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Danny Elfman rates a respectable 7 on the geek scale. He’d 

be higher, but the chances are that you know his work even 

if you don’t know his name. He has produced the music for 

a tremendous number of movies, and there is something 

uniquely quirky about his style that most people would 

recognize.

Now you can double your geek score and take away an 

impressive 14 points if you know that he was the lead singer 

for Oingo Boingo, a 1980s band that had a peculiar obses-

sion with songs about social and political authoritarianism.
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for atomization. If people are satisfied and happy, they are inclined to not fix what ain’t 
broken. If people can’t feed their families, it’s going to be hard to keep them from doing 
whatever it takes to change things.

Think of the playground bully. When pushed too far, the other kids will stand up to a 
bully. If you’ve ever seen A Christmas Story,12 you’ll recall how cute little Ralphie ultimately 
deals with the crazy bully who always pounds on his brother and his friends. Ralphie usu-
ally deals with this intimidation through preference falsification—that is, by trying to say 
whatever the bully wants to hear so that he can pass unscarred. But one day, pushed by 
a series of events that have left him downtrodden and dispirited,* Ralphie instead flips out 
and pounds the bully until he bleeds.†

When people are pushed over the edge and into despair, they may also be pushed to 
revolt. Dissent, protests, inflammatory speeches by opposition leaders, marches, or per-
haps even riots will occur. Consequently, when dissatisfaction rises to the point that it 
sparks open opposition, the government must increase the level of force to retain control. 
Punishments are made more severe and more frequent to increase self-policing enough to 
quell the unrest. Leaders take measures not only to increase peer policing but also to make 
peer policing more salient. As authoritarian leaders around the world have demonstrated 
repeatedly, this strategy works. Over the long run, however, there is a very serious problem 
with using large amounts of force, and this limitation can restore some of the idealists’ faith 
in humanity.

Using force to maintain control usually does nothing to resolve the underlying causes of 
discontent. The people are usually dissatisfied for a reason. In fact, in a dictatorial environ-
ment it probably takes a pretty serious problem to get people past the fear of punishment 
that would normally keep them from expressing their true preferences. Left unaddressed, the 
underlying problem is likely to grow worse rather than better. There are times of transitory 

* Despite all his efforts, Ralphie will not get the BB gun he wants for Christmas. 

† The bully bleeds, not Ralphie. I had a note to remind me to clear up that pronoun-verb confusion in the second edition, but I must 
have forgot or something, and now that I’m sneaking snarky footnotes into the fourth edition, it’s a little too late to change things that 
might actually get noticed. We can always hope for the fifth edition.




