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Abstract:   Since November, 2000 an e-mail-based forum called “rootcauseconference” has existed to discuss issues related to root cause analysis (www.rootcauselive.com).  The author of this paper is the moderator of the forum.  A summary has recently been complied of the topics discussed in 2001.  One of the topics, entitled “A Profound Question,” generated 43 messages – the #5 topic of the year.  More importantly, it was arguably the most challenging and disturbing.

The ensuing discussion ranged from the expected to the totally unexpected and convoluted.  Respondents wondered aloud:  in our quest for “flawless” operations, are we merely “pushing back the ocean with a fork,”  or “cleaning the dust off the table, knowing full-well that the dust will re-appear?”  When “failure” occurs, are our efforts to prevent it merely causing another failure somewhere down the line?  Are any of our actions useful?  Are all of our actions futile?

This article summarizes the 43 responses to this question, and then draws some conclusions that are bound to be thought-provoking.

Introduction

This paper is the result of much struggle and consternation.  It is an honest and open inquiry into the conventional wisdom of the day – an inquiry resulting in possibilities rather than factual answers.  Although the inquiry is through the eyes of a Christian, this paper is NOT meant to be representative of Christianity.  It represents, however, one person’s struggle to make sense of a glaring dichotomy.  Why do the “best” things appear to be happening at the “worst” places? 

Four years ago, my wife, 12 year-old daughter, and I moved from Richmond, Virginia to a very small, remote, mountain community – also in Virginia.   We were instantly transformed from “one of many” in Richmond to “one of the privileged few” in the mountains.   This was not our intent.  It was intended to be an intentional move “away from things” – to get back to the basics – out of the rat race.  But the differences between us and “the mountain folk” were overwhelming.

I’ve been struggling ever since we moved, trying to understand who is right, who is wrong.  How dare they criticize me for what I have – I’d only be average in Richmond!  How dare they look wary at me because I’ve been influenced by modern society!  After all, I’ve come to them to be refreshed!  But I seem hopelessly contaminated.  Or is it they who are?

I mention my predicament because it serves as a check-point for the conclusions I’ve made in this paper.  If what I “see” is true, it’ll have to be true to everyone, everywhere – otherwise it cannot be true.  You’ll see what I mean once you read what I’ve said.  I’ll talk more about the “mountain folk” later in this paper.

I also need to share something of my medical past.  Approximately 10 years ago, after complaining about a pain in my side, my doctor informed me he suspected a problem with my liver.  An examination revealed an apparent lump.  He informed me of his concerns and scheduled some tests.  I had about a week to think about things.  I thought I was doomed.

I amazed myself – I’ll never forget.  My profession (a root cause analysis consultant) became instantly and totally meaningless.  When confronted with my own mortality, with all hope stripped away from me (I thought the worst), I saw how utterly futile was my occupation.  I didn’t spend one moment thinking about my job during that week of wondering, even though I had several pressing assignments.  Instead, to be blunt, I found myself talking deeply with my wife, and then even more deeply with my Creator.  

I mention this for a reason also.  None of us knows the silliness of our agendas until we are confronted with infinity.  By “confronted with infinity,” I don’t mean frivolous risk-taking adventures.  I also don’t mean sudden, dangerous situations like war or the threat of physical violence.  I mean the experience of knowing,  and even dwelling on your own imminent death.  This might sound morbid, but it wasn’t.  It was phenomenally revealing.

In this respect, perhaps no readers will accept the conclusions I’ve drawn in this paper.  You might not be able to if you’re too wrapped-up in your own doings – you might have too much at stake, just as I did prior to my confrontation.  I have a friend who I think about often in this respect.  He is a very enlightened man – and brilliant.  He penetrates problems, and sees into their depths.  But he cannot see the portion of the problem that he is a part of.  He is a respected member of the Chemical Industry and, as such, thinks it serves a vital, necessary role.  Whether or not it does isn’t the point.  If the Chemical Industry did NOT serve a vital role, if everything in which he had invested his time was “silly,” he might collapse in despair.  Something within us will not allow ourselves to accept the brutal truth.

The Profound Question

An international Root Cause Forum (open to all, and free) has existed on www.rootcauselive.com since November 2000.  The dialogue on the forum has been phenomenal – there’s been something for just about everyone.  About a year ago (June, 2001), I posed a question to the forum – a question that was asked of myself while I was teaching a Root Cause Analysis class.  The resultant dialogue was the 5th most popular dialogue of the year (number of responses).  The question:  

"In the limit, if we identify and address the LATENT causes of failure, failure would disappear wouldn't it? We'd have a flawless enterprise, wouldn't we?"


By "latent causes," this person was referring to existing cultural, attitudinal, assumptive, or belief-system deficiencies within a person and/or his organization that cause problems.  

The context of the question came as we were discussing the "weed analogy" in the classroom.  The analogy is relevant in the United States, where most people consider dandelions to be an undesirable intruder in an otherwise “perfect” lawn  (dialogue on the forum revealed that dandelions are actually desirable in other parts of the world).  In the analogy, dandelions can either be removed "one weed at a time (roots and all)," OR we can ask "what about the condition of our lawn allows weeds to exist in the first place?"  By pursuing the second option, dandelions would disappear without having to remove them “one at a time.”  In addition, they’d never reappear.

More about Latency

I’ve learned that the word “latency” (and the phrase “latent causes”) can be very misleading.  The Chemical Industry has one understanding, Refining another, and Nuclear Power even another.  Then again, no industry has totally embraced ANY particular meaning of the word – much like “root cause analysis” – its meaning is up for grabs and is more-or-less dependent upon the particular consultant that’s been working in that area.

For the purposes of this paper, please put aside any prior understanding of this word (and phrase) and try to understand it as the questioner intended.  Latency, in the context of the this paper, refers to existing cultural, attitudinal, assumptive, or belief-system-deficiencies within a person and/or his organization that causes problems.  Using this definition, these “latent causes” exist within ourselves – we carry them around with us – barely noticing them as we live our lives.  They continually cause problems, time after time, until they are addressed.

A home example might help:  if the cutting blades on my riding lawn mower stop turning while I am mowing, I might find that the drive-belt has broken.  I might also realize that I had not checked the drive belt for several years.  If I continue my probe, I might also realize that I have been much busier in these last few years.  I am taking-on more and more.  I have less and less time to care for current responsibilities.  But responsible people, as they age and become more capable, ought to take on more and more.  I’ve only about 10 more years to make a difference in this world.  Besides, retirement is approaching.  It’s important to retire with as much as possible – most of my friends have 1 million US dollars set aside!
I hope you can see the italicized latent causes at work in the above example.  They have directly contributed to the broken lawn-mower belt.  They’re also contributing to other problems – maybe even a majority of problems in this person’s life.  Stating it more emphatically, latent causes are nearly fundamental to everything that “goes wrong” in our existence.  

Some organizations are intentionally trying to “see” these latent causes.  Are these organizations on a worthy pursuit?  Can progress be made on their findings?  Even better,  is it possible to find something which, if addressed, could result in “perfection?”  

Comments on the forum were challenging  and revealing, and centered around:

CHANGE and Perfection

PEOPLE and Perfection

PERFECTION

The following sections summarize the dialogue, then draw some admittedly controversial conclusions.

Change and Perfection

The conventional wisdom surrounding the concept of change is straightforward.  Change WILL occur.  Change WILL produce new problems.  We can try to minimize undesired consequences by addressing “latency,” but it’ll be like:

Pushing back the ocean with a fork.

Some other comments from the forum:

A static organization that ignores change and defines success only on yesterday's norms might be able to address all their latent causes and have a “perfect” world.  But static organizations die, and death is not “perfection.”  Change is always about.  Change produces new latent issues as people fight, embrace or ignore change.  Change forces organizations to be dynamic.  New latent causes will always emerge.

Solutions cause problems.  We exchange one type of latent cause for another.  Often we correct previously latent causes by introducing causes that we don't yet recognize as latent.  You might pave over the yard to eliminate weeds, but in summertime the average temperature of your property rises.  You cannot get away from change.

Change is the Mother of Trouble. Trouble is the Mother of Change.  But Stagnation is the Precursor of Disaster.
Weeks of reflecting on our dialogue, however, led me to a startling discovery:  All of the change discussed in response to “the profound question” was change initiated by OURSELVES – new products, faster production lines, leaner work staffing, new homes, new ways of communicating, or new medical advances – all in the name of progress, competition, and profit.  Human beings initiate change to please themselves – to make themselves more comfortable, to satisfy their yearning’s, to help their fellow man, and even to protect other life on our planet.  But these kinds of changes are optional –  they are the result of human deliberation and decision.  Therefore, to say that change is inevitable is also to say that change is part of human nature – that we will never be satisfied with our present condition.

Isn’t our reasoning interesting?  We think we can never attain perfection because change will always occur, and yet it’s us that’s initiating the change!  It’s uncanny how this notion of change is ingrained within us.  We accept its decree without a thought.  Blaise Pascal (famous French Mathematician, 1650) observed:

Men are overwhelmed with business, with the study of languages, and with physical exercise; and they are made to understand that they cannot be happy unless their health, their honor, their fortune and that of their friends be in good condition -- they are lead to understand that a single thing wanting will make them unhappy.

Thus they are given cares and business which make them bustle about from the break of day.  It is, you will exclaim, a strange way to make them happy.  What more could be done to make them miserable?  Indeed, what more could be done?

We should only have to relieve them from all these cares; for then they would see themselves:  they would reflect on what they are, whence they came, and wither they go.  And thus we cannot divert them too much from their preoccupations or they would be miserable indeed!  This is why, after giving them so much business we advise them, if they have some time for relaxation, to employ it in amusement, in play, and to be ALWAYS OCCUPIED.  The alternative is too much for them to take!
Pascal’s thoughts lead me to another startling discovery.  Remembering that Pascal was Christian, I referred to a Biblical Concordance to help probe the subject of CHANGE.  A Biblical Concordance is a reference book showing where and how certain words are used in the Bible (I’d have used similar references from other religions, but I did not have access to them while writing this paper).  When I looked-up the word “change,” I found it used 64 times throughout the Bible.  In ALL cases, the word referred to changes of MIND, HEART, and ATTITUDE!  No-where did the word refer to changes that we are to impose on our existence for the sake of mere convenience.  I highly suspect that Scripture from other world religions would lead to the same finding.

Conditions of the mind, heart, and attitude are LATENT within us.   We ought to be seriously scrutinizing these conditions, especially when failure occurs.  The Domino Analogy helps visualize the importance of dwelling on latent causes.  

The Domino Analogy
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Human beings do things (human causes) that result in changes to our physical world (physical causes).  For example, we throw tons of sand onto a beach that’s been eroded.    The piling-up of sand (physical causes) occurs because people throw it on the beach (human causes).  

If a problem occurs as a result of piling-up the sand, much of life’s mystery is capable of being unraveled.  Let’s suppose the piling-up of sand on the beach caused a shift in local waterway currents that unexpectedly affected a shipping channel.  The captain of a charter fishing boat, cruising through the channel at normal speed,  suddenly hits bottom.  People are careened from the boat.  One of them is run-over by another boat and dies.  An investigation is performed.
The investigation team finds that the channel rapidly filled with sand over a period of weeks.  They make the tie between it, and the new waterway currents as a result of the beach sand program.  This is where the investigation usually stops.  Rarely, if ever, are the latent causes pursed.  

However, our attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions about life (latent causes) are at the root of all our reasoning (and thus actions).  Sure, we throw tons of sand on a beach because hurricanes have swept it away.  But that’s not the whole story.

The latent cause of our action in the above example might be the underlying assumption that we can do things to counteract nature without producing long-term negative effects.  Whatever the true latent cause (the above was merely an example), it is absolutely essential to identify it!
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But we rarely, if ever, address latency.  
Please think for a moment about the time we spend trying to understand the “physics of life” (physical causes).  Think of the advancements in medicine, astronomy, space exploration, genetic manipulation, physics, and biology in our own lifetime.

Now, think about the attention we place on understanding the attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions about life – especially as a result of failure or catastrophe.  

Without a doubt, our society is very out-of-balanced.  Science is king.  It’s been king for quite some time.  We are fascinated by the physics of our existence.  It’s probably impossible not to use what we learn from scientific research.  When we discover the causes of cancer, for example, we WILL use this understanding for a cure.  

But as Science has ascended its throne, it has all but eliminated the very thing it promised us – TIME, time to truly live, to enjoy life, to be with family and friends.  We have less time today than we’ve ever had – especially time to “see ourselves, reflect what we are, whence we came, and whither we go.”

That’s the undeniable message of Latency!  We’re going too fast.  We’re focused on the wrong things.  We’re overly impressed with ourselves.  In other words, whereas our understanding of the physics of life prods us into changing things, our understanding of the “latent causes” leads us in the opposite direction – to slow down, to accept our humble position in life, and to take a good look at ourselves and our motivations.

In conclusion, yes, change seems inevitable.  It will always produce new problems.  But I don’t think change will produce new latent causes.  I believe that new problems come because the vast majority of people are not willing to acknowledge, accept and address the same-old latent causes that have always existed.  

The mountain people are closer to understanding this than we are.  They seem to understand the futility of “progress.”  They’ve found the secret of “saving time” – doing things the old, hard way.  Their lives are not perfect, by any means.  But I understand their reluctance to jump on the merry-go-round.  Their simple lives have served them well.  
People and Perfection

As I look at the world through my Christian eyes, I admit to having increasingly wondered over the last few years why  “goodness” seems most prevalent in those facets of American society where I would have thought it would be most absent.  There are always exceptions, but in general it seems that BUSINESS is where people behave MOST courteously towards one another.  

I’ve just seen it again this past week, upon return from a small chemical plant.  They’ve been involved with self-managed work teams for about 5 years, and have been emphasizing the importance of values and communication skills.  These people have grown to where they are forthright with each other, trust one-another, are humane, and had a deep sense of “doing the right thing.”  I’ve been seeing the same thing for years at virtually all the chemical plants, refineries, and other plants in which I’ve worked.  Stephen Covey is alive and well in industrial America.

From the forum dialogue (as well as from life in general), conventional wisdom suggests that although perfection is not possible we CAN develop people to such an extent that we can accomplish almost anything to which we set our minds.  In fact, we wouldn’t be able to do half the things we do without being able to get along with one another.  People seem “better” at the leading edge of progress  than “in church.”

Along the same lines, it is also unsettling to look at the “mountain world.”  Interestingly, I don’t sense the same “goodness” up here in the mountains.  Clans of families exist, many of which don’t talk to each other.  Communication skills are awful – they’ve never been emphasized.  Prejudice is rampant – watch-out if your skin is the wrong color.  A disproportionate amount of people (compared to the business world) are downright rude, wearing their feelings on their shirt.  It takes a long  time for them to accept new people – they don’t trust outsiders.  Simplicity is their God – modern society is “of the devil.”  

What is the meaning of all this?

Is supreme goodness (humans cooperating and getting along with one another) to be found at the leading edge of modern society, where the demands REQUIRE us to be better people?  If so, then that’s where we should expect to find “perfection,” or at least its closet approximation, since that’s where our behaviors are optimized.  

This conclusion, however, would be a direct contradiction to one of the main teachings of all the major religions of the world.  Christianity cautions us to be WARY of “the world.”  All major religions teach the same.  The leading edge of modern technology IS “the world.”  It’s what consumes our attention, where we spend our time and money, and what diverts our attention from the more important things of life.

The underlined words (above) remind me of a statement made by a refinery worker when 3 of his fellow employees were seriously burned in a fire.  The statement sheds some light on the dilemma.  He said:

Failure is the only phenomena of our existence capable of getting our attention when we’re too busy doing other things.  Nothing else can snatch us away from our own objectives, desires, and goals and force us to look at the most important facets of life.

This statement strongly intimates that we’re NOT looking at the most important facets of life.  What are the most important facets of life?  I believe a probe into the latent causes of failure leads us to an answer.

Ask yourself, as you are in the midst of your next inquiry, what attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions were at the root of the event.  Personally, I’ve found the following: 

We should not accept our present condition.  We can always make things better.

We must do more and more with less and less in order to survive.

It is possible to get away with things every once in a while, especially when the business stakes are high.

Pain is bad.  We must do whatever it takes to avoid pain.

Money “in the bank” is our only true security.

We must do everything we can to prolong our lives.

If these beliefs (or similar ones) are at the root of all “failure,” then shouldn’t we at least be talking about them?  What if these beliefs are flawed – even worst, what if they are downright wrong?  What if, in the limit, by addressing these latent causes we find that  perfection IS possible?

Ridiculous, you say?  I say it cannot be more ridiculous than our present path.

I seems to me that we have allowed ourselves to be sucked onto the whirling merry-go-round of life, where perfection is impossible and eventual catastrophe is certain – like lemmings being led over a cliff.  We have been deluding ourselves with visions of grandeur – visions based on half-baked truths, and loaded with super-ego.     

My conclusions about People and Perfection are best-summarized by quoting a portion of a recent book entitled “Why Smart People Do Stupid Things.”  The book asks a wonderful question.   Why do such intelligent people like Richard Nixon, Bill Clinton, and the Enron executives all do such stupid things?  The answer, according to the book,  is staggeringly simple. 

Smart people do stupid things because:

1. The egocentrism fallacy: We foolishly come to believe that because we are so smart, the world does and should revolve around us.

2. The omniscience fallacy: We foolishly come to believe that part of the reason the world revolves around us is that we know much more than we do, or even all we need to know.

3. The omnipotence fallacy: We foolishly believe this knowledge makes us omnipotent. We can do whatever we want and get away with it.

4. The invulnerability fallacy: Then we foolishly believe we can get away with it because our intelligence makes us invulnerable to attack or even perhaps to criticism.
These four fallacies are precisely what exist at the leading edge of technology.  They are the resultant of our insistence on focusing on the physics and science of our lives, and our corresponding reluctance to acknowledge the latent causes of failure.
Is this what the mountain people see when they look at us?  I think so.  Do they have all the answers?  Heaven’s no!  I’m convinced they are supposed to be learning things also.    Their lessons are bound to be different than our lessons, that’s for sure.  The “world” is luring them also, but the world in their sense is different.  To be blunt, they struggle with more basic and obvious kinds of “sin” than we do.  Ours is much more subtle, but infinitely more dangerous.
They struggle with bigotry.  We think we’re God.

Perfection

If we address the latent causes of our failures (attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions at the root of our problems), can we reach perfection?  To help answer this, at the very least we need to understand the meaning of “perfection.”  I thought its meaning was obvious, until people forced me to reconsider.
I thought perfection was “the absence of all problems.”  People encouraged me, however, to answer the follow-up question:  “what is a problem?”  

As I answered their questions, they continued to challenge my answers.  I found myself becoming frustrated.  Whatever I said, they seemed to have another viewpoint.  I felt like I was trying to grab hold of a greased watermelon.  For example, I  said:

The effect of latency is like living on the “Leaning Tower of Pisa."  The lean affects EVERYTHING, all the time.  Addressing latency is like "fixing the lean."  Once the lean is corrected, that latent "force" is gone.  Nothing else will correct the "problem." 


They said:

The poor guy who spent his life getting used to the lean of his tower is not going to appreciate your "fix".

According to your logic, building the tower in Pisa was a mistake – it should have been built on solid ground.  But then, what would have happened in Pisa without the tower’s fame, tourists, and money?

Seeing that I was getting no-where with the Leaning Tower analogy, I tried using the Weed Analogy (undesirable dandelions in the lawn).  Their response:

If there are dandelions on the lawn,  it’s probably the perfect place for them. Getting rid of them means that we disturb or interfere with what’s REALLY perfect.  How dare WE define “perfect.”  One of the great Latent Causes is humanity’s tendency to think IT knows “perfection.”

The dialogue became confounding and abstract.

Perfection means something that’s not meant to be changed because it doesn’t need to be changed.  HISTORY is perfect.  What HAS happened is perfect.  What HAPPENS is perfect.

Consider the undesirable consequences of a hurricane – flooding, wind damage, storm surges, etc.   Suppose we currently had the technology to alter the direction and intensity of these storms to protect certain geographical areas.  What would happen when we altered the intricate balance between  heat build-up in the ocean, and natures way of removing that heat?  My guess is that nature would find another way to deal with the balance, and we as humans probably wouldn't like the result.  Nature has it’s PERFECT way.

Looking at nature and physics you will see a perfect system.  Even FAILURE -within this system- IS PERFECT.   So, what’s not perfect?  It’s us and our interference - not seeing,  ignoring the consequences of our enterprises,  trying to get more than possible.


The sense I got from many of the forum responses was that everything is perfect!  “Perfection,” some said, is misunderstood.  We think WE know what perfection is.  “Perhaps that’s the problem,” they said  – “we don’t know how it ought to be – maybe we never will.”  “If we manipulate nature by forcing it to do unnatural things and don’t like the reaction,” they said, “we say it’s imperfect.”  “But is isn’t imperfect.  Nature reacts perfectly.”

What does this mean?  When someone gets seriously injured, is this “perfect?”  If someone murders my child, is that perfect?  If I have dandelions in my lawn, is that perfect?  If I poison all the dandelions in my lawn to get rid of them, and succeed, is that perfect?  If I get sick because of the poisons that I threw on my lawn, is that perfect?  According to the responses, the answer is YES to all the above.  

But what if I don’t WANT someone to be seriously injured?  What if I don’t WANT to be sick?  What if don’t WANT my child to be murdered?  If I follow the logic of the dialogue, IT DOESN’T MATTER WHAT I WANT.  The bottom-line of the previous paragraphs is that perfection is independent of human desire.  

I cannot accept this.  It’s simply not true.  Perfection is a human construct and invention.  In essence, it’s a perception.  Perfection, in the absence of humanity to judge it, has no meaning.

Their very valid point, however, is that it MAKES NO SENSE TO JUDGE NATURE’S RESPONSE to the things we impose upon it.  If someone gets injured, we should understand that the injury was nature’s response to what was imposed upon it.  We cannot judge the injury as perfect or imperfect.  Instead, we should look at how we imposed ourselves upon nature to have caused such as reaction, and make judgments on that imposition.  In essence, we cannot judge nature – WE CAN ONLY JUDGE OURSELVES!

I think for every "wrong" decision, action, omission nature has the perfect answer, reaction, and that’s what we never will overcome.   WE ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR OUR DEEDS and  that’s what we have to get in our heads.  That’s the underlying message in each and every failure.

Perfection is only pertinent in the present.  Focusing on that very specific moment, and  trying to achieve the PERFECT (however that is defined) is the challenge. Attentiveness or mindfulness in every tiny bit of action is the key to the door with the sign PERFECTION on it.

In theory, perfection in all the tiniest tasks is the only thing that will give you a perfect result.
 
Not until all of us do it right at every single moment there will be perfection.

The more we try to understand about the small deeds we do every day, the closer we can come to perfection.

During the weeks of reflecting on this, I made another startling discovery:  All the comments about “perfection,” as discussed in response to “the profound question,” were related to the physical world.  We talked about deaths, injuries, physical destruction, leaning towers, and dandelions.  We concluded that nature reacts perfectly in these realms.  

I found myself wondering whether the forum members thought that the same was also true in the latent world, i.e., I wondered whether or not they felt that all of our ATTITUDES, BELIEFS, and ASSUMPTIONS about life were PERFECT also?

I think the answer is both obvious and stunning.  

1. No, our attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions about life are not perfect.  They are SEVERELY flawed.

2. Failure is the only phenomena capable of pointing-out the flaws, if we’re willing to look.

Furthermore, it is apparent that nature REACTS perfectly in the natural realm.  It reacts perfectly to us – to our imposition upon it.  Is the reverse also true?  Do WE react to nature?  

Yes, of course!  Humanity reacts when death, injury, physical destruction, leaning towers, dandelions, and shifting sands impose themselves on us.  But whereas nature’s response to humanity can ONLY be in the physical realm, our response to nature can be twofold:

1. We can react, once again,  in the physical realm –  re-imposing ourselves on nature.  For example, we can apply poison to the dandelions, straighten the leaning tower, and add sand to eroding beaches.  But the result of this response is merely another natural reaction, to which humanity will respond once more (the whirling, spiraling, merry-go-round of life).

OR

2. We can react in the latent realm, changing the way we THINK about our existence. 

This seems to be the continuing choice of life:  Either reject the conditions in which we find ourselves, by trying to modify nature, or yield.  

Eventually we all must yield.

Our self-made image of perfection in many cases does not comply with the perfect system of nature.  Maybe it NEVER does.   Guess which image of perfection is going to be the winner when the two are in conflict!  Maybe THIS is the real Latency – our seemingly endless desire to change “the perfect system of nature.”
In Conclusion

After several weeks of struggling with forum member’s responses to the profound question, I have come to a two-faceted conclusion.  

First, YES, if we addressed the latent causes of our problems we would achieve perfection.  Perfection, however, is not what we think.  As forum member’s described it, perfection is “nature’s perfect way.”  As a Christian, I prefer to say that perfection is God’s way.

These latent causes are identifiable now, just as they always have been.  We could acknowledge them, and then act on them.  If we did this, our problems would be non-existent.  

Secondly, however, the vast majority of us will NOT address these latent causes, even once we identify them.  Simply put, we’d rather not.  

More than anything, responses to the question highlight how we (western civilization) are riveted to our own agendas and how we will not be diverted from them, even though our investigations (and history itself) clearly show the futility of this path.  It is the conclusion of this paper that we are on a Merry-Go-Round, spinning round and round, going faster and faster but really going no-where – most of us hanging-on for dear life.  The precursor’s are staring us in the face.  September 11 has come and gone.  But we continue to be riveted to our own agendas.

On one hand, attempting to understand the latent causes of our problems is the ONLY worthy pursuit of life.  On the other hand, only a small minority of people are likely to undertake this pursuit.  Even a smaller number will accept what they discover.  

The mountain people don’t have to deal with this struggle.  I think they’re smarter than any of us.  They’ve decided that the old way is a better way.  They’re suspicious of newcomers.  I am caught in the middle of all this.  I see the reality of where I am, and I know the truth of where they are.  But I cannot get there.  It seems hopeless.

All I can do is speak out.  For what good, I honestly have no idea.  Maybe I’m to follow one of my earthy hero’s, Malcomb Muggeridge.  He told it as he saw it:

It is only possible to succeed at second-rate pursuits -- like becoming a millionaire or a prime minister, winning a war, seducing beautiful women, flying through the stratosphere or landing on the moon.  First-rate pursuits -- involving, as they must, trying to understand what life is about and trying to convey that understanding -- inevitably result in a sense of failure.  A Napoleon, a Churchill, a Roosevelt can feel themselves to be successful, but never a Socrates, a Pascal, a Blake.  Understanding is for ever unattainable.  Therein lies the inevitability of failure in embarking upon its quest, which is non the less the only one worthy of serious attention.

 Malcomb Muggeridge (1903-1990) British Broadcaster
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