, for-profit 
prisons. In fact, which companies make the most money off of the U.S. justice system 
overall? Privately owned, for-profit prisons. And who has been lobbying legislatures and 
funding candidates to expand their corporate profits through more aggressive laws and 
penalties that just happen to impact the poor and people of color the most...? Privately 
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owned, for-profit prisons. And no one is holding these companies accountable for the 
devastating consequences of their systemized greed. 

• Who initiated slavery of indigenous peoples and captured Africans in the Americas, and 
for what purpose? Capitalists, in order to increase efficiency and profitability of their 
production. Who perpetuated post-Civil War versions of slavery in sharecropping, truck 
systems, company stores, etc.? Capitalists, in order to increase efficiency and 
profitability of their production. Who has invented new forms of wage and debt slavery 
in the current day, fighting vigorously to keep minimum wages below subsistence levels, 
and consumers perpetually in debt? Capitalists, in order to increase efficiency and 
profitability of production. Who benefits most from "welfare-to-work" programs that 
only offer shabby, low-paying, and demeaning jobs? Capitalists, in order to increase 
efficiency and profitability of production. Who still perpetuates exploitation of child 
labor around the globe, and benefits most from sweat shops and horrific labor 
conditions both abroad in developing countries, and using immigrant labor in the U.S.? 
Capitalists, in order to increase efficiency and profitability of production. And yet, too 
few people think to blame capitalism itself for these problems. 

• Who benefits the most from union-breaking policies and disruption of community 
organizing efforts? Capitalists and the puppet politicians who help funnel wealth and 
power to corporations. Who benefits the most from making tensions around race 
relations all about ethnicity and culture, and from making sure working folks from 
different backgrounds are angrily divided against each other? Capitalists and the puppet 
politicians who help funnel wealth and power to corporations. And who is laughing all 
the way to the bank when "race riots," social unrest, violence, and death all across 
America are portrayed in the corporate-owned media as have nothing at all to do with 
oppression and exploitation of the working class by wealthy owner-shareholders? 
Capitalists and the puppet politicians who help funnel wealth and power to corporations. 
But here again, too few people think to blame capitalism itself for these problems. 

Although there is much evidence to support the bullets above, epidemic levels of white 
privilege, systemic racism, and white supremacist extremism are real, and still persist. But 
shouldn't we still ask whom these prolific cultural diseases really serve...? This is the tricky part, 
because on the surface it really does seem like such prejudices and patterns are mainly about 
deep-seated fear and hatred of a particular ethnic or cultural group, and that deliberately 
disrupting the well-being, economic mobility, social status, and political influence of these 
targeted groups is mainly a consequence of that fear, hatred, and ignorance. Except...well...let's 
consider the ultimate outcome of disenfranchising any homogenous group, depriving them of 
access to decent education and employment, disproportionately persecuting and imprisoning 
them, interfering with their voting and other civil rights, and otherwise "keeping them down." 
Again, who benefits the most...?  
 
When Republicans rolled back minority voting rights protections in the South, whom did that 
help in subsequent elections? And when Republicans have thrown up all kinds of hurdles to 
vote within various regions – hurdles like requiring voter IDs, reducing polling places and hours, 
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changing polling places at the last minute, and removing "suspected felons" from voter rolls – 
whom have these hurt the most in terms of voter access? And when an unqualified and 
mentally unstable Republican candidate ran for President in 2016, and then won the election 
using flagrantly racist and xenophobic rhetoric to "fire up" his base, who actually benefitted 
from his ascendance to power? It certainly wasn't the poor, fearful, and uneducated white folks 
who helped vote him into office, and this fact has been repeatedly reinforced in his second-
term cuts to public programs that benefit rural Republicans in several states. And whom do 
conservative judges, appointed by Republicans, favor when a case between worker or 
consumer rights and the privileges and power of a corporation comes before their bench? 
Again, it isn't the workers and consumers, and it's certainly not any poor people. And who 
benefits most from the legislation written by A.L.E.C. that is passed by Republican-controlled 
legislatures all around the U.S.? It's not the working class people who live in those states. In all 
of these cases, all we need to do is follow the money. It is the wealthiest of the wealthy who 
fund the campaigns of these Republican officials, and who ultimately benefit from these laws. 
Which, as we’ve already discussed, is also why Republicans work so hard to roll back any kind of 
taxes or regulation – or undermine, disempower or disembowel the regulatory agencies they 
oversee – in the name of "smaller government." We know who consistently benefits, and who 
consistently suffers. 
 
In short: the primary beneficiaries of conservative Republican politics that seem so tainted with 
racism and oppression of the poor are the enormous concentrations of corporate wealth and 
power, as wielded by the most privileged owner-shareholders. And it is the working poor of any 
and all ethnicities, cultures, and immigration status who are consistently used, abused, and 
trampled underfoot...even as they are persuaded with outrageous propaganda and false 
promises to vote for and embrace ideologies and candidates that contradict their own 
expressed values and interests. 

 

"Hey who got the politicians in they back pocket 
Pimp slap pump that gimme that profit..." 

- Get Busy, The Roots 
 
Now we should not claim that Democrats have been innocent in this puppet play – for they, 
too, have been funded by dark money and become subject to corporate influence. I think this is 
true of even the most idealistic Democrats who seek higher office, become career politicians, 
and accumulate more influence and power. But at least, along the way, Democrats have with 
one hand tended to promote social justice, minimum wage increases and wage equality, social 
safety nets, workplace protections, a level playing field for all religions and genders and races, 
consumer protections, compassionate laws, law enforcement oversight and justice system 
reforms...even as they still throw juicy bones to their corporate campaign contributors with the 
other hand. In other words, at least many Democrats try to free themselves and others of the 
fetters of greedy corporations and the damage these capitalists perpetually do to our society. 
Which again is why more than half of corporate campaign contributions in the U.S.A. are used 
to elect pro-corporate Republicans to office, and to disrupt and discredit both Democratic 
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candidates, and as many Democratic voters as possible. And we need not guess where the 
latest phony rhetoric around "voter fraud" or “election irregularities” will be focused: these will 
be just more tools to undermine the Democratic base – and minority populations in particular. 
And we have already seen a conservative Supreme Court majority appointed by Republicans 
weaken protections for minorities provided by the Voting Rights Act, a pattern they seem 
committed to continuing. So, although Democrat politicians may still be culpable and complicit 
at times, they at least attempt to balance the scales and listen to the needs of regular working 
folk. Republicans? Generally, they tend to almost exclusively serve the corporate Beast with 
cold-hearted, lock-step conformance. 
 
All of this is why we must identify and confront the fundamental conflict, which is not between 
black and white or any other skin colors. It is instead between the "haves" who want to expand 
their ill-gotten gains, and the "have-nots" who are constantly being manipulated, misled, 
exploited and oppressed – and all too often are people of color. This insight was shared by many 
of the greatest thinkers and civil rights leaders throughout history. From the mid 1900s on, 
Oliver Cromwell Cox and W.E.B. DuBois defined the dynamics of "racial capitalism" extensively 
in their sociology. Cedric Robinson then took up that theme extensively in his black studies and 
political science work of the 1990s. Martin Luther King also decried the poverty of the U.S. and 
our need to "question the capitalist economy;" as early as 1952 he wrote that "capitalism has 
outlived its usefulness." For King, democratic socialism was an obvious avenue for the U.S. to 
reinvent itself in a more truly democratic political economy. Malcolm X also summed things up 
simply when he said: "You can't have capitalism without racism...you have to have someone 
else's blood to suck to be a capitalist." He, too, believed the central struggle was not really "a 
racial conflict of black against white," but rather "the oppressed against the oppressor, the 
exploited against the exploiter." Many other human and civil rights champions – from Gandhi to 
the Dalai Lama – have also concluded that the battle against systemic oppressions cannot be 
separated from the problems inherent to Western-style capitalism; the two go hand-in-hand.  
 
In more recent times, anti-capitalist and anti-oligarch rhetoric has also gained some traction – 
from Black Lives Matter; during the Occupy movement; in a broader awareness of writers and 
speakers like Alicia Garva, Noam Chomsky, Chris Hedges, Thomas Picketty, Greg Palast and 
Noami Klein; from socially conscious hip-hop; in the 2016 Bernie Sanders campaign; and in the 
earnest activism of Elizabeth Warren. But populist passions in this arena often tend to be tepid 
or short-lived. Even well-meaning academics like Cornel West will agree with Marxist critiques 
of capitalism and its perpetuation of structural racism, and even promote the "overlapping 
goals" of democratic socialism and antiracism, but will then ask us to increase our awareness of 
other power relationships in society, other longstanding threads of racism that predate 
capitalism, and the "Eurocentrism" inherent to left-leaning revolutionary ideologies...and they 
do so with seemingly equal energy and attention. Although all of these considerations should 
undoubtedly become part of the larger framing, unless the enduring roots of capitalism itself 
can be excised from our political economy, it simply won't matter how we engage these other 
cultural issues. Because capitalism will automatically either utilize some other longstanding 
prejudice, or invent an entirely new one, in order to engineer the mindless, tribalistic, 

https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/restoring-voting-rights-act
http://bostonreview.net/race/robin-d-g-kelley-what-did-cedric-robinson-mean-racial-capitalism
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infantilizing conformance that facilitates conspicuous consumption and enduring class divisions. 
That is simply how capitalism churns forward. 
 
So yes, there is real and potent racism that arises within cultural and historical contexts...but its 
perpetuation and amplification is used mainly as a tool by capitalists and their puppet 
politicians to perpetuate capitalist-imperialist power. And yes, like the other tools being used – 
gender discrimination, misogyny and patriarchy, religious persecution and exclusion, anti-
intellectualism and science skepticism, irrational fear and paranoia about government, and so 
on – racism also stands alone as a grave concern that needs to be addressed. But the far greater 
corrosive influence arising across the political spectrum is the greed and lust for dominance 
that fortifies insidious crony capitalism, where plutocrats rule all races both here in the U.S. and 
around the globe. It is this oligarchic corporatocracy that employs racism and these other tools 
as a social means to its nefarious economic ends. For all such efforts aim to enrich and 
empower the corporate elite, and perpetuate their position of privilege – regardless of race, 
gender, identity, or beliefs. And the resulting destructive inequity is, in fact, what the entirety of 
our capitalist system is built upon. It is feudalism with a new coat of paint, and until that 
feudalism is brought to an end, oppression and exploitation will generate new forms and tools 
to combine with the old ones, just to keep the gears of commerce perpetually well-greased.  
 
Who then will hold the corporations, shareholders, and the capitalist system itself 
accountable for the perpetuation of inequality and injustice? Here's what we can do. First, I 
think delving beyond "wokeness" to the deeper, more pervasive roots of the problem is an 
important first step. The actual primary antagonist here needs to be clearly defined and called 
out. And if that primary antagonist is in fact our capitalist system, then we all need to start 
thinking about moving beyond capitalism to something better. Something more egalitarian, 
more compassionate, more democratic, more sustainable, more environmentally responsible, 
and more kind. Throughout that process, we can certainly recognize that hatred, fear, 
prejudice, inequality, injustice and a host of other critical issues also need to be addressed in a 
new design. In fact that is what many of my own Level 7 proposals are about.  
 
But the main call-to-action here is to get this conversation going, and not allow ourselves to be 
distracted by the noise and propaganda. For our feudal lords take great delight in the masses 
being redirected away from the man behind the curtain, and while we focus on the sensational 
tools they are using to manipulate, divide, and distract us, they will continue to amass malicious 
mammon and consolidate their power. Most certainly we can and should be motivated by a 
fervent desire to end all manifestations of oppression, exploitation, disenfranchisement and 
marginalization...these are all noble and essential aims. But if the very foundation of our society 
is a political economy that thrives on enriching a tiny percentage of plutocrats at the expense of 
everyone and everything else, then we can't just put a Band-Aid on the symptoms and ignore 
the deep festering rot beneath. We need to get more than "woke;" we need to get fierce, and 
we need to get free. 
 
  

http://www.level-7.org/
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