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THAT WE MAY ALL BE ONE 

I have a deep distrust of institutional systems.  
In my life so far, I’ve been fortunate enough to 
avoid the really scary ones; I’ve never been 
“institutionalized” in the usual senses of the 
word.  But in a broader sense, we’re all 
thoroughly institutionalized.  Schools, 
insurance companies, medical providers, the 
Department of Motor Vehicles:  we all live 
with the fact that institutional systems control 
major parts of our lives. I’m fascinated by the 
dynamics of these systems, but they always 
make me feel like I need to be on my guard.  I 
don’t think they have my best interests at 
heart. 

Maybe that’s because, when I look at 
institutional systems, they remind me so 
strongly of siphonophores. 

SIPHONOPHORES 
Siphonophores are sea creatures.  The 
Portuguese man-of-war is the best known 
example of this group, but others, including 
some much larger species, live in the middle 
depths of the ocean, where they are thought to 
be responsible for a good deal of the eating of 
animal plankton that goes on down there.  
These larger ones are rarely observed, being 
too fragile to be pulled up whole in fishing 
nets. 

The fascinating thing about 
siphonophores is their physical organization.  
Depending on your point of view, a 
siphonophore is either a large, complex 
organism, or a colony of separate, specialized 
organisms.  Some of the constituent organisms 
(or zooids) are responsible for movement, 
some for eating, some for defense, some for 
reproduction.  They may have a few simple 
nerve connections to coordinate movement, 
but they have no central nervous system, no 
boss organism directing the whole colony.  
They exhibit complex behaviors for predation 
and escape, behaviors that emerge from the 
interaction of the simple behaviors of the 
individuals.   

This organization means that what you 
see when you look at a siphonophore depends 
very much on your focus.  Zoom in, and you 
see individual, specialized organisms with 
their own simple behaviors; zoom out, and 
you see the emergent behaviors of a single 
colonial organism.  Many of our modern 
institutions have this same structure.   

Zoom in on health care, for example, and 
you see individual caregivers, compassionate 
and dedicated.  But zoom out, and the industry 
looks an H. P. Lovecraft monster: a deeply 
alien congeries of hospitals, and boards of 
certification, and national institutes, and local 



medical LLCs, and medical schools, and 
pharmaceutical companies, and health 
insurers, and malpractice insurers.   

This alien entity lives by extracting 
money from the sick.  It relieves suffering, to 
be sure, but that is only part of its technique 
for inducing the sick to part with their money.  
It pushes drugs; it performs unnecessary tests 
and procedures; it restricts the supply of 
licensed providers; it favors expensive 
remediation over inexpensive prevention; it 
lobbies for public support. 

Colleges and universities are another 
obvious example.  (It’s an example that’s 
close to my heart because of my former 
academic career: I’ve studied at three colleges 
and taught at three other colleges.)  Zoom in 
on a university, and you see scholars.  Zoom 
out, and the colonial organism comes into 
focus.  It is an impressively successful species.  
In The Uses of the University, Clark Kerr 
writes: 

About eighty-five institutions in the 
Western world established by 1520 still 
exist in recognizable forms, with similar 
functions and with unbroken histories, 
including the Catholic church, the 
Parliaments of the Isle of Man, of Iceland, 
and of Great Britain, several Swiss 
cantons, and seventy universities.  Kings 
that rule, feudal lords with vassals, and 
guilds with monopolies are all gone.  
These seventy universities, however, are 
still in the same locations with some of the 
same buildings, with professors and 
students doing much the same things, and 

with governance carried on in much the 
same ways.1 

The constituent organisms are of various 
kinds: some to teach, and some to study; some 
to do research, and some to read about it; 
some to donate, and some to pursue donations; 
some to compete in sports, and some to watch 
them compete; some to throw parties and 
reunions, and some to clean up afterwards.  
There are hundreds of subassemblies of 
specialized organisms, representing the 
collective interests of groups of faculty, staff, 
alumni, and students. 

Like all colonial institutional organisms, 
universities have an organic drive to continue 
to exist, and to grow.  This drive manifests 
itself in their principal tropism: they move in 
the direction of money.  They produce 
research to extract money from government 
and industry, and they educate to extract 
money from students; and so the drives of 
these institutional organisms do produce quite 
a few incidental benefits for us, the old-
fashioned biological organisms who share the 
planet with them.  But we must not conclude 
that they always act in our interest. 

In fact, such institutional organisms 
sometimes have behaviors that are harmful to 
humans.  Stung by their tentacles, we feel 
exploited or neglected or alienated, and we 
look for someone to blame.  But there’s no 
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person at fault: no mastermind, no conspiracy, 
no controlling intellect.  We argue for change, 
hoping to persuade by force of reason or 
passion.  But institutional organisms are 
brainless; having no central nervous system, 
they cannot be persuaded of anything.  With 
enough effort we can still make them change, 
by altering their incentives or by trust-busting 
legislation.  But we have at best a vague guess 
about how they will evolve in response.  We 
cannot honestly claim to control them. 

I’m sure, dear reader, you’ve guessed 
where I’m going with all this: religious 
institutions, too, are siphonophores.  This is 
why Christian churches, over their long 
history, have been so violent, though Jesus 
was a pacifist; why so rich, though Jesus was a 
poor man who served the poor; why so 
intolerant, though Jesus always welcomed 
outcasts.  It’s because they are colonial 
institutional organisms, with the same basic, 
organic drives that all such organisms share:  
Eat.  Grow.  Survive. 

It sets the scene for a deep conflict.  The 
conflict isn’t so bad within, say, for-profit 
corporations, because the institutional drive 
that moves them in the direction of wealth and 
power points them in roughly the same 
direction that their investors want them to go.  
But with churches the conflict is more 
obvious.  Accumulating wealth and power is 
sort of the opposite of what Jesus taught and 
practiced.  Churches usually include many 
individuals who are trying to follow the Way 
of Jesus—and who are therefore disappointed 
to find that the institutional church follows 
instead the Way of the Siphonophore. 

For example, suppose a church leader 
sexually abuses a child.  If the church were 
following the Way of Jesus, you’d expect that 
such a crime wouldn’t be tolerated for a 
moment.  You’d expect forthright confession, 
and you’d expect the church to marshal 
compassionate, immediate, and extravagant 
care for everyone touched by the crime.  On 
the other hand, if the church were following 
the Way of the Siphonophore, you’d expect 
exactly what we’ve seen in the news all too 
often: a defensive self-serving reaction, a 
cover-up and a denial. 

To say that this reaction is an institutional 
dynamic is not, of course, to absolve the 
individuals involved of their guilt.  If there 
were no child abusers in positions of authority, 
such things wouldn’t happen.  If supervisors 
were more interested in justice and less 
interested in avoiding scandal, such things 
wouldn’t persist.  If we were all more Christ-
like, our institutions wouldn’t be able to leave 
the Way of Jesus and follow the Way of the 
Siphonophore.  But we’re not.  We’re flawed 
human beings, and our institutions often 
leverage our flaws to achieve their ends. 

	  


