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your bail money account is topped up. And don’t do the goat thing; do the other thing. 
There’s nothing funny about goats.

Completely unrelated to just how bad your awesome idea is going to be, there is also 
the surprising fact that I am actually going to have to start this chapter by explaining what 
a bureaucracy is. Despite what you’ve been told, bureaucracy did not evolve out of the 
Babylonian practice of punitive dentistry. Given that popular misconception, it is probably 
no surprise that I have to spend some time convincing you that there actually is an idealist 
perspective on bureaucracy. Bureaucratic ideals include inflexibility, so it probably is at 
least a little bit like you’ve always thought, but there’s good reason for that ideal. I also 
make sure you understand why we want and kind of need bureaucracy before I close out 
the chapter with the big issue; how do we control them? 

BUREAUCRACY, IT GOES TO ELEVEN*

If I had to offer a theme for the depiction of bureaucracies in film and literature, “ridiculous 
to the point of sublime” would be the first thing that probably comes to mind. The Hitch-
hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy2 opens with Arthur Dent lying in the mud in front of a bulldozer. 
Arthur is neither intoxicated nor injured; he is simply trying to keep a wrecking crew from 
demolishing his house. It seems that the local bureaucracy has decided to put a highway 
bypass through his breakfast nook. Arthur’s argument with the crew foreman is interrupted 
by Arthur’s friend Ford Prefect. Ford not only reveals that he is actually an alien but also 
tells Arthur that the earth is about to be destroyed so a hyperspatial bypass can be con-
structed. When objections are raised, those in charge of both demolitions argue that notice 
had been given and Arthur had plenty of opportunity to respond and object. Of course, the 
paperwork for the demolition of Dent’s house was posted in the unlit basement of a govern-
ment building, and the earth’s notice was posted quite clearly on a notice board that just 
happened to be on another planet. Apparently the applicable rules said nothing about 
where the notice had to be posted.

* I take it for granted that you have all seen This Is Spinal Tap.

WHEN YOU FALL IN A CRYOCAPSULE 
AND WAKE UP IN THE YEAR 3000
Professor Farnsworth may shout out “good news everyone” then 
forget to ask you to ...

•• Explain common perceptions of bureaucracies. 

•• Describe the ideals and purpose behind creating a functioning Frankenstein bureaucracy. 

•• Identify key flaws in bureaucratic government.
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