
OH, THOSE STUPID MARTIANS!

To Olof Palme, whose vision no nation, not even his, shared for long.

No intelligent life ever emerged on Mars.  True, about four billion years ago a few
thousand creatures who vaguely resembled people did evolve near one of the larger lakes that
used to exist there.  Like people, they turned from scavenging to hunting and, like people, they
had a spoken language. They were even in the process of developing a written language when
they were suddenly extinguished: our astronauts did find one set of clay tablets there, which
told us most of what we know about the Martians.  But whatever their verbal skills, they could
hardly have been called intelligent.

 A case in point is their method of resolving disputes.  Suppose you were a typical male
Martian, and you had a dispute with someone weaker than yourself.  What would you do?
Debate the merits of your case with him?  Wrong!  Thrash out a compromise with which you
could both live?  Wrong again!  You would demonstrate your physical superiority and insist
upon having your own way, and if he refused, you would hit him, with whatever weapon came
to hand.  If, on the other hand, he gave in without a struggle, you might, if you were in a good
mood that day, offer him a token concession, thereby earning his undying gratitude.

The Martians lived in tribes of one or two hundred individuals.  Within each tribe the
males fought for dominance, with the most dominant male becoming Chief of the tribe.  The
tribes were constantly at war with their neighbours but, since a tribe fights best on its home
turf, for a long time no tribe was ever able to conquer another.

But one day a revolutionary leader emerged in one of the tribes, the Ninmos.  He
persuaded his followers to fight back when attacked.  For such heresy he was, of course,
killed, as were most of those who fought back against impossible odds.  The result of this
mass slaughter of the weak was a gradual improvement of the genetic stock.  Eventually the
Ninmos grew strong enough to conquer their neighbours, which they did with reckless
abandon.

At about the same time, another revolutionary leader emerged in another tribe, the Sujas.
He persuaded his followers to band together to overthrow their Chief.  As soon as they did so,
he proclaimed himself Grandmaster of all the Sujas and proceeded to beat everyone else into
submission.  He killed large numbers of his fellow tribesmen, and the rest he molded into an
army capable of conquering their neighbours, which they did as effectively as the Ninmos.

The spheres of influence of these two tribes expanded until they met, whereupon they
immediately went to war, each accusing the other of seeking to conquer the entire planet and
offering to liberate the other's territories.  As the battle dragged on inconclusively both tribes
grew increasingly war-weary, forcing each Chief to invent an Ideology to motivate his troops.
Thus it was that the Ninmos fought for freedom - the freedom to beat up anyone weaker than
yourself - and the Sujas fought for equality - the satisfaction obtained from seeing others
repressed just as hard as you are by the Grandmaster.

One Ninmo, a young male whom we'll call Oliver, escaped from the battlefield and hid
in a cave.  He was soon joined by another young male, an escaped Suja whom we'll call Neil.
Now Oliver and Neil were not ideal cave-mates.  Whenever Oliver was happy, which was
often, he giggled, driving Neil up a wall.  And whenever Neil was angry, which was just as
often, he ground his teeth and clenched his fists, driving Oliver through the floor.  But, as
irritating as they occasionally found each other, they had to find a way to get along together,
since each of them would have found it much more difficult to survive on his own.  They



invented games to play together - races and other athletic contests - and they eventually
discovered that being together was not only necessary but could also be fun.

Some time later, they were joined by the smallest, weakest young adult male they had
ever seen, a timid little runt whom we'll call Mimas.  Mimas was one of the many inhabitants
of the disputed border territories who were wounded in the war, and he managed to crawl into
the cave.  Much to their surprise, both Oliver and Neil felt a strange desire to help this poor
creature even though he would never be in a position to repay them.  They nursed him back to
health, and then the three of them waited together for the war to end.

It ended in a victory for the Ninmos: after every Suja warrior had been killed, there was
still one Ninmo warrior left alive, a ferocious fighter whom we'll call Max.  He gathered all the
survivors together and proclaimed himself their Chief.  His claim was contested
simultaneously by both Oliver and Neil, with the support of the majority of the population,
who had grown thoroughly sick of warriors.  Max was not one to be troubled by such
irrelevancies as popular will: he challenged his opponents to a fight.  But while he could easily
have defeated either of them separately, he could not defeat them both together; so they were
proclaimed Joint Chiefs by the cheering crowd.  In a rage, Max looked around for a safe
target on which to vent his frustration.  Spotting Mimas, Max rushed forward to hit him, but
Oliver intervened, saying, "As Joint Chiefs we hereby decree that from now on nobody is
permitted to hit anyone else.  We've all seen where all this fighting has brought us.  Any more
of it could finish us off altogether."

"Did we say that?" whispered Neil to Oliver.  But the whole crowd cheered, for they had
had quite enough of being bashed around.  Mimas, in particular, was ecstatic: he tried to do a
cartwheel and fell on his head.  "Yes, I guess we did," whispered Neil.

Max, of course, was not happy at all: his face as red as a beet, he started jumping about,
howling and screeching.  Oliver patted him on the back to calm him down, saying, "Look on
the bright side of it, Max.  You'll have all you want without having to fight for it."

"What good is it to have all I want if nobody else has any less?" growled Max.

"If you have to feel that you're better than everyone else, try doing more pushups than
anyone else can," replied Oliver, dropping to his hands.  He did ten of them, being careful to
show Max that his failed attempt to do the eleventh was genuine.  Following Oliver's example,
Neil did eleven, failing dramatically at the twelfth.

"That's nothing!  I can do twenty!" boasted Max, as Neil and Oliver looked at each other
and winked.  He flexed his great biceps, dropped to his hands, and did nineteen pushups.
Everyone cheered him on as he tried number twenty, but he gave up, wailing, "It hurts to do
twenty!  Why should I bother if I don't have to stay fit for a fight?"

"Very well, then, do nineteen every day," said Neil.  "You'll still be the champ, and we'll
all come and root for you.  And there are other reasons besides fighting to stay fit: you can
play games instead."  With that, he and Oliver proceeded to demonstrate the games they had
invented, and soon the whole crowd was happily playing, even Max.

The next day, everyone gathered to watch Max do nineteen pushups, but it now hurt to
do nineteen and he stopped at eighteen.  And the day after that, it hurt to do eighteen and he
stopped at seventeen.  Counting on his fingers and toes, he soon realized that it wouldn't be
long before he would no longer be able to outperform Neil.  That thought was intolerable, but
so was the thought of exerting himself without ever getting to do the thing he loved best -



fighting.  In despair, he picked up the biggest branch he could find, bellowed, "If I can't hit
anyone else I'll have to hit myself!" and with one mighty swing clubbed himself to death.

For a moment the crowd stood in stunned silence.  "How sad!" said Oliver, and then,
seeking to raise the morale of his subjects, he added, "But the rest of us have more
imagination than Max, haven't we?  By using our imagination we can get all the thrills out of
playing games that we used to get out of fighting without the risk of getting killed or maimed.
And when the games are over for the day and we've had a good rest, we'll be in good shape for
a long night of energetic lovemaking!"

The crowd cheered again and immediately paired off with whoever was nearest, in most
cases someone off the opposite sex.  Suddenly two sisters, whom we'll call Sylvia and
Hannah, flung themselves on Oliver and Neil and began dragging them to their lair.  As they
approached it, Neil grumbled, "In the old days we men got to do all the choosing, with the
Chief having the first pick.  Do we have to go in there?"

"Look on the bright side of it, Neil," giggled Oliver.  "If they make love this assertively,
we've got a real treat in store for us."

One hour later, Neil whispered to Oliver, "Do we have to go out there?"

"Guess not," replied Oliver with a wink.  "The people seem happy, and they can get
along quite well without any further direction from us.  Besides, we wouldn't want this Chief
business getting to our heads."

One morning Neil awoke earlier than usual to find Oliver drawing strange symbols on
clay tablets.  Seeing the look of curiosity on his friend's face, Oliver smiled and explained:
"It's called writing.  Each picture stands for a sound we make when we talk; so we can write
down what we want to say.  I'm writing about the history of our people.  They'll be fascinated
with writing now that they no longer have to waste their time and energy fighting. As soon as I
perfect the system, I'll..."

Suddenly a messenger burst into their lair.  "There have been many reports of people
clubbing themselves to death," he panted, "and the people want an audience with their Chiefs!"
They all rushed out to the public clearing, climbed onto the tree stump which served as their
stage, and asked for an explanation of the recent spate of suicides.

"Life has become so boring!" replied a complaining voice, to the general assent of the
crowd.

"What about all the love-making you've been doing?" asked Hannah and Sylvia.

"Boring!" was the reply.  "Your edict has made us all equal, and making love with your
equal is about as exciting as making love with yourself."

"How about the games we've been playing?" asked Neil.

"Too much trouble," was the reply.  "When we needed to keep fit to fight, games would
have been a more enjoyable way to do so than exercises, but now they just strain the muscles.
Max figured that out in two days; the rest of us just needed a little more time.  Besides, you
need friends to play those games, and without the need to seek each other's protection against
enemies, it's not worth the trouble of putting up with each other's faults just to make friends."



"Well, then, here's something you can each do by yourself," said Oliver, producing a
clay tablet.  "It's called writing - you speak with pictures instead of sounds.  That way you can
communicate your thoughts and feelings to people you can't talk to, even people who'll be
born long after you die!"

"That requires thinking," came the reply from the crowd.  "We once had to think to
outwit enemies and find food, and then it would have been fun to write too.  The victors could
write about their exploits and the vanquished about an imaginary world free of injustice.  But
now that we are living in such a world, there are no longer any struggles worth writing about -
or living for."

"Hmmm," whispered Oliver to Neil, "we're going to have to find ways of entertaining
these people."

"What do you mean 'we', Egghead?" snarled Neil, grinding his teeth and clenching his
fists.  "Hannah and I are going elsewhere, away from your hare-brained schemes and your
irritating giggling!"

"At least I won't have to put up with your fist-grinding and teeth-clenching!" retorted
Oliver as Neil and Hannah disappeared into the crowd.  Turning to the crowd again, Oliver
pleaded, "Well, look on the bright side of it.  Isn't it at least better not getting bashed around
anymore?"

"If I had the chance, I'd be the one to do all the bashing," answered the Martian who had
spoken for all the others.

"No, I would!" another voice piped up.

"No, me!" yelled another.

"ME!" screamed more and more males, until every male in the crowd was pointing at his
own chest and chanting "ME! ME!" in unison.

Oliver searched through the crowd, hoping to find someone who was not chanting, until
he spotted Mimas.  But, to Oliver's chagrin, even Mimas was raising himself to his full four-
foot height, puffing out his puny chest, and bellowing, "ME! ME!" in his deepest treble.
Suddenly someone accidentally jostled him from behind, propelling him face-first into a mud
puddle.  His illusions shattered, Mimas was devastated.  He picked up the biggest twig he
could lift, but in twenty-seven mighty swings he was unable to draw a single drop of blood
from his own head.  Weeping and exhausted, he handed the twig to his seven-foot-tall lover
Sally, but she let it drop rather than strike him.  Feebly, he pushed her, or rather himself, away,
picked up the twig, and disappeared from Oliver's view.

Suddenly Oliver had a flash of inspiration.  That accidental push had reminded Mimas
of the humiliation that had once ruled his life; perhaps the others too needed a taste of the
violence they had once experienced to remind them how unpleasant it was.  "Very well, then,"
he shouted angrily, "if that's the way you all feel about it, go ahead and disobey the law!  Hit
the person nearest to you and see if it makes you any happier!"

A sudden hush fell upon the gathering.  For a long time they all stood still, only their
heads moving as they looked from neighbour to neighbour.  Finally the original spokesman
spoke again.  "All right, we get your point: if we start hitting others we could get hit back.
Thanks to you we've all grown too soft to endure the pain of combat for the sake of the thrill



of conquest, but that doesn't make life without conquests any more thrilling.  I hope you're
satisfied with the way you've demoralized us all!"

Apparently not everybody was quite that demoralized, for Oliver felt what may have
been a tiny blow on the back of the head and heard the whole crowd laugh.  He turned to see
Mimas and Sylvia run off the stump, hand and hand, and disappear into the crowd.  Still
laughing, the crowd quickly dispersed, leaving Oliver standing alone on the stump and Sally
leaning dejectedly against a tree, which bent under her weight.

Summoning his last reserves of optimism, Oliver approached Sally and said, "Let's not
both of us wallow in self-pity.  Let's join forces instead.  Maybe we can't change the world,
but at least we can find some happiness with each other."

Sally straightened up.  The tree snapped back to the vertical position and beyond, and a
stout branch dropped from the treetop to the ground.  "I've been alone all my adult life until I
met Mimas," she replied.  "It wasn't pleasant but I got used to it.  Being with Mimas, a man
generally tolerated thanks to your teachings, was marginally better.  Being with you, a man
universally despised, would be infinitely worse."

With that, Sally turned on her heel and loped away after the crowd.  Oliver waited until
her footsteps faded away into nothingness, and then picked up the branch and dragged it to
his now-empty lair.  He made his last entry on the clay tablets and carefully put the tablets in
order.  Finally, he grabbed the branch in both hands and clubbed himself to death.

As far as we can tell, none of the Martians survived him by more than a few years.  Our
examination of the skeletons indicates that not all the Martians committed suicide.  The others
apparently died of boredom.  Had they been more intelligent, they could have found a way to
sustain their will to live without having to establish their supremacy over others by means of
physical combat.  They would have invented the free market.


