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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

... zoom in ...
The fishmonger’s has gone bankrupt.
They couldn’t pay the rent.
Every shop is having a hard time.
“That’s because of the internet,” they say.
But is that the case?
Because, be honest, when was the last time you bought lobster 
claws on the internet?

... zoom out ...
The world was already very complex. And it’s getting more 
complicated by the day. Everything is connected to everything 
else. Nobody can get the full picture any more. Who knows 
what the consequences would be for the Netherlands if a coun-
try like Spain were to collapse under its national debt, be unable 
to pay its interest, and go bankrupt? The Minister of Finance 
doesn’t know. The CEO of a major bank does not know either. 
Really. They can only guess. We can hope that everything will 
work out. Or we can be scared that it will go wrong. 
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... zoom in ...
Hope is much more pleasant than fear. Hoping is preferable to 
being afraid. Easycracy was a positive and hopeful book. Per-
manent Beta will also be one. We are putting our faith in hope.

But let’s not forget: both hope and fear are passive emotions. 
Can we also do something? Can we positively influence the 
outcome? Do we still have a grip on our future?

... zoom out ...
How can you still govern a country if it has all become too com-
plicated to understand? How do you know what the right action 
is if you cannot oversee the consequences, because everything 
is connected to everything else? How can you, as CEO, still lead 
a major bank if you cannot predict with any certainty what the 
effects are of your decisions? Or that the outcome is too de-
pendent on external events elsewhere, of which you have no 
control? 

Statement

If you do not know what you have to do because you no 
longer understand it, you have two healthy options. 

 ▶ Option 1: You have to try harder to do your best and to 
understand it.

 ▶ Option 2: You have to make things less complicated.
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Just like in Easycracy, in Permanent Beta we also examine 
both options. We do our very best to understand complicated 
things, and at the same time we try to make things easier. One 
tried and tested method for understanding things better is to 
zoom in. If the world is too complicated, first zoom in on one 
country. If the country is too difficult, first zoom in on one city. 
Or one neighbourhood. The neighbourhood of the fishmonger’s 
that went bankrupt. Then it becomes easier to get an overview. 
Then you can really understand things. You can always zoom 
out again later.

... zoom in ...
The fishmonger is back again! He has made his life a lot less 
complicated.

He did this by buying a second-hand mobile fish shop. A 
fish van. He parks it in the car park in front of a shopping cen-
tre. His fish van costs him a couple of thousand euros less per 
month than the rent for his shop used to. This means that he 
can now be profitable and keep his business running. There was 
too little demand for fish, they told him when he had to shut 
his fishmonger’s shop. But in retrospect there were actually still 
enough people wanting to buy fish. It is still possible to earn a 
living from selling fish. There is a simple solution, we now see. 
Was there actually even a problem? The problem clearly did 
not pertain to the supply and demand of fresh fish, but to the 
infrastructure. In how things are organised.

But there is still something wrong with this solution. The 
fishmonger’s is still there, it’s outside in the car park, but the 
building where the fishmonger’s used to be is now empty. No-
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body expects that the empty retail unit will be leased to anyone 
in the coming years. 

What could the consequences be?
The barber is also having a tough time. It’s just a matter of 

time before he buys a renovated camper and parks a mobile 
barbershop in the car park. Next to the fish van. You can al-
ready see him thinking: “What the fishmonger can do, I can do 
too.” The owner of that nice clothes boutique might then put 
three shipping containers next to it, to sell her wares from there. 
Until all the shops have moved into the car park. The shopping 
centre is now empty, and can be demolished. In its place they 
then lay a new car park. And a few years later a property devel-
oper or civil servant comes up with the brilliant idea of roofing 
over all these mobile shops.

The fishmonger’s solution looked clever at the time, but is 
now starting to look much less attractive. It would have been 
much smarter to try to find the actual problem. And then to do 
something about it.

... zoom out ... 
The blame is often placed on the fish. But it’s not about the fish. 
It’s about the sea in which the fish swims! The residential 
neighbourhood where the bankrupt fishmonger’s was located is 
ageing. Because the Netherlands is ageing.

Households are getting smaller, there are 15% fewer people 
living in the neighbourhood. Which means 15% fewer custom-
ers. Shop turnover is declining. But shop rents are increasing. 
This is asking for problems. 

The neighbourhood is ageing. The barber has 15% fewer cus-
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tomers. He is not facing any competition from webshops. But 
he does have another problem: many old people go bald. So 
they don’t need as many barbers. The barber will go bankrupt, 
is what the residents of the neighbourhood think. That would 
be a problem for the barber. But also to the people in the neigh-
bourhood. They will have to travel to a different barber in fu-
ture, many miles away. They will have to drive their cars more 
often, or take the bus. Creating more CO2 emissions. And that 
would be a problem for everyone in the country. Even if only 
because the government will increase fuel duty in an attempt to 
reduce CO2 emissions. 

But still, something is wrong. There are still enough people 
in the neighbourhood who have hair, and who would be willing 
to pay someone to cut it. And there are enough people with 
a pair of scissors and a hairdresser’s diploma who would like 
to perform this task. But they can no longer afford the shop 
rent. One logical solution would be to reduce the shop rents. 
Who actually sets the level of these rents? In a healthy market 
economy, the rent of a retail unit would automatically go down 
if there are many retail units empty, this is what we learned in 
economics class at school. 

The problem is often that there are old, existing structures. 
Old structures in which many people in the old economy earn 
or earned money. Lots of money. For example, by protecting 
knowledge. Or by making clever use of legislation to artificially 
create scarcity. Naturally, they don’t want to let go of that. So 
these lessors of retail units are still asking excessively high rents 
for a simple building that is designated as ‘commercial property 
for retail use’, but in fact it’s little more than a couple of metres 
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of concrete with a roof on top of it.

... zoom in ...
The empty retail unit where once the fishmonger’s used to be 
has to bring in 5000 euros per month in rent. How realistic is 
that rent, actually? What is the actual value of a concrete floor 
with a roof on top? The bare retail unit costs many times more 
per square metre than the luxurious house 50 metres up the 
road. Theoretically speaking, the fishmonger would have been 
better off renting that house and selling his fish from there. But 
that’s not permitted by law, for understandable reasons. Any-
one who rents a house would prefer it if his neighbour did not 
start selling fish tomorrow. But on balance, this has resulted in a 
situation in which the rent for the fish shop is subject to laws of 
supply and demand within an artificial scarcity. Whoever con-
trols the scarcity can maximise his own return, rather than the 
price adjusting to the socially optimum price that automatically 
exists in a free market.   

Let’s have a look at the bookkeeping of the shop lessor. He first 
rented out 30 retail units, which brought in an average of €5000 
per month. That was a total of €150,000 per month. Now there 
have been four retail units empty for a couple of years. As a re-
sult, his return has decreased to 26 × €5000 = €130,000 in total.

Doesn’t he understand that he will never rent out these emp-
ty retail units again if he does not reduce the rent, in order to 
bring the rent in line with the lower number of shop visitors?

After we have given the shop lessor a couple of glasses of 
wine, he is happy to explain in clear language why he does not 
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do so: “I could rent out those four empty retail units for €3000 
each. At first sight, my rent income would increase by €12,000, 
and I would be receiving €144,000 in total. That is mere pre-
tence, though, because the consequences cannot be predicted. 
The 26 existing tenants would then mutiny. They might go to 
court to demand that their rent is reduced to €3000. And even-
tually I will have all 30 shops full, with a total rent of €90,000. 
So it is much better for me to leave these four shops empty on 
purpose.” 

... zoom out …
In order to think about what the shop lessor just explained to 
us, we take a walk around the neighbourhood. We see that a lot 
of houses are up for sale there. Some of them are visibly empty. 
Then we walk through a small park, where a couple of home-
less people are sitting on a bench. They beg 50 cents from us, 
to buy food. In the distance, we see dozens of dumpsters filled 
to the brim, waiting to be emptied by the council sanitation de-
partment. As we get closer, we see a newspaper sticking out of 
one of the containers. One headline strikes us: “Half of the food 
bought in Europe is thrown away.” 

We carry on walking past a row of average Dutch terraced 
houses. Three of the houses in the row are for sale, with asking 
prices of around €200,000. On the corner is an office of the local 
housing association. A grumpy-looking man walks out of the 
office.

“Why are you looking so grumpy, sir?” 
“Because I have to wait seven years for a rented house with 

garden.” 
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At the end of the street is a footpath to the allotment com-
plex. For the relatively low amount of €40 per month, local 
residents can rent a plot of 300 m² of land on which to grow 
their own vegetables. But everyone here has sacrificed part of 
the land to build a simple cabin, in which it is possible to stay 
overnight. In principle, it would be possible to live here perma-
nently, but it is not permitted. The cabins are big enough for 2 
people. Some of the cabins are for sale. The prices vary, depend-
ing on the state of repair, from €2000 to €10,000.

The similarity between a fishmonger’s shop and an allotment The 
idea has to sink in, and sometimes that takes hours, and some-
times years, but eventually it gets there: the problem of the 
fishmonger is a metaphor for the entire Dutch property mar-
ket. Because, think about it, the grumpy man who pays €650 a 
month rent for his impoverished flat on the 10th floor, who has 
to wait seven years for a rented house with garden, would be 
only too happy to swap his flat for a cosy cabin in the allotment 
complex. Just like the fishmonger swapped his shop for a mo-
bile fish stall. But if you allow this to happen, the whole block 
of flats will be empty in no time. Just like the shopping centre. 
And who’s going to buy a boring terraced house for €200,000 
if you can live in natural surroundings for €10,000? The prices 
of today’s houses on the housing market could fall dramatical-
ly, maybe even by 75%. That would make a very large number 
of people very unhappy. So unhappy, that they would put up 
strong resistance to any change. And who’s going to argue with 
them? Because their mortgage debt of €200,000 will continue to 
exist, even if the value of their house drops to €50,000. 
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The solutions to problems are mangled by existing structures We 
are seeing this problem everywhere in society. There is no scar-
city. There is enough money. There are enough products. There 
are enough customers. There are enough producers. It is the 
old structures that are causing the bottleneck. The air bubbles 
which are stuck everywhere in the market. Air bubbles which 
people have paid into, unknowingly or thoughtlessly, for years. 
Air bubbles which were able to occur in a society which was 
ignorant. After all, information was locked away. A great deal of 
money was earned in the 20th century by locking away knowl-
edge and creating scarcity. 

But now, in the network and information age, all this knowl-
edge is coming out. It is all out there, available to anyone who 
wants it. Internet is cutting out the middle man. People and organ-
isations earning money without delivering value are becoming 
a thing of the past. 

Crisis, what crisis? There is no crisis. The old systems are 
rotten. And they can no longer be repaired. Each system has 
its own life-cycle. When circumstances change, there is always 
a moment at which the old system is no longer adequate. We 
don’t have any coalmines any more, or horse-drawn trams, do 
we? These were once good solutions for mobility and energy 
issues. Until they became outdated solutions. But sometimes it 
takes a while before everyone understands this. These days, no 
one wants to go back to coalmines and horse-drawn trams, but 
before this was the case, there were some serious protests. Peo-
ple went on strike to keep the mines open. And governments 
tried to save the mines with legislation and state support.

That’s all in the past now, right? No, nothing has changed. For 
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example, in 2013 there were calls, in America, for a tax to be 
levied on email. Because as a result of the invention of email, 
the U.S. Postal Service, which was once a flourishing business, 
is now in trouble. By levying tax on the accursed emails, we can 
save the Postal Service, according to some ‘contemporary’ poli-
ticians. And in 2015 there were politicians in America who were 
working to ban online sales of new cars, because this is causing 
problems for car companies with showrooms. 

And look how Telecom providers responded when 
WhatsApp was invented at the end of 2009. Telecom compa-
nies have already missed out on tens of billions of euros in lost 
income from SMS messages as a result. They did everything 
they could to lobby the government for legislation that would 
make it possible for them to block WhatsApp. 

Our prosperity is flourishing more than ever The newspaper 
headlines screamed that there was a crisis every day for a cou-
ple of years. And they didn’t hold back. We were living through 
the biggest crisis since the Great Depression of 1929. During 
the past two years, however, we have been bombarded with 
news items about ‘signs of recovery’ and ‘signs that the econo-
my is picking up again’. And then a month later these messages 
are usually revised: ‘There have been disappointing results, the 
recovery has been put on hold.’

The current crisis started with the collapse of the American 
house market in December 2007, and eight years later it has 
actually only got worse. State debts have almost doubled, com-
panies have gone bankrupt, pension funds are under huge pres-
sure, house owners are stuck in negative equity, unemployment 



has increased and there are robots on their way to make even 
more jobs surplus to requirements. 

The country is experiencing a collective crisis syndrome. But 
exactly how bad is it? Almost all the people who consciously 
experienced the big depression of 1929 — and who could there-
fore compare it — have already died.

People who were born after 1929 cannot compare it, but they 
can zoom in. Briefly look away from the global suffering and 
quietly zoom in on our own living conditions in our own neigh-
bourhood. Then we see a pretty clear picture, which is blatantly 
the direct opposite of the collective crisis syndrome we are be-
ing sold. Of course, there are many desperate individual cases. 
Let us not trivialise the situation. But they were also around 
before 2007. But the ordinary, average Dutch person is, in mate-
rial terms, rolling in it, compared to the ordinary, average Dutch 
person of two generations ago.

In 1960, we still had a six-day working week. Many people 
had to work very hard in order to be able to buy just enough 
to eat. Now we throw half of our food away. Back then, if you 
wanted to buy a new three-piece suite, you sometimes had to 
save for it for years. Or take out a loan. Now the average em-
ployee earns enough money in one day to be able to buy a sofa 
at IKEA. The contents of an average teenager’s bedroom today 
contains more things than a complete family home did in the 
1960s. Back then, mother did the laundry, and it took her hours. 
Now she throws it in a machine. And it comes out clean and dry. 
Childs play! Teenagers back then had to save pocket money for 
weeks to be able to buy a single by their heroes. Teenagers to-
day only need to type half the name of their heroes in YouTube, 
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and they not only get to hear the song within two seconds, but 
even get the video to go with it. And the lyrics. Free!

Shops are packed with goods, houses are stuffed with things, 
fridges are full to the brim. If we zoom in a little, we can only 
come to two conclusions. We, the alleged crisis victims, have 
more things than ever before. And we have expended fewer 
drops of sweat than ever before in order to acquire these things. 
That doesn’t necessarily say anything about our well-being. But 
it does say everything about our prosperity.

And now we can zoom out again. So where do all these crisis 
stories come from? Maybe from people who benefit from the 
old structures and systems? Because maybe they need to cre-
ate a sufficient basis of support in society for patching-up old 
systems — at huge expense — which can no longer be repaired?

What is the real problem? There are 500,000 houses for sale on 
Funda. There are hundreds of thousands of people registered, 
waiting for a home. What is the problem? There is no real prob-
lem. There are people looking for homes and people offering 
homes. The problem is in the way we organise things.

There are tens of thousands of homeless people sleeping on 
the street. There are tens of thousands of buildings standing 
empty. What is the problem? There is no problem. There is only 
something wrong with the way we organise things.

If we want to solve problems, we will have to organise 
things differently. We will have to say goodbye to some old 
habits which no longer work, because the world around us has 
changed. 

The financial crisis, the debt crisis, the currency crisis, the 
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house crisis, the environmental crisis, the energy crisis, the la-
bour market crisis; these are all problems of an organisational 
nature. Because the method of organising is largely still geared 
towards the conditions in the last century. Based on rules which 
no longer work, because technology and society have not stood 
still.

There is enough money, more than we can ever spend. There 
is an abundance of homes and buildings, too many to fill. There 
is enough work to do, enough to have everyone do something 
socially useful, alongside his or her free time. There is plenty of 
energy, the sun gives it to us for free.

As was the case with Easycracy, Permanent Beta is a search for 
new rules for a burgeoning new economy. And once again, we 
say: we do not pretend to have ready-made solutions, simply a 
new mindset. A direction in which the solutions can be found. 
Permanent Beta offers fresh ideas, new starting points and per-
spectives, and desanctifies old starting points which impede the 
problem solution.

But there is one real crisis… A serious crisis of confidence is 
arising in the political system with which we are used to gov-
erning the country. The authority of bodies and authorities is 
undeniably in decline.

Society appears to be falling apart into three population 
groups, each of which looks at the crisis in its own way. The 
Big Middle Group is waiting for better times. The economy has 
always been cyclical. After the crisis years, the rich years will 
automatically return again. That’s always been the case, and it 
always will be. The Bible referred to seven fat years and seven 
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lean years. The Big Middle Group expects that the leaders of 
society, who were appointed by a democratic system, will re-
solve the problems. The leaders have to implement measures, 
take decisions and develop policy. And if we think they will 
not succeed in this, we wait patiently until the next elections, 
because the newly elected leaders will succeed. This optimistic 
attitude is based on confidence in the hierarchical democratic 
system. 

The Big Middle Group The most active citizens in the Big Mid-
dle Group generally have a high social standing. For example, 
they work actively to ensure that their preferred major polit-
ical party wins more seats in the next election. Or they work 
to make sure that a lot of money is collected for the victims of 
a natural disaster in Asia. And they do everything they can to 
make sure that their children pass their final exams at school.

They are highly engaged, often succeed in their missions and 
reap broad appreciation for this. Their mission has been suc-
cessful, but the actual effect of their mission is delegated to a 
hierarchical system. And that’s as far as it goes for most middle 
groupers. What the system then does with it is usually out of 
their reach. Their political party has more seats, but what is the 
net effect on their political ideals? Millions of euros have been 
collected, but do the victims in Asia now have new homes? 
Their children have passed their exams, but do they now have 
better opportunities? People who ask these questions generally 
do not make themselves popular. Asking the questions in the 
first place is often seen as cynical. But unfortunately, they nev-
ertheless have to be asked. Because ultimately they are what it 
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is all about. No actively engaged citizen wants seats, money or 
qualifications. These are just the means to an end. What people 
actually want is: ideals, a roof over their heads and a future. 
These are the actual objectives. If there are complicated sys-
tems between the means and the end which get in the way of 
the result, it becomes necessary first to look critically at these 
impeding systems.

Angry Citizens vs. Problem Solvers Set against this Big Middle 
Group there are two other population groups: the Angry Cit-
izens and the Self-governing Citizens: the citizens who want 
to solve things themselves. Both groups have more or less lost 
faith in the hierarchical democratic system of government. 

The Self-governing Citizens have discovered (or are discov-
ering) that you can often solve problems more easily and quick-
ly by creating alternative results yourself outside the existing 
systems. Like the fishmonger at the start of this chapter. Buying 
a fish van is a quicker solution than starting a legal or political 
battle against excessively high shop rents. Or people who get 
together to set up their own bank or organise their care, edu-
cation or power supply themselves. Or even more simply: peo-
ple who buy their petrol or cigarettes more cheaply in Belgium 
or Germany, rather than demonstrating in front of Parliament 
against another increase in duty. And even if the advantages of 
these alternative, self-created solutions are often only marginal, 
they at least contribute to a sense that we still have some con-
trol of our lives. 

And this is precisely what the Angry Citizens population 
group so sorely lacks: the sense that they still have some control 
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of their lives. The Angry Citizens lounge apathetically on the 
couch. Creating solutions themselves, like the Self-governing 
Citizens try to do, is simply not in their genes. They are tradi-
tionally used to solutions being thought up and implemented 
at the top of the hierarchical systems. In that sense, they think 
exactly the same as the members of the Big Middle Group do. 
The big difference, however, is that when people from the Big 
Middle Group are disappointed in their leader, they assume 
that their next leader will do better. Whether this is their prime 
minister, or the directors of the companies they work for. The 
Angry Citizen has already lost this hope, however. The next 
elections are no longer the light at the end of the tunnel for 
them. Whoever they vote for, it will make no difference what-
soever. They’re all the same as one another, they think. The 
Angry Citizens have very little control left of their lives. And as 
a result, they become angrier and angrier each month.

What if Angry Citizens were to become Happy Citizens again? The 
trend is that the Big Middle Group is getting smaller in size 
each year. Under the motto ‘past results are no guarantee for 
the future’, more and more people are openly doubting the per-
petual regulatory effect of the fluctuating economy. It is certain-
ly possible that rents will rise again at some point, to above the 
levels of 2008, but it would be very naive to think that this is a 
certainty. It can certainly not be ruled out that the economy will 
improve again next year, and that everything in the country will 
continue as it was, in the old way, and that the Angry Citizens 
will become Happy Citizens again as a result. But we shouldn’t 
count on this. You can bring an old, broken down car to the 
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garage many times and get it repaired, so that it runs well again. 
But there comes a point when the car is really worn out, and can 
no longer be repaired. That moment is, logically, also approach-
ing for the hierarchical democratic system of government. 

Commercial companies are finding it increasingly difficult 
to justify haughtily ignoring the collective intelligence of their 
ecosystem (employees, customers, suppliers, the environment). 
In Easycracy, we argued that, as a result of technological devel-
opments, a network and information society has come about in 
which knowledge can flow freely and individuals have been giv-
en the possibility, without financial barriers, to organise swarms 
in which this collective intelligence is brought together. After 
which these swarms are able to outcompete powerful hierar-
chical top-down organisations. Swarms, you can’t beat them, 
but you can join them. Sensible companies have already started 
with this, by making grateful use of the swarm.

This is slightly more complicated in the case of government 
organisations. They are not subject to the Darwinian rules of 
marketplace survival, but are protected by law. But the princi-
ple remains the same: swarms, you can’t beat them, but you can 
join them. The old method of governing, which limited use of 
the collective intelligence to putting your cross on a ballot pa-
per every few years, is not tenable in the long term in a society 
which is becoming increasingly transparent. If the apparatus of 
state produces inefficient and ineffective solutions, this can no 
longer be swept under the carpet and kept out of the public eye. 
This was still possible in the last century. 

That a growing group of Angry Citizens has come into be-
ing, who are also becoming angrier and angrier, is something 



which can still be overcome. But it really becomes problematic 
if this group no longer accepts the rule of law, and it is already 
possible now to see this happening regularly on a small scale. 
A sensible society does not wait for this to happen, but devel-
ops new organisation models in good time. This seems to us to 
be the most promising way to turn Angry Citizens into Happy 
Citizens again.
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