
225Bureaucracy, It Goes to Eleven

Even if you have never faced the agency-mandated destruction of your house or home 
planet, bureaucracies are the one aspect of government that we all eventually end up 
wrestling with, and there is probably little need to convince you that they are flawed. Con-
sider the film I opened the chapter with, Brazil, and the error committed by the infallible 
machinery of government. Or visit pretty much any Department of Motor Vehicles office, 
and time how long it takes before you hear every single one of George Carlin’s “Seven 
Words You Can Never Say on Television” uttered by people trying to get something done. 
I could send you to Mercer Island in the state of Washington to get a permit to cut a tree 
out of your backyard. As ridiculous as that might sound, I am not making that one up. You 
need a permit to cut down a tree, even if a windstorm has already tipped it onto the roof 
of your home. Or how about a lawn-watering permit in Melbourne, which, despite the 
extraneous vowels, is in Australia, not France.

Actually, many of our frustrations with bureaucracies have less to do with their flaws and 
more to do with their ideals of strict adherence to rule-based actions. This is good, but the 
actual flaws of bureaucratic institutions are far more worrisome. In fact, the bulk of the aca-
demic literature on bureaucracies reflects a fundamental acceptance of the Frankensteinian 
image that most people in the general public hold. Bureaucracies are considered to be 
unresponsive behemoths that not only frighten the average villager but also cannot be effec-
tively controlled by the mad scientists who were elected to create them. Worse yet, once a 
bureaucracy has been set loose on the world, chasing it around with torches and pitchforks 
does absolutely no good whatsoever. Academic research explicitly describes bureaucracies 
in terms of controlling them, taming them, overseeing them, influencing them, or capturing 
them—themes straight out of a monster movie—and it is safe to say that the struggle to 
cage bureaucracies has been the predominant theme in the researchers’ studies.

In fact, the presumed impotence of political efforts to control bureaucracies drives an 
ongoing debate over the fundamental compatibility of bureaucratic and democratic gov-
ernment. Yet we must have bureaucracy. So many of the functions we demand of modern 

If you recognize the name Verity Lambert, then congratula-

tions. Verity ranks an astounding 30 on the geek scale, and 

it looks like you will score very well on the final geekism 

tally. It is an open question what such an “accomplishment” 

portends for the likelihood of any future intimate interac-

tions with humans, but hey, you can always adopt stray cats 

and win their undying respect by telling them that you know 

the name of the very first producer of Dr. Who.

Actually, there’s a bit more to Verity’s story than that. 

You see, she made it happen. She pushed it past several 

setbacks, including a disastrous misfortune of having the 

first episode get almost zero audience because it pre-

miered on the night that Kennedy was shot. She fought for 

the series, took charge of it, and played hardball at a time 

when it was unusual for women to have any role behind the 

camera. And furthermore, she did all that within the 

bureaucratic nightmare known as the BBC. Dr. Who would 

become the longest-running science fiction series in televi-

sion history, and Verity would become a knight or a dame 

or one of those other British things or something.
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