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Finally, to ask better questions we have to know what methods are 
available. Researchers too often see everything as a nail, because the only 
tool they have is a hammer. Here too we want to know about the variety of 
approaches used historically and currently. Practitioners too may have a 
limited number of skills in their repertoire, and every youth and every youth 
problem then looks similar.  

It’s a big world, and we want to invite that big world into our practices 
and our questions. Let’s ask better questions, and let us continue to 
develop our practices.   
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Owning It 
 

Hans Skott-Myhre 
 

 
ometimes apparently good news is more complicated than you 
think. Here in the second decade of the 21st century, the world we 
live in is so full of contradictions, antagonisms, and oxymoronic 

formulations that our ability to draw a straight line from one point to the 
other is often extremely difficult. Part of the reason for this is that the 
discourses of our time are saturated with layer after layer of sheer 
perversity. That is to say that meanings emerge and dissolve at such speed 
as to make us dizzy as we attempt to discern what might actually make 
sense. We are lied to, and lie to ourselves, in stories that tangle and 
untangle, unravel and spin, cast webs that dissolve upon contact, and 
weave tales so full of holes as to become invisible upon any kind of close 
examination. In short, our ability to reason is profoundly impacted by what 
Spinoza would call the superstitions of our time. 

One of those superstitions is the belief that we can escape the 
consequences of our history through partial or complete refusal. In other 
words, that we can rewrite the past in such a way as to step aside from any 
accountability we might have here in the present. We can act as though 
we have the innocence that is sufficient to go on as though we have a full 
right to everything we can accumulate and own. That whatever brought us 
to this point of enfranchisement is simply an act of grace, in which we are 
gifted by whatever divine force to live the life we have. In this way of 
thinking, we don’t have any real responsibility to the past, but perhaps 
more importantly, we have little or no responsibility to how we are 
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producing the present either. And oddly enough, this kind of dissimulation 
makes the future utterly opaque, in terms of how our current mode of life 
might shape the world for future generations. 

There is a moment in Antonio Negri’s book Art and the Multitude, 
where he is writing to his former comrades who had been involved in 
revolutionary activity in Italy in the 1970’s. The revolution has failed, and he 
is writing from prison where he has been sentenced to serve time for an 
assassination he didn’t commit. Negri notes that his comrades have 
become dispirited about the failure of the revolt and the way in which Italy 
and the world have succumbed to capitalist values. His comrades are 
bemoaning the inherent injustice of the failure of their revolutionary 
project and expressing cynicism about the state of things and how the 
future is unfolding. Negri admonishes them for their idealism and reminds 
them that, as revolutionaries, there is no room for idealistic visions of what 
could have been. He argues that he and his comrades created the 
revolution, and it was their tactics and strategies that led to its failure. He 
tells them that, as Marxists, it is essential that their actions be dealt with on 
strictly materialistic terms.   

He reminds them that, according to Marx, we create the conditions of 
the world in which we live. If we have created a world with which we are 
dissatisfied, it is up to us to create a new world, not bemoan an ideal world 
that never existed. This is the basis of the struggle for new worlds and new 
peoples. The future must be founded and rooted in the actuality of current 
material conditions. We must be accountable to the effects of our actions, 
both in their failure as well as their success. There is no room for stepping 
aside from the accountability we have, to continue to act in ways that 
change the world as it is now, not as we wish it to be or as we imagine it 
was. 

https://www.amazon.com/Art-Multitude-Antonio-Negri-dp-0745649009/dp/0745649009/ref=mt_other?_encoding=UTF8&me=&qid=1637158398
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This insistence on accountability to the actuality of the world as it is, is 
consistent with Negri’s larger political project that sources its materials, 
both physical and intellectual, from the world as it is lived and produced 
now. There is no nostalgia for a past world, nor any denial of the depth of 
struggle to be engaged in cobbling together the elements of life around us 
into configurations of a world to come. Nothing should be discarded that 
could be turned to revolutionary purpose. This is not a call, however, to 
deny our history. Instead, it is a reminder that our history is never lived in 
the past. We create our history as we live its effects in the present. In that 
sense, how we articulate and account for the effects of history now is what 
matters.  

I was reminded of this, when I heard a Ted Talk by Indigenous activist 
Nikki Sanchez on decolonization. In her talk she tells us that, for settlers, 
“this history is not your fault, but it is your responsibility.” Obviously, the 
current generation of settlers were not there during what was arguably the 
most brutal periods of genocide and land theft. But we are here now as 
beneficiaries of land theft, slavery, and the attempted erasure of 
Indigenous peoples. Our current way of life is saturated with the blood of 
those our ancestors enslaved, killed, robbed, and marginalized to the 
hardest and most desolate fringes of the land we stole. As Negri points out, 
we must take a full accounting of the current effects of our history. What 
level of suffering and hardship still endures as the legacy of settler actions? 
History is never in the past. It is always created over and over in every 
moment of the present in both material and ideological terms. The 
brutality of our past actions is only matched by the brutality of our current 
levels of denial.  

As it happens, I live in the part of the world where the ethnic cleansing 
of Indigenous people from the east coast, of what is now commonly known 

https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/insurgencies
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QP9x1NnCWNY
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as the United States, began. Just down the road is a beautiful nature 
reserve called McIntosh Reserve. It is named after the Indigenous chief, 
slave holder, and early capitalist William McIntosh Jr. In 1825, McIntosh 
signed the second treaty of Indian Springs which sold all Creek land in 
Georgia and Alabama to the state of Georgia. The sale was against tribal 
law. Indeed, any land sale of Creek land was a capital offense, McIntosh was 
assassinated for the sale, but it went forward, and the Creek people were 
relocated initiating what came to be known as the trail of tears.  

The trail of tears today would be called ethnic cleansing. Under 
President Andrew Jackson, all Indigenous people were forcibly relocated to 
the Oklahoma Territory against their will and without any legal recourse. 
The supreme court ruled Jackson’s action illegal, but he proceeded 
nonetheless. This ethnic cleansing of Georgia allowed for settlers to make 
the land claims that laid the foundation for the expansion of slavery and 
the plantation economy that followed. It is a shameful and bloody history 
without which no one living in Georgia today could have the way of life we 
now enjoy. 

It is one of many perversities, that on this ethnically cleansed land, the 
descendants of settlers have named so many places and communities with 
mispronounced and misunderstood Indigenous names. Equally appalling 
is the naming of Atlanta’ baseball team, the “Braves,” complete with 
stadiums of settler descendants making mockery of Indigenous chants 
and doing the “tomahawk chop” on the very land that was stolen and 
ethnically cleansed. It is a savage repudiation of any form of accountability, 
however symbolic, for a brutal and ignominious history.  

To be so willfully and publicly oblivious is stunning. Of course, this sort of 
performance is not limited to the American South or even the United 
States. The settler capacity for an infinitude of acts of aggressive denial is a 
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daily occurrence across the landscape of global capitalism. Such acts may 
appear to have no discernable effect on the inheritors of the settler legacy. 
After all, the beat of global capital beats strongly in the hearts of its 
subjects. As settlers, we are quite attached to what was stolen on our 
behalf. We are fierce in our sense of ownership and entitlement. 

That said, I do worry that every act of willful denial and coded 
celebration of genocide has a corrosive effect on the spirit of settler people. 
In a way, over hundreds of years it has little by little hollowed us out. We are 
in many ways the Hollow Men of T.S. Elliot’s poem, 

 
Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 
. . . 
 Remember us-if at all-not as lost 
 Violent souls, but only 
 As the hollow men 

  
It is precisely this hollowness that the foundations of CYC in 

phenomenology and existentialism was designed to remediate. These 
philosophies at the heart of humanistic psychology focused on the 
encounter between living subjects as an invigorating exchange intended 
to awaken our common interests and the power of transformational 
investments of mutual and reciprocal care. Regrettably, the initial political 
impetus of figures such as Sartre, with his warnings of bad faith, were 
largely betrayed by psychological investments in self-actualization, rather 
than social revolution. A kind of narcissistic investiture of self-care replaced 
what Sartre called for in owning the actions that form our life and our 
world. We might surmise that his intentions were far greater than 

https://allpoetry.com/the-hollow-men
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becoming a well-cared for bourgeois consumer of psychotherapy and self-
help. Indeed, the project of the radical figures that informed the 
foundations of CYC was centered on taking a profound accountability for 
creation of the world. Of course, this can all be minimized into more 
digestible pablum that mistakes accountability for consequences and 
existential crisis for mental illness. 

There is little doubt in my mind that such thinking is leading us down 
the path to social, cultural, and physical suicide. As a citizenry saturated in 
the logic of global capitalism, we carry with us a socially encoded cultural 
DNA that shapes our thinking in profoundly dangerous patterns. Certainly, 
one of the more perverse modes of thought that permeates what we 
might call the settler unconscious is the idea of ownership. The belief that 
it is possible to own the soil, the forests, rivers, mountains, crops, buildings, 
and even each other, has been central to the settler project. Without it, 
capitalism would not exist and slavery, ethnic cleansing, and land theft 
would be impossible. Property ownership is an idea deeply rooted in the 
settler perception of the world and our place in it. Perversely it even shapes 
our methods of repatriation and reconciliation. 

 I mentioned at the beginning of this piece that in our current society 
even good news can be complicated. This is certainly true when we apply 
settler logic to projects ostensibly rooted in social justice. I was reminded of 
this, when I saw a recent story about an African American family (the Bruce 
family) who purchased a tract of ocean front property in Los Angeles in 1912 
in order to provide a beach front resort for Black families. From the 
beginning they were harassed by the Klu Klux Klan and their white 
neighbors, until the city of Los Angeles seized the land through a process 
of imminent domain in 1924. In 2021, the City of Los Angeles returned the 
land to the descendants of the original African American family. The 

https://abcnews.go.com/US/california-beach-seized-black-family-1924-set-returned/story?id=77191841
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decision was hailed as a victory for socially just repatriation. After the vote 
by the city council LA County District supervisor Janice Hahn stated that 

 
When I realized that the county now had ownership of the 
Bruce's original property, I felt there was nothing else to do but 
give the property back to the direct descendants of Willa and 
Charles Bruce . . . I hope that other cities, other counties, and 
other states will see what we are doing here . . . And I hope that 
they will be inspired to look at their own histories and identify 
opportunities to begin to repair and make amends for injustices 
like these. 

 
Of course, this sounds wonderful. But I would argue that it is saturated 

in colonial settler logic about land ownership. The land can’t be given by 
the county, because the county never owned it. The land was never ceded 
to the United States by Indigenous treaty. It was appropriated from Mexico 
who inherited it from the colonial incursions of the Spanish. The history 
here is complex and is full of attempts at ethnic cleansing and genocide. In 
the end, however, the fact remains that the land was stolen before it was 
sold to the Bruce family and then stolen back from them before being 
returned. Before we can accept the justice of Bruce family land 
repatriation, we must understand that it obscures an older injustice.  

In this one example we can see layer upon layer of settler brutality that 
extends over hundreds of years, disenfranchises Indigenous and Black 
people, and then erases one set of injustices in order to attempt to address 
another. The one thing that is not addressed in this story is the question of 
whether the land can be owned at all. There is never a question as to 
whether the governance structures of settler ownership are foundationally 
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illegitimate. The assumption is that the land is owned and therefore can be 
transacted. Nowhere in this attempt at repatriation are Indigenous peoples 
consulted or even mentioned. They are once again ethnically cleansed 
through omission. 

Of course, we as CYC workers and scholars are subject to similar modes 
of erasure and omission. Our work is saturated with implied and overt 
notions of ownership of our bodies, our programs, our institutions, our field, 
our writings, and so on. We implicitly and explicitly indoctrinate the young 
people in our care in the narcissistic investments of self care and an almost 
fierce ownership of identity and personal property. I would suggest that if 
we seriously mean to do the complex and nuanced work of socially just 
practice, we might begin with an examination of the foundational logic of 
the settler project in private property and ownership. Until and unless we 
do, our work will be at best incomplete and at worst foundationally corrupt. 

 

HANS SKOTT-MYHRE is a regular writer for CYC-Online. He is a Professor of Social Work 
and Human Services at Kennesaw State University in Georgia (USA). He may be reached 
at hskottmy@kennessaw.edu 
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From Our Archives 

Peter Principles 
 
 

r. Laurence Johnston Peter (September 16, 1919 – January 12, 1990) 
was an educator and “hierarchiologist", best known to the general 
public for the formulation of the Peter Principle. He was born in 

Vancouver, British Columbia, and began his career as a teacher in 1941. He 
received the degree of Doctor of Education from Washington State 
University in 1963. 

In 1964, Peter moved to California, where he became an Associate 
Professor of Education, Director of the Evelyn Frieden Centre for 
Prescriptive Teaching, and Coordinator of Programs for Emotionally 
Disturbed Children at the University of Southern California. 

He became widely famous in 1969, on the publication of The Peter 
Principle, in which he states:  

 
“In a hierarchy, every employee tends to rise to his level of 
incompetence ... in time every post tends to be occupied by an 
employee who is incompetent to carry out its duties ... Work is 
accomplished by those employees who have not yet reached 
their level of incompetence."  

 
The Peter Principle became one of the most profound principles of 

management from the University of Southern California. It is a heavily 
quoted principle at the Marshall School of Business. 
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Another notable quotation of his is that the “noblest of all dogs is the 
hot-dog; it feeds the hand that bites it." (See below for more “Peterisms") 

From 1985 to his death in 1990, Dr. Peter attended and was involved in 
management of the Kinetic Sculpture Race in Humboldt County, California. 
He proposed an award for the race, titled “The Golden Dinosaur Award" 
which has been handed out every year since to the first sculptural machine 
to utterly break down immediately after the start. 

 

The Peter Principle 
The Peter Principle was formulated by Dr. Laurence J. Peter and 

Raymond Hull in their 1969 book The Peter Principle, a humorous treatise 
which also introduced the “salutary science of hierarchiology", 
“inadvertently founded" by Peter. It holds that in a hierarchy, members are 
promoted so long as they work competently. Sooner or later they are 
promoted to a position at which they are no longer competent (their “level 
of incompetence"), and there they remain, being unable to earn further 
promotions. This principle can be modelled and has theoretical validity.[1] 
Peter's Corollary states that “in time, every post tends to be occupied by an 
employee who is incompetent to carry out their duties" and adds that 
“work is accomplished by those employees who have not yet reached their 
level of incompetence". 

 

Overview 
The Peter Principle is a special case of a ubiquitous observation: 

anything that works will be used in progressively more challenging 
applications until it fails. This is “The Generalized Peter Principle". It was 
observed by Dr. William R. Corcoran in his work on corrective action 
programs at nuclear power plants. He observed it applied to hardware, e.g., 
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vacuum cleaners as aspirators, and administrative devices such as the 
“Safety Evaluations" used for managing change. There is much temptation 
to use what has worked before, even when it may exceed its effective 
scope. Dr. Peter observed this about humans. 

In an organizational structure, the Peter Principle's practical application 
allows assessment of the potential of an employee for a promotion based 
on performance in the current job; i.e., members of a hierarchical 
organization eventually are promoted to their highest level of competence, 
after which further promotion raises them to incompetence. That level is 
the employee's “level of incompetence" where the employee has no 
chance of further promotion, thus reaching their career's ceiling in an 
organization. 

The employee's incompetence is not necessarily exposed as a result of 
the higher-ranking position being more difficult “simply, that job is 
different from the job in which the employee previously excelled, and thus 
requires different work skills, which the employee may not possess. For 
example, a factory worker's excellence in their job can earn them 
promotion to manager, at which point the skills that earned them their 
promotion no longer apply to their job. 

Thus, “work is accomplished by those employees who have not yet 
reached their level of incompetence". 
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Solutions 
One way that organizations can avoid this effect is by having a policy 

that requires termination of employment should they fail to attain a 
promotion after a certain amount of time. Even in instances where an 
employee can handle their current job but fail to do any better, they can 
still cause harm within the company, by way of preventing those beneath 
them with higher potential of moving up, as well as lowering morale once 
such employees become aware of this fact. The United States Military for 
instance requires that certain ranks be held for no longer than a set 
amount of time, a lack of compliance of which could render grounds for 
dismissal. 

Another method is to refrain from promoting a worker until they show 
the skills and work habits needed to succeed at the next higher job. Thus, a 
worker is not promoted to managing others if they do not already display 
management abilities. 

The first corollary is that employees who are dedicated to their current 
jobs should not be promoted for their efforts (like The Dilbert Principle), for 
which they might, instead, receive a pay increase. 

The second corollary is that employees might be promoted only after 
being sufficiently trained to the new position. This places the burden of 
discovering individuals with poor managerial capabilities before (as 
opposed to after) they are promoted. 

Peter pointed out that a class, or caste (social stratification) system is 
more efficient at avoiding incompetence. Lower-level competent workers 
will not be promoted above their level of competence as the higher jobs 
are reserved for members of a higher class. “The prospect of starting near 
the top of the pyramid will attract to the hierarchy a group of brilliant 
[higher class] employees who would never have come there at all if they 
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had been forced to start at the bottom". Thus the hierarchies “are more 
efficient than those of a classless or egalitarian society". 

In a similar vein, some real-life organizations recognize that technical 
people may be very valuable for their skills but poor managers, and so 
provide parallel career paths allowing a good technical person to acquire 
pay and status reserved for management in most organizations. 

Pluchino et al. used an agent-based modelling approach to simulate 
the promotion of employees and tested alternative strategies. Although 
counter-intuitive, they found that the best way to improve efficiency in an 
enterprise is to promote people randomly, or to shortlist the best and the 
worst performer in a given group, from which the person to be promoted is 
then selected randomly. This work has won the 2010 Ig Nobel Prize in 
management science. 

Another technique for overcoming the effects of the Peter Principle can 
be found in the use of Contractors (for example in the IT industry). IT 
contractors are selected for their relevant experience, supported by recent 
references, and are usually taken on for short periods (up to 6 months at a 
time, with renewals if competent). If incompetence is detected, they can be 
easily laid off (e.g. by simply not renewing their contract). 

The contractor is not a part of the hierarchy, is not usually eligible for 
promotion, and is well remunerated and thus content with the contracted 
position. 

 

Hierarchiology 
Along with the Peter Principle, Dr. Peter also coined “hierarchiology" as 

the social science concerned with the basic principles of hierarchically 
organized systems in the human society. 
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“Having formulated the Principle, I discovered that I had 
inadvertently founded a new science, hierarchiology, the study of 
hierarchies. The term hierarchy was originally used to describe 
the system of church government by priests graded into ranks. 
The contemporary meaning includes any organization whose 
members or employees are arranged in order of rank, grade or 
class. Hierarchiology, although a relatively recent discipline, 
appears to have great applicability to the fields of public and 
private administration.” – Dr. Laurence J. Peter and Raymond 
Hull, The Peter Principle: Why Things Always Go Wrong 

 

Impact on popular culture 
Although humorous, Peter's book contains many real-world examples 

and thought-provoking explanations of human behavior. For example, he 
pointed out that Adolf Hitler was a consummate and superb politician due 
especially to his charisma and oratorical skills but reached his “level of 
incompetence" as commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht because of the 
rigidity of his decision making (not allowing retreats when necessary 
according to the tactical situation). Similar observations on incompetence 
can be found in the Dilbert cartoon series (such as The Dilbert Principle), 
the movie Office Space, and the television shows The Office and 30 Rock. In 
particular, the Dilbert Principle seems to be an extension to the Peter 
Principle. According to the Peter Principle, the subject has been 
competent at some job in his past. The Dilbert Principle attempts to 
explain how a person who has never been competent at anything at any 
point in time can still be promoted into management. Of course, both the 
Peter Principle and the Dilbert Principle may be operating in the same 
organization at the same time. 



 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

72 
 

Earlier version 
The same experience was described as early as 1767 by Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing in his comedy Minna von Barnhelm as follows: “To 
become something more than a sergeant! I do not think of that. I am a 
good sergeant; I might easily make a bad captain, and certainly a worse 
general.” In the German original, this personal statement is followed by the 
generalization “Die Erfahrung hat man” (People made this experience) 
omitted in the translation quoted. 

 

Some Peterisms 
 

“If a cluttered desk is the sign of a cluttered mind, what is the significance 
of a clean desk?” 
 
“Speak when you are angry – and you'll make the best speech you'll ever 
regret.” 
 
“There are two kinds of failures: those who thought and never did, and 
those who did and never thought.” 
 
“If you don't know where you are going, you will probably end up 
somewhere else.” 
 
"A man doesn't know what he knows until he knows what he doesn't 
know.” 
 
“Expert: a man who makes three correct guesses consecutively.” 
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“Psychiatry enables us to correct our faults by confessing our parents' 
shortcomings.” 
 
“When in doubt or danger, run in circles, scream and shout.” 
 
“Facts are stubborn things, but statistics are more pliable.” 
 
"Equal opportunity means everyone will have a fair chance at being 
incompetent.” 
 
“Against logic there is no armor like ignorance.” 
 
“Some problems are so complex that you have to be highly intelligent and 
well informed just to be undecided about them.” 
 
“Competence, like truth, beauty, and contact lenses, is in the eye of the 
beholder.” 
 
“There are two kinds of egotists: Those who admit it, and the rest of us.” 
 
“Originality is the fine art of remembering what you hear but forgetting 
where you heard it.” 
 
“Bureaucracy defends the status quo long past the time when the quo 
has lost its status.” 
 
“Heredity is what sets the parents of a teenager wondering about each 
other.” 
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“In a hierarchy, every employee tends to rise to his level of incompetence.” 
 
“A pessimist is a man who looks both ways when he crosses the street.” 
 
“If two wrongs don't make a right, try three.” 
 
“The man who says he is willing to meet you halfway is usually a poor 
judge of distance.” 
 
“The only problems money can solve are money problems” 
 
“A censor is a man who knows more than he thinks you ought to.” 
 
“As a matter of fact, is an expression that precedes many an expression 
that isn't.” 
 
“It is wise to remember that you are one of those who can be fooled some 
of the time.” 
 
“Committees have become so important nowadays that subcommittees 
have to be appointed to do the work.” 
 
“A man convinced against his will is not convinced.” 
 
 

This piece was originally published in CYC-Online, 141, November 2010 
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Postcard from Leon Fulcher 
 

From Te Urewera, New Zealand’s First Legal Entity Persona 
 
 

 
ia Ora 
Kotou 
Katoa and 

Warm Greetings 
child and youth 
care workers of the 
world! As this Covid 
Pandemic 
continues, and very 
few people are 
flying New Zealand 
is mostly coming 
out of lockdown by 
early December. However, where we live, the Tuhoe people have decided 
that Te Urewera will remain closed, with no access to Lake Waikaremoana 
or its Great Walk for 8 weeks. 

A central feature of the Treaty of Waitangi negotiations with Te Iwi 
Maori involved reparations and the regaining of governorship over tribal 
lands and financial redress for historic wrongs. Te Urewera is the largest 
rainforest in New Zealand’s North Island, spanning 2,127 sq km of rugged 
hill country, with vast blue-green lakes and fast-running, north-flowing 
rivers. In 2014, a world-first law brought an end to government ownership 

K 

 
Welcome to Te Urewera, Her Personhood and Home of 

the Children of the Mist 
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