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  Introduction


 A few days after the inauguration of US President Donald Trump in 2017, two things happened simultaneously. For the first time in its history, the Dow Jones Index reached the threshold of 20,000 points to the frenetic cheers of traders and stockholders. At the same time, the hands of the so-called “doomsday clock” advanced to two and a half minutes before midnight. This was the closest it had come since 1953, after the first hydrogen bombs had been detonated. The clock reflects the assessments of leading scientists concerning the imminent dangers posed by nuclear war, environmental havoc and high-risk technologies. As of 2020, there are only 100 seconds left on the clock.


 The ecstasy of the stockholders and the approaching midnight of humanity—the fact that our current economic system is on a collision course with the Earth and its inhabitants could hardly be expressed more clearly. The cheers at the stock exchange are for our doom.


 We are witnessing how the entire planet, which took four billion years to develop, is being used up by a global economic machinery that produces vast quantities of goods and mountains of garbage at the same time, insane wealth and mass misery, massive overwork and forced inactivity. A visiting alien would consider this a completely crazy system, but there is indeed a method to this madness. At the core of it all is the unrelenting increase of wealth stored in the bank accounts of a relatively tiny number of individuals. Today, 42 men possess the equivalent of that owned by the poorer half of the world’s population.1 It seems that the only remaining goal of the global Megamachine is to incinerate the Earth for a small clique of the absurdly super-rich and add endless rows of zeros to their bank accounts.


 At heart, everyone realizes how destructive this system is; that it is sick and also makes us sick. In Germany, for example, 88 percent of those surveyed would prefer some other economic system.2 Likewise, in Great Britain and the USA, approval of the capitalist economic system is rapidly dwindling, especially among the younger generation.3 Long gone are the days of market euphoria and an enthusiastic belief in progress. Whether conservatives, left-wingers, environmentalists, young or old, almost all the people with whom I have spoken in the last 10 years no longer believe in the future of the system—that is, if they are honest and willing to remove their professional masks. At the same time, however, there is an oppressive sense of being at a loss. Although clearly pathological and destructive, the spinning wheels seem to be unstoppable. After the fiasco of decades of climate negotiations that have produced no binding reduction targets, fruitless World Food Summits and, at best, only cosmetic repairs to a highly dangerous world financial system, there is hardly anyone left today who is seriously expecting governments to reverse global trends. Although knowledge of the disastrous consequences continues to grow with each passing day, the captains of the Great Machine steadfastly set sail toward inevitable shipwreck.


 This is all the more peculiar because there is no lack of alternatives, despite claims to the contrary. Almost every sector of our society and economy could be reorganized in a completely different way. For instance, all of the world’s agriculture could be converted to organic farming in just a few years, which would eliminate a considerable amount of greenhouse gas emissions.4 A money system serving the common good could replace the current financial “casino.” And for decades, there have also been concepts for decentralized renewable energy, intelligent public transport systems, fair division of labor and regional economic cycles.5 All this would be possible if—yes, if what? Who or what is actually standing in the way, and why? Why is it that a civilization that presents itself to the world as the bearer of reason and progress is incapable of changing direction from this obviously suicidal path?


 This book attempts to answer these questions by telling a story. Sometimes, if we can’t explain a person’s behavior, when we think they are crazy, then it can help to tell their story. People rarely do something without a reason. However, these reasons are often not to be found in the immediate present, but rather in the past, where the patterns of behavior were first formed. Only those who know their own history can change it. And the same holds true for social systems, as they are also made up of people.


The Myths of Modernity


 The blame for leading us on this wrong-headed and deadly path often falls at the feet of neoliberal politics, which in recent decades has led to increased social inequality and environmental devastation. This book asserts, however, that the causes lie much deeper. Neoliberalism is only the most recent phase of a much older system that, from its inception roughly 500 years ago, was founded on predatory exploitation. We will delve into the history and prehistory of this system and its unprecedented expansion around the globe, which by now is reaching its limits.


 This story can be viewed in very different ways. The standard version—the myth of Western civilization—tells the tale of hard-won progress that, despite all its adversities and setbacks, has ultimately led to more prosperity, more peace, more knowledge, more culture and more freedom. Wars, environmental devastation and genocide are, in this version, just setbacks, slip-ups, relapses or the undesirable side effects of an otherwise broadly beneficial process of expanding civilization.


 Every society cultivates its myths to establish and justify its own unique organization. The problem with such myths, however, is that they not only give us a distorted picture of the past, but they also reduce our ability to make the right decisions for the future. If I believe that I have been walking on the right road for a very long time, one that will eventually lead me to ever greener pastures, then I will continue to do so. I will continue on, even if the road becomes potholed, devastation occurs all around me and my water supply runs out. At some point, however, I will inevitably wonder whether my maps are right, if I have interpreted them correctly and whether or not I really am on the right road. That is where we find ourselves today. Admitting that we have lost our way can lead to a decisive moment when we have to pause, reflect and take a critical look at the maps, to redraw them where they are obviously misleading, and to redefine the situation for ourselves. This book aims to contribute to that effort.


 A reorientation begins by changing the point of view of the observer. Tales of progress always make sense from the point of view of history’s winners, who usually include those who write the history books. While writing this book, for example, I am sitting in a heated room, drinking coffee and gazing at the autumn leaves outside my window, while my daughter is playing in a pleasant daycare facility around the corner. The world seems to be in order, at least within the small fragment of time and space I can observe at this moment.


 But as soon as I enlarge the field of vision and change the point of view, I am presented with a completely different picture. Take, for instance, the security guard in Iraq who watches over the pipeline through which my fuel oil flows, and who has lost half his family to war. He sees a very different slice of the world, and he has experienced a different history. So the victory march of the system I write about has a completely different meaning for him. The same goes for the coffee farmer in Guatemala, or the coltan miner in the Congo who extracts minerals from the earth without which my computer could not function. I am connected to all these people, although I do not know them; and if I want to tell a realistic story of the system in which I live, then I have to include their stories and the stories of their ancestors. In other words, I have to leave my cocoon and look at the world through the eyes of people whose voices are usually drowned out by the megaphones of power.


 When the perspective changes this way, we see the last 500 years of European expansion as a history that for most of humanity was associated with expulsion, impoverishment, destruction of environments and massive violence—including genocide. This violence is not a thing of the past, and not just a sign of early “growing pains” in the system, but one of its permanent structural components. Current testimony to this is provided by the pending destruction of the livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people as a result of climate chaos.


 The Megamachine


 But how do we substantiate the idea that we are dealing with a global system and not just a collection of institutions, ideologies and practices? A system is more than the sum of its parts; it is a functional structure in which all components depend on each other and cannot exist independently. Obviously, there is such a thing as a world financial system, a global energy system and a system for the international division of labor that are all closely intertwined. However, these economic structures cannot function independently. They rely on the existence of states that are able to enforce property rights, provide infrastructure, militarily defend trade routes, absorb economic losses and control resistance to the impositions and injustices of the system. Militarized states and markets, as we will see in the course of this book, are not opposites, but have co-evolved and remain inextricably interconnected to this day. The popular confrontation between the state and the “free market” is a fiction that has nothing to do with historical reality.


 The third supporting pillar—alongside economic and state structures—is ideological. The violent expansion of the system and the injustices it inevitably produced were justified from the outset by the claim that the “West” was undertaking a historical mission that would bring salvation to the world.6 While the Christian religion first made this claim, it was later replaced by supposedly superior “reason,” “civilization,” “development,” and the “free market.” In close connection to the military and economic levers of power, schools, universities, the media and other ideologically influential institutions played a decisive role in elaborating and disseminating this mythology—despite important emancipation movements that continually arose within these institutions during modern times.


 The interaction of these three spheres of power as part of a global social system has been comprehensively analyzed since the 1970s by Immanuel Wallerstein, Giovanni Arrighi and others. Wallerstein has called this functional structure the “modern world-system.” I have labeled it with the metaphorical term “Megamachine,” a reference to the historian Lewis Mumford (1895–1990).7 In this case, “machine” does not mean a technical apparatus, but a form of social organization that seems to function like a machine. I expressly say “seems,” because despite all systemic constraints, the machinery is actually made up of people. They re-create the Megamachine every day, and, at least under certain conditions, also have the power to stop it.


 Limits of the System


 A central thesis of this book contends that during the twenty-first century, the Megamachine will run into two limitations that will be insurmountable when combined. The first is inherent in the system itself. For about four decades, the global economy has been headed toward a structural crisis that can no longer be explained away by the usual economic cycles. This crisis has been temporarily veiled by the steadily growing indebtedness of all actors; by financial bubbles that burst into ever deeper economic crashes (see Chapter 10). At the same time, the system has been offering fewer and fewer people a secure livelihood. Although the 200 largest corporations in the world account for 25 percent of the gross world product, they employ only 0.75 percent of the world’s population.8 More and more people are being dropped from the economic system, not only on the periphery, but also in the centers of accumulation. Some of the most recent examples of this are the decay of the middle class in the USA and the ruin of southern European countries. This structural crisis is accompanied by a transformation of many states, which, after a relatively short welfare-state intermezzo, have regressed to repressive military and police structures from earlier phases of the system. As the ability of the Megamachine to offer people a perspective for the future fades, the belief in its mythology is also disintegrating. Ideological cohesion, referred to as “cultural hegemony” by the Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci, is starting to fray.


 The second and even more important limitation is that the Megamachine belongs to and is dependent upon a larger, comprehensive system—the biosphere of planet Earth. We can already see how the explosive growth of the Great Machine is starting to approach the limits of this overarching system. While there is some flexibility to these limits, it is not infinite.


 The combination of ecological and social upheaval brings with it an extremely complex and chaotic dynamic, and no one can predict where it will lead. Clearly, however, a far-reaching, systematic upheaval is inevitable, and in some cases it has already begun. It is about much more than overcoming neoliberalism or changing out certain technologies (even if both steps are necessary). It is about a transformation that reaches right down to the foundations of our civilization. The question is not whether such a transformation will take place—it will whether we want it to or not—but how it will occur and in which direction it will develop.


 The Megamachine is not the first system in human history to fail, but it is by far the largest, most complex and most dangerous. It has created an arsenal of weapons with overwhelming destructive power and is in the process of undermining the Earth’s great life-supporting systems, devastating flora and fauna, soils, forests, oceans, rivers, aquifers and the climate system. Industrialized civilization has already triggered the greatest species extinction since the disappearance of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago. At the same time, the growing climate chaos threatens to make entire regions of the Earth uninhabitable, which throws more fuel on the flames of conflict. Therefore, the question of how and where this transformation will take place and where it will be heading is actually a matter of life or death for large parts of the world’s population. The nature and direction of this systemic upheaval will determine what kind of world we and our descendants will live in during the second half of this century. Will it be a world that is even more miserable and violent than the present one, or one that is freer and more livable than it is now? The increasing instability of the global system creates an extraordinary situation in which even relatively small movements can have a major impact on the overall process and its outcomes. This can be both good and bad news. The rapid rise of right-wing extremism and police-state repression shows that totalitarian forces can also take hold of crumbling economic and political structures. In this situation, it is up to all of us to act. Remaining a passive bystander to the unfolding drama is not an option, as choosing to do nothing is also a decision that can determine the outcome of history.


 Book Structure


 In order to understand the origins and functioning of the Great Machine, one must also examine its prehistory. Therefore, the book follows two different timelines. The first part (chapters 1 through 5) covers a period of 5000 years; the second part (chapters 6 through 11) concentrates on the last 500 years.


 Chapter 1 traces the development of military, economic and ideological power back to its roots in Mesopotamia. Chapter 2 examines the special role of the “metallurgical complex” in spawning the arms industry and the first monetary systems. Chapter 3 is devoted to the emergence of the first market economies. Contrary to the myth, it reveals that the market and money economy did not grow out of free exchange, but from the logic of war and slavery. Chapter 4 deals with the effects of power on social life and the collective imagination. The emergence of Christianity and apocalyptic thought, which was to significantly shape Western civilization, is viewed from the experience of powerlessness and subjugation to which the majority of people in ancient empires were subjected. Chapter 5 explores the origins of Western missionary ideology, from Apostle Paul to the Crusades.


 The second part of this book relates how the modern world-system was formed as a response to the massive egalitarian movements that spread throughout Europe during the late Middle Ages and the early modern period (Chapter 6); how the first highly militarized corporations emerged; how the accumulation of money in the financial centers of Genoa, Augsburg, Amsterdam and London became the motor for colonial expansion; how this colonization ultimately led to genocide in America (Chapter 6); how space, time and people were gradually subjected to the penetrating gaze of the state and the accumulation of capital; how the disciplinary institutions of the military, the school and alienated labor emerged (Chapter 7); and how the development of fossil fuels gave the system an explosive shot of energy for expansion that (temporarily) broke through ecological boundaries (Chapter 8).


 The question of democracy also occupies a crucial place in this history. According to the central thesis of Chapter 9, the inner logic of the Megamachine is fundamentally incompatible with true democracy, understood as self-organization. Therefore, to date, it has only permitted limited forms of participation in collective decision-making processes. The search for forms of democracy that go beyond these boundaries is a key systemic question that can be traced to the European revolutions, the struggles for freedom in the colonies, the “world revolution of 1968” and to the present day (Chapter 10). The exit from the Megamachine and thus from the logic of endless capital accumulation is inextricably tied to the question of democratic self-organization (Chapter 11).


 The issues covered in this book involve a specialized selection of source material and the choice of a geographical framework. While the prehistory concentrates on the Near East and the Mediterranean, the second part follows the expansion of the modern world-system out of Europe and across the globe.


 Hence this book does not aim to be a history of humankind, but the story of a specific social system. Seen from a broader perspective, it represents only a small fragment. Assuming that we have a future, the Megamachine may end up appearing as only a brief interlude within human history’s span across the millennia.
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  It’s good to be ruler!


  INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE COMPUTER GAME CIVILIZATION IV


 Let us imagine the time span from the first archaeologically documented appearance of Homo sapiens about 200,000 years ago up to the present. Now, picture it as just a single day. The time during which humans were exclusively hunters and gatherers would have lasted almost 23 hours. On the other hand, the 10,000-year period since the beginning of agriculture—the “Neolithic Revolution”—covers only the last hour. Hunters and gatherers had always lived in small groups that were relatively egalitarian, as cooperation was crucial for survival.1 The transition to sedentary lifestyles and agriculture, however, allowed for more expanded forms of organization and, under certain circumstances, also enabled individuals to accumulate greater wealth. This was hardly possible for hunting and collecting nomads, since their property had to be easily transportable. The transition to sedentary lifestyles is commonly regarded as a prerequisite for social stratification and class formation; however, it was by no means the only factor, and perhaps not even the decisive one. Until the beginning of the Bronze Age between 4000 and 3000 BC, archaeological sites revealing predominantly sedentary lifestyles show few traces of major social differentiation or hierarchical organization.2 Even in the largest Neolithic settlement discovered to date, Çatal Höyük in Anatolia, which around 6000 BC had roughly 3000 inhabitants, all houses were about the same size. Palaces or central temples were non-existent, and there are no signs of large-scale military defenses.3 Also in the Persian Gulf region, more than 4000 years after the beginning of permanent settlements, people were still living in relatively egalitarian conditions in the Tigris and Euphrates delta. Their diet was based on a mixture of hunting and gathering with limited domestication of crops and animals.4


 However, this situation changed with the beginning of the Copper and Bronze Ages. This fork in the road is illustrated, for example, by the pile-dwelling culture on Lake Constance in southern Germany. The earliest inhabitants of these structures all had the same easily accessible wood and stone technologies at their disposal. Then, with the early use of metals, especially bronze, their society split into those few who were able to acquire and process bronze and those who could not. Only select people were buried in elaborate bronze armor, while others were interred more modestly. While pre-Bronze-Age food remnants of the pile dwellers indicate that everyone ate more or less the same food, there was a considerable change during the Bronze Age. The majority had a diet based predominantly on grains, while others (the metal owners) also ate large quantities of fish. Similar inequalities emerged wherever a transition to the Bronze Age took place. This can be seen in Mesopotamia and Egypt as well as nearly a thousand years later in Central Europe and along the Yellow River in China.5


 Between the comparatively egalitarian phase, which covers the largest part of human history, and the emergence of social stratification and hierarchical relationships, there were far-reaching changes beyond those brought about by metal processing. In the transition to the Bronze Age, the foundations of what we now call “civilization” were laid. In Sumer, which is the southern part of Mesopotamia on the Persian Gulf, the first writing systems developed from cylindrical seal markings around 3200 BC.6 At the same time, the first cities and also the first states emerged in this area. While Çatal Höyük was still a large village with a few thousand inhabitants, Uruk, with 50,000 inhabitants, was already a city with a complex division of labor and municipal administration. At the center of these first cities were large temples, whose administrators organized agricultural and handicraft production with the end products being distributed back to the inhabitants. In contrast to the region’s earlier sedentary culture, nutrition was mainly based on grains. As anthropologist James C. Scott has shown, cereal-based agriculture, unlike the mixed diet of those living in wetlands, is well suited to the establishment of taxation systems and centralized state power.7 Within a few centuries, other crucial structures developed parallel to the temples—the rulers’ palaces. By 2800 BC, all Sumerian city states—Eridu, Uruk, Nippur, Lagash, Kish and Ur—had transformed themselves into kingdoms ruled by a lugal who increasingly accumulated despotic power.
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   Ruler of Uruk with bound prisoners (ca. 3000 BC)


 The lugal were originally commanders who assumed military leadership roles during the numerous conflicts among the city states. These conflicts increased as natural resources and precious metals accumulated in the storehouses of temples and palaces behind the walls of fortified cities. At first, the lugal were deployed for short periods, either defending their city’s possessions or appropriating them from others. Little by little, however, they succeeded in leveraging their authority to become long-term rulers. The temple, with its distribution of goods, eventually merged with the military dictatorship to form the first authoritarian state. Now, for the first time in human history, the state was able to exert coercive power over its inhabitants, most overtly through the monarch’s authority to pronounce death sentences. One of the earliest texts to talk about this imperious power is the Gilgamesh epic from the twenty-fourth century BC. It deals with one of the early kings of Uruk, who was supposedly “two thirds God, one third man”:


   Gilgamesh lets no son go free to his father.


 By day and by night his tyranny grows harsher.


 It is he who is shepherd of Uruk-the-Sheepfold,


 but Gilgamesh lets no daughter go free to her mother.


 He lets no girl go free to her bridegroom.


 He has no equal when his weapons are brandished.


 The young men of Uruk he harries without warrant.8


 The Three Tyrannies


 How did this radical social change come about that has shaped history to this day? Why did the majority of people allow elites to emerge and rule over them and to take portions of their wealth as taxes for financing armies and building massive palaces? Why have people allowed such elites to regulate their relationships with each other and have power over their lives? In other words, how and why did people learn to become obedient? Before the establishment of authoritarian states and armies, and before the introduction of forced labor and slavery, there were no societies based on the mechanism of command and obedience. While the elders of a hunter-gatherer society did indeed have prestige and influence, and some may have tried to impose their will, they nonetheless had no power and could not give commands.


 The British sociologist Michael Mann points out in his book The Sources of Social Power that the emergence of a “civilization,” and subsequently of power and domination, is by no means a natural, inevitable development. Historically, it is actually an astonishing exception.9 In practically all non-state societies there are mechanisms to put a stop to such clusters of power. The limits that even the early Sumerian city states imposed on the power of the lugal are evidence of such efforts.


 Why did this resistance break down? How could command, and with it power, prevail? Or asked asked conversely, what does it take for people to end up in situations where they must obey orders?


 In principle, there are three types of reasons that can cause a person to follow an order. The first, and most obvious, is fear of physical violence, including humiliation, pain and ultimately physical injury or death. The second category of reasons includes the fear of economic harm or social degradation to the point of losing one’s livelihood. This also works conversely, with the desire for social advancement and recognition being a motivator. The third set of reasons for obedience is based on the assumption that it is right and necessary that there are people who command and others who obey, either because the commanders have a higher knowledge, or because there is a natural, God-given plan for such hierarchies.


 The counterpart to these three reasons for obedience are the three types of power, which I call the three tyrannies:



	Physical power, especially in the form of armed violence. Throughout history, this has been especially concentrated within militarized states.


	Structural violence, especially in the form of socioeconomic power. The exercise of this kind of power is based on the systematically unequal distribution of rights, property, income and prestige. For these inequalities and the kind of power they yield to be accepted, both ideological power and physical power are necessary. Ideology provides justification, and physical force can be used to intervene if needed.


	Ideological power. This form ranges from the exclusive mastery of writing to the codification of religious, moral and scientific ideologies, all the way to modern “expertocracy” and control of the mass media. It can legitimize the first two forms of power or even make them invisible by defining what is “true,” “normal,” “relevant” and “real.”




 Through their interaction, these three forms of power add up to what the sociologist Max Weber called “domination,” a relationship between people in which a commander can expect obedience.10


 Physical Power


 Physical violence exists in all human cultures, albeit to extremely varying degrees. However, it only becomes physical power when the violence is exercised systematically. This happens when people are able to pressure others to do their bidding by the threat or actual use of physical force.


 Physical power is so common today that it almost seems natural. Societies without prisons and armies, for example, sound utopian to us. Early modern state theorists such as Thomas Hobbes claimed that the physical power of the state is needed to tame the “war of every one against every one” that constitutes the “state of nature.” Therefore, according to this argument, it is reasonable for everyone to accept the state’s monopoly on the use of force.11 But such social contract theories have a catch: no one has ever observed the formation of a state that was actually based on such concepts. Nor has a “state of nature,” with everyone at war with each other, ever really existed in the history of humankind. The reality is that the systematic use of force does not decrease with the emergence of state power in the form of armies and police forces—it increases. Michael Mann writes about this:



   Comparative anthropology shows that the frequency of war, its organization, and its intensity in lives killed, increase substantially with permanent settlement and, then again, with civilization. Quantitative studies reveal that half the warfare of primitive peoples is relatively sporadic, unorganized, ritualistic, and bloodless. [...] But all civilizations of recorded history have engaged routinely in highly organized and bloody warfare.12




 Of course, states and their armies are not the only institutions in which physical power is established. Additionally, there are gangs of robbers and mafias from which states can also emerge. Authoritarian family structures, like those in the Roman Empire, belong here as well, with the patriarchs even assuming the power to make life-or-death decisions over other family members.13 Those subjected to any of these forms of power are never asked for their consent. On the contrary, physical power is defined precisely by the fact that it is exercised against the will of the subject. But how could systematic physical power over people take hold and spread in the first place? What were its origins?


 If we return to the pile dwellings in southern Germany and the possession of bronze armor, it seems that the origin of physical power lies in superior weapon technology that was gained by processing metal. There is no doubt that bronze technology allowed some humans to socially dominate others. Because not everyone had equal access to metals and their processing, the technological divergence could develop into a power divide. Initially, however, the advantages won from such technologies remained limited, both within communities and externally. In small communities, it was difficult to permanently monopolize technology, especially if the community had social mechanisms with which to break up the concentration of power. Even when monopolization occurred, those with inferior weapons could always retreat to other areas (at least where population density was low) to escape permanent domination. Today, we see many indigenous groups still using this strategy of withdrawal to escape domination by falling back to ever more remote forests and mountainous regions. Of course, for sedentary communities, the freedom to leave was limited. This was especially so in the alluvial plains of the Euphrates, Tigris and Nile river valleys. With their extraordinary fertility and a much less attractive wilderness around them, there were good reasons to stay. Michael Mann calls such reasons “cage factors.” They are at the core of why humans have ultimately allowed themselves to be controlled by others. As recent research shows, the Persian Gulf also experienced drastic climate change. Thousands of years of predominantly wet weather were followed by a dry spell in the period from 3500 to 2500 BC. The sea withdrew; the wetlands, which until then provided diversified nourishment and a relatively egalitarian way of life, disappeared. As people became concentrated in ever larger settlements, with a diet of mostly irrigated grains, ideal conditions for usurping these structures were established.14


 The ability to organize physical violence also played an important role. The emergence of large, centrally-administered societies, which made irrigation schemes and the mass production of goods possible, also provided the organizational know-how for developing armies. While the reach of this power was confined at the beginning of early civilizations, it continued to expand through the late Roman Empire. The army of the first ancient imperium, the Akkadian Empire (around 2300 BC), consisted of only 5000 men. By contrast, the Roman troops of the imperial period (first to fourth century AD) were comprised of hundreds of thousands of soldiers. With the proliferation of firearms at the beginning of modern times, the spread of physical power surged to a level that was to change the entire world order. Since then, the means for physically controlling and destroying human beings have multiplied in (literally) an explosive manner. Today, there are 16,000 atomic warheads in existence, each with umpteen times greater destructive power than the bomb that devastated Hiroshima. These weapons give the rulers of atomic states the power to decide on the existence or non-existence of all humankind.


 Structural Violence


 The emergence of economic and social power is more difficult to grasp, because it functions indirectly and sometimes even slips into invisibility. Today, we are often unaware of it. For example, those who work for wages to pay their rent do not necessarily see themselves as subjected to tyranny, and may even feel that they have reasonable freedom of choice. After all, the work is voluntary—you can quit any time—and the rent is based on a voluntary contract between partners, which can also be canceled. No one physically threatens the tenant or wage earner. And yet, workers and employees obey the boss’s instructions even if they are extremely reluctant to do the work, or when they find the instructions absurd. Why are these restrictions on self-determination accepted? Because otherwise, you lose your job. This may not happen with the first contradiction, but certainly by the second or third. And without work, it is no longer possible to pay the rent, so you will have to give up your apartment. But why is it acceptable that as soon as you cannot pay enough, you have to get out? Why is the landlord obeyed when he demands that the apartment be vacated? Because otherwise it will ultimately lead to eviction, and any resistance would trigger an escalation of coercive measures.


 Even if wage labor and rental relationships seem completely harmless, in a modern constitutional state there is physical violence waiting at the end of the chain. While everyone knows about this lurking threat, the chain is long enough that most remain unaware of the violence behind it. The peace and conflict researcher Johan Galtung has called such relationships “structural violence”: coercive relationships that do not manifest themselves directly through physical violence.15


 In order for structural violence to be permanently effective, while keeping the physical violence behind it hidden, cooperation and even a broad consensus from society are necessary. People must accept certain premises as legitimate, even if they are opposed to their consequences. For example, it is considered quite all right for wealthy individuals to own thousands, indeed hundreds of thousands of homes, while millions of other people have no property whatsoever; or that it is legitimate for people who cannot pay enough to be put out on the street—by force if necessary. When seen together, these premises suggest that property ownership is not only legitimate, but it also takes precedence over almost all other rights.


 Historically, enforceable property relationships of this type have developed over thousands of years, along with the ideologies that legitimize them. Once again, the origins trace back to Sumer. In the absence of written evidence, little is known about ownership structures in prehistoric times. The archaeological discoveries from early settled cultures, such as in Çatal Höyük, reveal largely egalitarian conditions at construction and burial sites. One might draw the conclusion that land ownership had not yet been concentrated in the hands of a chosen few.16 Certainly there was no concept of property in the modern sense.17 It is likely that fields, pastures and forests were used jointly, or that the distribution of land usage rights was decided by the community. In neither case would land be sold or lent. Similar economic forms can still be found today, both in traditional indigenous communities18 and in modern commons-based systems. These have been thoroughly investigated by Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom.19 This principle was maintained in the early city states of Sumer through the temple, which coordinated the management of large areas and distributed crop yields to inhabitants. At the same time, however, the first forms of private land ownership developed in the hands of selected families. The earliest evidence of actual land purchases in Sumer dates back to the middle of the third millennium BC.20


 Although the origins of land privatization are still mostly obscure, how it developed during the subsequent millennia is clear. As land turned into a commodity, land ownership became concentrated in the hands of a few. This process reached a pinnacle with the latifundia, large Roman estates on which thousands of slaves and landless seasonal workers toiled. During Nero’s reign, Pliny the Elder reported that half the land in the African province was in the hands of only six large landowners.21 As property rights became codified, ownership titles enjoyed protection by the organized physical power of the state.


 This wave of privatization had far-reaching consequences. Where the land was privately owned, so were the crop yields. Those with a lot of particularly fertile land could let others, who had no land or poor land, work for them. They were then free to dedicate themselves to other activities, such as trade or administration. The surpluses were also used to buy slaves, who were initially recruited mainly from prisoners of war.


 The privatization of land and its earnings also had a knock-on effect which proved decisive for the general expansion of people gaining power over other people—the invention of debt. In Debt: The First 5,000 Years, anthropologist David Graeber points out that credit relationships were found in societies across the board, even those that used no money. In non-market societies, such credit relations are part of the social fabric and help create a network of mutual obligations. This differs, however, from commercial credit in that it must not be repaid at all costs, and it is also non-negotiable. Therefore, this kind of loan remains part of a personal relationship, just as loans between friends still are today.22 When someone exerts force on a friend to pay back their debts, or to sell the debts to a collector, the friendship would likely end. With the privatization of land and the accumulation of assets, however, a different, impersonal form of credit began to spread. Wealthy landowners would lend a portion of their harvest to poorer farmers whose output fell short. The poorer farmer’s next harvest was often used as security, and if all went well, the loan could be repaid. If the yield was low again, however, the farmer had to forfeit his land, and even indenture his family and himself. This led to a greater concentration of land in the hands of a few, and more and more farmers became bonded workers or even slaves. This was especially hard on women, who were often used as “collateral” and forced into prostitution. In ancient Sumer, the second most frequently mentioned commodity after grains was slaves. They were traded like agricultural products or farm animals, showing up on lists of goods in the same categories as pigs and other livestock.23 Anthropologist Guillermo Algaze puts it this way: “The early villagers of the Middle East domesticated animals and plants. The urban institutions of Uruk, on the other hand, domesticated people.”24 One of civilization’s dirty secrets is that it is founded upon the systematic introduction of slavery.


 Debt is structural violence par excellence, especially if its repayment is enforced at all costs. Debt and the associated impoverishment and enslavement became one of the greatest scourges among populations in ancient history. Many revolts were sparked by demands for debt relief, forcing nearly all the potentates of the early empires to regularly forgive debts by way of decree. It was a necessary measure to preserve their power,25 since armies were not strong enough to constantly put down revolts. This tradition also includes the biblical “jubilee,” which celebrated the cancelation of all debts every 49 years and returned landless farmers to their possessions.26

 
 Ideological Power


 The third form of man’s rule over other people took shape in Sumer during the transition from the fourth to the third millennium BC. A class of experts emerged whose members had privileged access to knowledge, as well as an authoritarian religion that developed in parallel with royalty.


 In his book Tristes Tropiques, the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss wrote: “The primary function of writing as a means of communication is to facilitate the enslavement of other human beings.”27 This sentence seems disturbing as we usually associate writing with human achievements such as the Oresteia by Aeschylus or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. But writing was not created to immortalize literature or ethical principles. Instead, it was a logistical tool.28 The first bits of writing handed down to us consist exclusively of lists of goods, their quantities and their market value. As we know, slaves were traded as goods, which means that from the start, writing was used as a tool for organizing slavery. Such lists were drawn up by full-time scribes, working in service to the temple, and eventually also to the palace. It was their job to coordinate production and distribution for the centralized economy. The very first schools were for learning to write, and scribes became a privileged class that was soon indispensable to the logistics of rule.29


 Writing also enabled the documentation of debt on clay tablets, which continued later on papyrus and parchment. These records not only consolidated debt relationships, they also made it possible for promissory notes to become commodities—foreshadowing paper money and modern credit derivatives. The relationship between debtor and creditor became more abstract. While, previously, a personal relationship might have prevented any coercive enforcement of claims, now the holder of a promissory note might not know the debtor and his family at all. This made the path to debt slavery much shorter. It is no wonder that the destruction of debt documentation was often the prime target of revolts during antiquity.30


 Writing was later used to codify the law as well. The Code of Hammurabi from the eighteenth century BC, the most famous collection of Mesopotamian laws, dealt primarily with property rights and debts. As these rights were codified and guaranteed, the state and its physical power stood ready to enforce property claims. This made the written codification of laws a double-edged sword. Citizens were theoretically protected from arbitrary decisions, and could enjoy a degree of legal certainty. On the other hand, putting laws in writing locked in the relationships of power to be legitimized, systematized, fixed and perpetuated. Therefore, the written word may also lead to the codification of injustices.


 Throughout the following centuries, writing took on many other functions, including the recording of myths and epics, which was a way for ruling classes to elaborate their cosmology. Members of literate castes could use the written word to literally carve their concepts of the metaphysical world in stone and give them both permanence and special authority. Oral traditions have a hard time competing with texts carved in stone or pressed into clay, especially when the authors claim divine inspiration. Universal claims to truth, as asserted by some religions, would be impossible without scripture and holy books. The authority for the written word stems not only from its authors, but also from the fact that it can only be interpreted by those who know the Scriptures. Between the experts who debate the meaning of Scripture and the laity who cannot participate, a chasm forms that is characteristic of both theology and modern forms of expertocracy.


 Nonetheless, writing has not remained a privilege enjoyed only by the elite. It was also used by the early biblical prophets in their revolts against exploitation and oppression by landowners and kings. Since then, the written word has continued to be contested terrain. Like the printing press and audiovisual media, it can legitimize or strip away the reins of power. So it is no surprise that both state and economic powers still strive to keep a tight grip on these resources. In industrialized states with a liberal tradition, most people can read and write and are fairly free to express their opinions. The distribution of information, however, must pass through the filters of publishers, news agencies, broadcasters and social media networks. A large number of these media are controlled by either large private corporations or by the state—by exactly those actors in whose hands physical and economic power is concentrated.


 The Invention of the Dominating God


 With the emergence of social hierarchies in Sumer, and soon after in Egypt, there was a radical change to the metaphysical cosmos as well. Without written evidence, we can only make suppositions from archaeological findings about the religious ideas and practices in prehistoric times. Or, we can examine current analogous cultures with comparable lifestyles and assume that they might share similar metaphysical ideas. Despite the uncertainties, we are certain about one thing: there is something missing from the prehistoric evidence—the representation of a dominant superhuman being that we would call “God.” The idea of a ruling god does not appear in history until earthly forms of domination emerge. From the Paleolithic cave paintings in Lascaux and Chauvet (France) to the finds of Lepenski Vir (Serbia), and the frescoes in Çatal Höyük (Anatolia), there are no depictions of enthroned male rulers who will later populate the pantheons of the gods. Instead, we see animals, dancing figures and various types of female forms, of which the “primordial mother” and the “dolmen goddess” are the best known.31 When the first states are established in Sumer, however, the situation changes radically. A hymn to the Sumerian god Enlil from the late third millennium describes how the metaphysical world was formed according to the model of earthly rule:



   Enlil’s commands are by far the loftiest; his words are holy; his utterances immutable. All gods of the Earth bow down to father Enlil, who sits comfortably on the holy dais. The gods enter before him and obey his instructions faithfully.32




 Like an earthly ruler, a god also has: a kingdom and a throne, his will is obeyed (“thy will be done”), he decides about existence or non-existence, he can punish, show mercy and also forgive guilt or debt. The projection of earthbound courtly life to the heavenly realm is so strikingly transparent that one wonders how contemporaries could have taken it seriously. In fact, there is evidence to suggest that the ruling religion in Mesopotamia was not very popular. It was celebrated mostly by the elites, while the broader population stayed with older traditions.33 This pattern can still be observed today. The so-called “popular piety” in Christianity has quite a different character than the official “high religion.” It has preserved many pre-Christian and even prehistoric references that place less emphasis on command and obedience. Until these days, with the polemical juxtaposition of “faith” and “superstition,” two very different types of religiosity can be found under the roof of the great religions. (In Roman times, the term religio referred to official rituals, especially the emperor’s cult, whereas superstitio stood for wild and ecstatic cults that were repeatedly prohibited.) As popular religion often differs significantly from official dogma, it cannot be assumed that within a few centuries there was a clear historical break in the collective imagination. Instead, it was a process that ran parallel to the increase in worldly dominion. Over the millennia, the idea of a ruling god penetrated deeper and deeper until the zenith of worldly dominion was reached in the Roman Empire. This finally culminated in the notion of the omnipotent God as found in Christianity and other monotheistic religions.


 Such a shift in the metaphysical reference system is of enormous significance for the collective imagination. Instead of facing forces that people relate to at eye level, such as ancestors, “spirits,” “the elements” and the like, now there was a pyramid-shaped system based on the idea of command and obedience and the linear exercise of power.


 Such thinking has continued through all secularizations and democratizations as a formative idea of the cosmos up to our present technocratic civilization. As we will see in Chapter 7, during the course of modern times, the ruling God was replaced by the ruling man who tamed the Earth through science and technology. In both the theological and technocratic versions of omnipotence, we find the idea that nature—including human nature—can and must be controlled. Just as the king commands his subjects, and God his creatures, the engineer likewise commands nature to obey his will.


 The Fourth Tyranny


 The three tyrannies mentioned so far have generated yet another—the tyranny of linear thinking. Linear thinking is based on the assumption that the world functions according to predictable laws of cause and effect and is therefore controllable. An actio A produces a reactio B in a foreseeable way. This paradigm works well within the world of inanimate objects. A hammer blow will shape metal in a predictable way. One billiard ball striking another will cause movement that we can calculate. The energy that moves ball B is proportionally related to the energy with which it is impacted by ball A. We can also gauge how the orbit of a spacecraft will be changed by a sequence of ignitions, etc.


 While this works well for inanimate matter, it can be very misleading when it comes to living beings. I can try to shove human beings around like billiard balls, but I cannot predict how they will react, nor can I truly control their movements (assuming they are alive and awake). The American anthropologist Gregory Bateson once explained: “When I kick a stone, I give energy to the stone, and it moves with that energy. [...] When I kick a dog, it responds with energy from its metabolism.”34


 The only time that people do behave like billiard balls is when they are given commands. The officer says, “Halt!” and predictably, the recruit will stand still. The foreman says, “Faster!” and the worker speeds up. The teacher says, “Kevin, you stay after class,” and the boy will indeed stay. Commands simulate the mechanics of the inanimate world for animate beings. However, people who carry out orders and simulate mechanical behavior are not actually turned into machines. Forcing someone to behave like a machine can lead to unpredictable and unpleasant consequences. If Kevin is constantly forced to stay behind; if the worker is always pushed to work faster; and the recruit is repeatedly ordered to stand still, they may eventually react quite unpredictably and do inexplicable things. When Kevin starts to torment his little sister; and the worker gets hooked on drugs; or if the recruit gets drunk and beats up a homeless person, the teacher, foreman and officer may never see the connection.


 Command structures create the false assumption that people can be treated like automatons all their lives without ever retaliating. In his book Crowds and Power, Elias Canetti described commands as thorns that poke into those who have to take orders, and that can only be got rid of by passing them on to other people elsewhere.35 However, this “elsewhere” cannot be seen within the context of linear thinking.


 That is why, even though linear thinking is useful in the world of inanimate matter, it blocks the view of reality in the living world. To the extent that the exercise of power produces predictable conduct among those who take orders, inexplicable, “irrational” behavior can erupt that leaves psychologists, sociologists and pedagogues racking their brains.


 This applies not only to social life, but also to ecology. I might treat a river like a dead object that I can manipulate, and whose behavior I can foresee and control. I might try to bend it to my will by straightening out its path, shoring up the banks, damming the flow, etc. By trying to bring it under my control, however, it may react more and more uncontrollably and unpredictably, and suddenly overflow with unprecedented flooding.


 The application of linear thinking to living systems has left a trail of devastation across the planet, both socially and ecologically. The first three tyrannies—physical, economic and ideological power—can only be overcome if we change our thinking about nature (including ourselves) and transcend the fourth tyranny. We must recognize that the world is alive and therefore unpredictable. Only when we stop trying to dominate nature, can we hope to achieve social and ecological forms of cooperation that will allow this planet to remain habitable for the long run.


 


  Chapter 2


  Metal


  Mining, Armament and Power over Nature


  Far from human dwellings they cut a shaft,


 in places untouched by human feet;


 far from other people they dangle and sway.


 The earth, from which food comes,


 is transformed below as by fire.


 But where can wisdom be found?


 Where does understanding dwell?


  THE BOOK OF JOB

  
 In mythology, metal objects are often associated with extraordinary power. From the Saga of the Nibelungs, to the tales of King Arthur and the fantasy novels of J. R. R. Tolkien, magic swords and rings of gold and iron are at the center of the action. Those who possess them gain superhuman powers and can control or destroy both people and nature. Whether the dark Prince Sauron from Lord of the Rings, the crafty Hagen from the Nibelungs saga or the savior Arthur with his sword Excalibur, all seek to obtain a metal object that would give them power. Endless variations of this pattern can also be seen in the wonder weapons of science fiction. The extraordinary powers of action figures like Terminator or Iron Man derive from their metallic components.


 In some of these myths and fantasy stories, however, there are forces that fight back to destroy this source of power. The sword Excalibur is thrown back into the lake it came from, the Ring of the Nibelung is tossed into the Rhine River and Tolkien’s Ring falls into the Cracks of Doom. All of these stories express an awareness of the destructive dynamics of metallurgy.
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 In fact, during the past 5000 years, the processing of metals has played a decisive role in the spread and metamorphoses of the “four tyrannies.” In both past and present, precious metals have been used as a form of currency—a manifestation of economic power. The minting of gold and silver coins is the origin of our financial system. And, as we will see in the following, this financial system was closely linked to slavery and the economies of war.


 The Origins of the Military-Industrial Complex


 Throughout history, the production of copper, bronze and iron, and later also aluminum and uranium, has been at the heart of what US President Eisenhower coined the “military-industrial complex” in 1961. Its development can be traced back for more than 5000 years, beginning with the first copper axe on into the rocket age. Those who had advanced metalworking techniques could produce superior weapons and take control over other people or entire populations. New metallurgical techniques were often associated with drastic political and social upheaval. The experience of such upheavals is also reflected in the ancient myth of the five ages, ranging from the Golden to the Iron Age. Referring to the third age, the Greek poet Hesiod wrote:


 
    Zeus the Father made a third generation of mortal men, a brazen race, sprung from ash-trees. They loved the lamentable works of war and deeds of violence; they were hard of heart like adamant, fearful men. Great was their strength and unconquerable the arms which grew from their shoulders on their strong limbs. Their armor was of bronze, and their houses of bronze, and of bronze were their implements.1




 The beginning of the Bronze Age was indeed a profound break from the past that heralded an era of increasing physical violence. Bronze is an alloy of copper and tin. It is much harder than pure copper and therefore ideal for tools, weapons and armor. Obtaining the raw materials, however, required complex logistics. The Mesopotamians, for example, had to import copper and tin from mining regions thousands of miles away in the Hindu Kush and the Caucasus. Uruk and other city states established colonies for this purpose and created a system of asymmetric trade. Unprocessed raw materials (especially metals) were imported from the periphery into the center, while industrially processed products such as textiles and ceramics were exported.2 This was the embryonic form of a trading system that today operates worldwide and is based on the power differential between “highly developed” centers and “underdeveloped” peripheries. This also meant that trade routes would require military protection—a self-reinforcing process in which ever more raw materials were needed to produce more and more weapons. The first known organized war in world history was waged in present-day Syria by Uruk against the city of Hamoukar, which was directly on the trade route to the Caucasus.3


 The second major technological transformation was the Iron Age revolution. Unlike copper and tin, iron is more easily found, accounting for almost 5 percent of the Earth’s crust (the share of copper is only 0.1 percent). However, the melting point of iron is more than 1500° C, which is significantly higher than that of copper. Special furnaces and a lot of energy were required to reach these high temperatures, all of which increased the need for more resources.


 Pure iron is only a little harder than bronze, but it can be alloyed with carbon to make steel, the ideal material for superior tools and weapons. From around 1200 BC onwards, iron technology spread rapidly from Anatolia. At the time, Assyria became the most aggressive military state of its epoch, with the production of armaments supported by rich iron deposits in the region. One after another, Assyria annexed Mesopotamia, Palestine, Egypt and large parts of present-day Turkey, leaving behind a trail of terror. Numerous passages in the Hebrew Bible bear witness to this, for example in Jeremiah: “Israel is a hunted sheep driven away by lions. First the king of Assyria devoured it.”4


 But even the Assyrian military machine paled by comparison to the iron empire of the Romans. At a nearly industrial level, the mass production of steel provided armor, spears and swords for up to 600,000 soldiers. This allowed Rome to wage war from the Sahara to the North Sea, and from the Atlantic to the Persian Gulf. Twenty percent of all Romans not employed in agriculture worked in metal extraction and processing.5 The extent of Roman iron production can also be seen from the remains of furnace slag. While the archaeological finds of pre-Roman iron slag are measured in kilograms, Roman finds are measured in hundreds of tons.6


 Environmental Disasters


 Until the “Storm of Steel” in the First and Second World Wars, iron remained the most important raw material of Europe’s war machinery. Unlike the manufacturers Krupp or Vickers, however, the Romans used charcoal instead of fossil coals to operate their furnaces. This led to the clearing of an astonishing 25 million hectares of forest,7 or an area equivalent to twice the size of today’s Greece. Together with ship building and house construction, iron production was one of the main causes of deforestation in the Mediterranean region.8 The consequences of this can still be seen today. For example, if you visit the barren island of Sardinia, it is hard to believe that before the Iron Age it was once shaded by dense beech forests. Large portions of forestation in Spain, Greece and the eastern Adriatic also fell victim to iron production.


 It is not just the processing of metals, however, that is strongly tied to violence and the destruction of nature, but also the act of mining itself. Mining ores is the archetype of all extractive industries. Even in antiquity, entire mountains were carted away by the mining of copper, silver, gold and iron—the most radical human activity in the re-shaping of the Earth’s surface observed so far. Four thousand years ago, mining as well as slash-and-burn techniques for charcoal production led to landslides and large-scale destruction of the landscape in the Alps.9 Referring to the Roman gold mines in northeastern Spain, Pliny the Elder wrote of the ruina montium, the destruction of the mountains:10



   This method of obtaining gold surpasses the labours of the Giants even: by the aid of galleries driven to a long distance, mountains are excavated by the light of torches, the workmen never seeing the light of day for many months together. [...] Not unfrequently the earth sinks in, and the workmen are crushed beneath. [...] The mountain, rent to pieces, is cleft asunder, hurling its debris to a distance with a crash which it is impossible for the human imagination to conceive; and from the midst of a cloud of dust, the victorious miners gaze upon this downfall of Nature.11




 These ruins, hollowed out from the inside and partially collapsed, are still visible today in the mountains of Las Médulas in northern Spain.


 Since ancient times, mining has been regarded as a “hell on earth,” not least because of the infernal working conditions and the devastation of the landscape. In the fourteenth century, the poet Dante Alighieri carefully constructed the nine levels of Hell in his Divine Comedy exactly like an open-pit mine. According to Dantean mythology, this hellhole was torn into the earth when Lucifer fell from Heaven.
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 In ancient and early modern times, the devastation from mining was caused almost solely by human labor (and in part by working animals). Today, driven by fossil fuels, this destructive force has reached gargantuan levels. Open-pit excavators are the largest machines ever built for use on dry land, and every day, they collectively tear roughly 100 million tons of material out of the Earth’s crust, which is then driven, shipped and flown halfway around the globe to be transformed into asphalt, smartphones and skyscrapers. As already mentioned, even the sands by the sea are becoming scarce. The construction industry has already dredged most of the world’s beach sand and has now begun to plow through the seabed.12 The open-pit mining of metals, such as aluminum, copper and gold, leaves behind enormous lunar landscapes and contaminates entire regions with its toxic waste. Millions of people have been driven out of their homes by mining projects. In India alone, this includes at least 2.5 million people13, most of whom have ended up in big-city slums. In many regions, mining has fueled civil wars, such as in Orissa, India, where hundreds of thousands of people are being displaced so that uranium, aluminum and coal companies are free to mine. Human rights activist Vandana Shiva describes the situation:


 
    The government has created private militias called salva judum which kill brothers and sisters in order to clear the way for the investors, the miners, the industrialists. That is a war between local people, their rights and the constitution of India on the one hand, and a corporate state and the corporations who for the growth model want to mine the last bit of minerals.14




 Places where the mining industry is active often look like war zones. For instance, in the US state of West Virginia complete hilltops have been blown away to uncover the underlying coal, a process that engineers cooly call “mountaintop removal.” A local resident says, “We have been a national sacrificial zone. These companies are goin’ to strip the whole country.”15 The practice of mountaintop removal has already caused 1200 miles of destruction along affected river systems.16


 The list of ravages caused by mining is almost endless. Whether gold mining in Ghana, coltan in the Congo, aluminum in Brazil, copper in Chile, tin in Indonesia or uranium in Niger; wherever mining giants like Rio Tinto, Anglo-American, BHP Billiton and the like set foot, landscapes and societies become desolated. Mining—including coal, oil and gas production—is by far the most aggressive and destructive economic sector on Earth. It is also the most powerful, with five out of the world’s ten largest corporations involved.17 It has become the prime symbol of man’s power over nature. If humans can change the face of the planet by turning rainforests into deserts and mountains into craters, then aren’t they capable of just about anything?


 Playing God: Metallurgy and Power over Creation


 While the extraction of ores requires brute force and a degree of destruction, their processing constitutes the archetype of the transformation or even creation of matter by human hands. Clay can be shaped into new forms, but its essence remains the same in processing. With its malleability and its potential to form alloys, however, the melting out of pure, shiny metals like copper from raw ore gives the metallurgist an almost god-like creative power. He can devise new substances and design their properties, color, hardness and form according to his wishes. It is no surprise that metallurgy is the origin of medieval alchemy, the secretive science whose goal was to transform base materials into precious metals in the laboratory. As the historian of religion Mircea Eliade has shown, metallurgy and alchemy form the model for the idea of unlimited human domination over the material world.18 In alchemy, this concept already extended well beyond control over the inorganic world. The alchemical idea of a homunculus can be found in modern attempts to artificially produce living beings. In Goethe’s drama, the alchemist Doctor Faust has his assistant create an artificial person in a test tube—an act that epitomizes mankind’s hubris.
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 The metallurgical complex and its resultant alchemical worldview have produced a large number of offshoots in modern times. The coal industry is a direct result of iron production,19 providing human beings with previously unknown possibilities for control over man and nature. Oil refineries and chemical factories have replaced alchemical laboratories. While modern chemistry hardly has alchemy to thank for its modern scientific methods or discoveries, it has nonetheless inherited alchemy’s vision of producing new substances and controlling matter down to the smallest particle. Instead of the Philosopher’s Stone, the oil and chemical industry has given us the “brave new world” of plastics. Nanotechnologists can even design objects on an atomic scale and produce materials with completely new properties that can migrate through our skin, blood vessels and nervous system.


 The heirs of early metallurgists and alchemists have not limited themselves to the inorganic sphere, but penetrate into the biosphere as well. Synthetic biology has already leaped past genetic engineering and the manipulation of individual DNA building blocks to work on creating completely new forms of life. The potential consequences for today’s life on Earth are incalculable.20 The common theme of all these sciences and industries harkens to a line from the biblical Revelation of John, “Behold, I make all things new.”21 The difference, of course, is that today’s engineers have replaced the omnipotent God.


 


  Chapter 3


  The Market


  Economic Power, Money and Property


  I’m just a banker doing God’s work.


  LLOYD BLANKFEIN, former chairman of Goldman Sachs


  At first glance, markets appear to be places where something is exchanged. Whether it is the vegetable market or the stock exchange, goods are traded for money, and ownership changes hands. Sometimes markets are loud and hectic, but there is usually no physical violence involved. The general impression is that markets are peaceful places of possibilities and opportunities, in short, freedom. But all of this peace and freedom is actually a matter of perspective. Let us take the most harmless example imaginable, a vegetable market. For those who have enough cash in their pockets, this is usually a great place to go shopping. If you are hungry and have no money, however, things look quite different. The cost of those tempting fruits is a sharp demarcation line that is not to be crossed. And if you simply try to take what you need, in a flash, that peaceful market activity can turn into a scuffle, complete with armed police officers.


 Why does one person go home content with a full shopping bag, and the other goes to jail? Why does one person have plenty of that symbolic stuff we call money, and the other does not? To understand, we have to leave the market and take a look at how people earn money, how they sell their labor power, and why one succeeds better than the other. In this broader perspective, the seemingly neutral goods and prices prove to be just the surface of complex social relationships. Consequently, in order to define a market, it is not enough to look only at the place where the exchanges take place. To find out whether markets are institutions of freedom and peace, or conversely, of coercion and violence, we must look beyond location to the overarching structure. It turns out that even an idyllic vegetable market can actually contain various forms of latent or manifest violence that can easily go unnoticed by well-off customers. This is all the more so for large, global markets.


 Markets as Masks


 Today, the verdict of globalized markets has the kind of significance that God’s judgment had during the Middle Ages. If it gives the “thumbs down” to a certain country, its decline is guaranteed. Markets are seen as a force of nature that reward the brave and efficient and punish the weak and slow. Darwinian logic finds this selectivity to be hard but fair, and ultimately indispensable for progress. Otherwise, the world would be condemned to stagnation and mediocrity. And since the markets are like God and nature rolled into one, any objection or resistance to their judgment is not only futile, but unnatural and blasphemous. Furthermore, when the markets become troubled, sacrifices must be made. With ancient gods it was calves and lambs, today it is pensions, wages and social security systems that go up in smoke. Even if they leave behind a trail of scorched earth, the markets must be fed, and they are never really satiated.


 Referring to markets as a force of nature obscures their man-made origin and elevates them to a sacrosanct, supernatural sphere. Markets have no name and no address. They are not subject to elections and cannot be held to account—presenting a perfect mask. Lurking behind the disguise, however, are very concrete institutions and individuals with very determined interests. Markets were neither created on some extra eighth day of creation, nor did they evolve all by themselves. Their rules were devised over centuries by people with specific goals in mind. Market players such as public limited companies, central banks and stock exchanges are highly complex creations. To function, they require a wealth of intricate legal regulations (barely manageable by even specialist lawyers) and a state to enforce them, by force if necessary. Today’s markets are dominated by just a few hundred corporations with balance sheet totals greater than the gross domestic product (GDP) of entire countries. Although markets do have a long history, there was a time when they did not exist, and for the longest stretch of its history, humanity did just fine without them.


 The Myth of the Market


 The most widespread explanation for the emergence of markets and currency goes back to the father of modern economic theory, Adam Smith. His assumption was that people had a “natural inclination to barter,” and due to this tendency and a desire to gain advantage, they traded goods. This happened at first through direct exchange, and was later mediated by money. Smith believed that this development was then promoted by an increasing division of labor, which grew out of different talents and local conditions.1 According to this theory, money emerged as a commodity that was initially traded like any other, but, because of its durability, divisibility and transportability, was well suited as an exchangeable unit in barter transactions. Silver and gold had exactly these characteristics, therefore it was natural for them to function as a means of payment. States played a subordinate role in this narrative. While they were capable of promoting or hindering market processes, the emergence of markets obeyed its own natural dynamics.


 The problem with this quite logical story, however, is that it is dead wrong. Neither historical research nor comparative anthropology provides any concrete examples to back it up. There have been no societies in which markets and money spontaneously asserted themselves out of a non-market economy. It did not happen all by itself from just the slow spread of barter relationships and the division of labor.2 Even the “natural inclination to barter,” supposedly inherent in all human beings, has not been universally observed.


 Instead of bartering, it was actually much more common in non-market cultures for people to manage material and social relationships through offerings, gifts and symbolic acts. When exchange did take place, it tended to be with strangers, with whom closer relationships were neither maintained nor desired.3 Historically, the transition to a general exchange and money economy has only taken place where the state entered the scene—and with it, organized physical violence. This applies both to the first proto-market economies of world history, such as classical Greece, and to the emergence and expansion of the market system in the modern era.


 There is a reason why the tale of a naturally developing market economy is still told again and again. It is to hide the structural and physical violence actually associated with the creation of markets and the money economy that occurred in all historically documented cases. Instead, we hear of a wonderful fairyland in which people follow their natural inclinations and everyone prospers. We are supposed to believe in an innocent, peaceful realm of trade and exchange, which has nothing to do with the heinous crimes of state potentates, their wars and other monstrosities. This story is the foundation upon which the image of “free markets” is built, supposedly as a countervailing force to the despotism of the state. This fable is critically important today for the ideological persuasion it uses to paint the violence of markets and money as natural and legitimate. By contrast, the true story of how markets actually emerged is quite another matter. Here, the decisive roles are played by war and slavery.


 War as the Cradle of the Market


 We have learned from textbooks that Ancient Greece was the “cradle of democracy.” Less well known is that it also produced the first market economy, and that the core of this market economy was the army. Military service was the first and, for a long time, most prevalent form of wage labor.4


 In the sixth century BC, market relations still played a minor role in Greece, with farmers producing mainly for their own needs.5 A few large landowners lived in cities and let administrators and slaves operate their farms. Labor markets in which the dispossessed offered to work for market prices were virtually unknown, and trade was looked down upon by the higher classes. Aristocrats used their wealth primarily for display, or for giving generous gifts to gain prestige and political influence. There was no interest in investments, trade projects or even in production facilities. Minted currency was unknown, although precious metals were used as currency in long-distance trading.6


 With the introduction of coinage in the mid-sixth century, however, the picture changed. The first coins were minted in the kingdom of Lydia in western Asia, the home of the legendary King Midas, who purportedly starved to death because everything he touched turned to gold.7 It was no coincidence that the oldest Lydian coin was worth 12 sheep. This was exactly the annual wage of a mercenary.8 Coins then found wide usage in the Greek polis. Starting in the fifth century, the city of Athens used coins to pay city employees and, more importantly, the military.9 However, the widespread introduction of coins as a means of payment only made sense if officials and soldiers could buy something with them. In other words, they needed markets.


 Therefore, the system of state coinage required the commercialization of life in both the city and the country. Instead of just producing goods for personal use, it was now necessary to also produce for markets. In neither antiquity nor in modern times did this happen all by itself. Even during the Roman Empire, most farmers preferred to produce for their own consumption.10 The decisive step in forcing them to participate in the market was the requirement that taxes and customs duties be paid with coins.11 Until the introduction of coinage, taxes were levied exclusively in kind, with the state distributing part of the collected harvest to its civil servants and soldiers. When coinage-based taxes were introduced, farmers were now forced to sell part of their produce at markets.12


 This was an enormous advantage when waging war. Until the establishment of a coin and market economy, there were practically no permanent professional armies. The Greek hoplites (foot soldiers), for example, had to return home for sowing and harvesting and could only be deployed for limited campaigns. In addition, the army had to be paid in-kind, which meant transporting goods to remote bases or allowing looting when on campaign. This also limited the scope and duration of wars. Until the introduction of coinage-based military pay, the maximum range of armies was limited to a 3-day march, because transporting provisions beyond that was not practical.13 Looting might temporarily increase the range, but large armies quickly exhausted stores taken from their surroundings. In contrast, a market system could ensure that merchants and the local population provided a permanent supply of goods. This way they would also earn coins needed to pay taxes to the state, which in turn paid the soldiers. It was an almost perfect cycle without which neither Greek imperialism, Alexander’s empire, the Roman Empire nor the modern world-system would have been possible.


 Financed by the new coin economy, it was primarily the naval fleet in fifth century Greece that formed the backbone of Athenian imperialism. As the mint and market system expanded, the size of the Athenian fleet virtually exploded. In the second half of the fifth century, Athens maintained 200 large warships (Triremes) with a crew of 200 each.14 Little Athens with just 500,000 inhabitants (including Attica) boasted a fleet of 40,000 men. Extrapolated to the current British population, this would correspond to 6 million seamen. Compared to today’s United States, it would be the equivalent of 24 million soldiers. The “cradle of democracy” was an extremely militarized society.


 The Laurion Mines


 The coins used to pay for this undertaking came almost exclusively from a single source located less than 40 miles from Athens, the Laurion silver mines. From the fifth century to Roman times, about 20,000 slaves at a time had been forced to work there. The Athenian state owned the mines and leased them to private entrepreneurs, who often became enormously wealthy as a result. The working conditions were brutal, with miners working 10-hour shifts around the clock in tunnels only 35 inches high.15 The slaves were branded and many were chained,16 with most being prisoners of war, either captured directly in battle or bought at slave markets.
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 The Laurion system functioned in an extended perfect cycle. The navy was paid with silver from the mines to enlarge the Greek Empire. Subsequently, the fleet helped capture and enslave more prisoners of war, who in turn mined more silver to finance the ever-expanding war. This three-point system of silver, slavery and war formed the core of the first market economy, which later spread over the entire eastern Mediterranean area with the campaigns of Alexander the Great.


 The size of the Alexandrian wars of conquest in the fourth century BC eclipsed the dimensions of the Athenian money-war complex. Alexander needed half a ton of silver a day in order to pay his army of 120,000 mercenaries.17 This was even too much for Laurion’s output. To finance the progress of his offensives, Alexander forced conquered populations to work in their own local silver mines. Furthermore, plundered treasures, in which silver had been hoarded for centuries, also brought in enormous sums of money with which to pay the army. The result was a wave of monetarization, commercialization and militarization in the eastern Mediterranean area. Subsistence and communal economies were increasingly pushed into the background and replaced by markets where soldiers could make purchases with their mercenary wages. The conversion of the tax system from in-kind goods to coinage was once again the decisive lever to force farmers to produce for the market. The army, in turn, ensured that taxes were collected efficiently.


 The monetary economy also profoundly changed the political landscape. Now paid on a regular basis, standing armies strengthened the power of rulers in ways previously unknown. Up until the Babylonian era and the advent of permanent mercenary armies, the Mesopotamian kings had been forced to compromise with their populations—often with debt relief—in order to maintain their political power. Now, if rulers had sufficient control over sources of silver, they were able to use brute physical force to assert their will over a population. As the money-military complex became concentrated in the hands of centralized rulers, there was an intensification of both military and economic despotism in the Mediterranean Basin. More and more farmers fell deeply into debt and lost their land to large landowners. The biblical tradition of the jubilee year, in which all debts were canceled and lands were returned to their original owners, was rarely practiced in Palestine during Hellenistic and Roman times. All of this gradually created masses of dispossessed day-laborers who had to sell their labor on the “free” market and were at the mercy of their employers. The numerous day-laborers we encounter in the gospels (such as in the parable of the vineyard) are evidence of this development.18 Thus, money, military force and the market became a closed circle. Armies were financed with coins, which helped establish markets; and then the armies were used to break down rebellions that resisted the market or demanded debt relief.


 The Roman Silver Empire


 The tyrannies of the market and military power reached their first high point during the Roman Empire. As was the case in Athens and the Hellenistic empires, a decisive role was played by standing armies, the spread of silver money and the markets.19 About three-quarters of the Roman state budget was spent on military expenditures. Since the late second century BC, Rome had been waging almost uninterrupted war in the Mediterranean region, financed by silver extracted primarily from the mines of Lyon, Carthage and Spain. Working there was tantamount to a death sentence, and to be penalized in Rome ad metalla was considered the second worst punishment after ad bestias. The historian Diodorus described conditions in the Spanish mines:


 
    The slaves who are engaged in the working of the mines produce for their masters revenues in sums defying belief, but they themselves wear out their bodies both by day and by night in the diggings under the earth, dying in large numbers because of the exceptional hardships they endure. For no respite or pause is granted them in their labors, but compelled beneath blows of the overseers to endure the severity of their plight, they throw away their lives in this wretched manner. [...] Indeed death in their eyes is more to be desired than life.20




 Diodorus also mentions that, before the Romans, Carthage had already used the same system to build its mercenary empire:


 
    It was from these mines that they drew their continued growth, hiring the ablest mercenaries to be found and winning with their aid many and great wars. In their wars the Carthaginians never rested their confidence in soldiers from among their own citizens or gathered from their allies. Instead, they subjected the Romans and the Sicilians and the inhabitants of Libya to the greatest perils thanks to the abundance of money which they derived from conquered mines.21




 Therefore, from the fifth century BC on, the enormous increase in violence in the Mediterranean Basin was caused in large part by the spread of money and market economies.22 The great imperial crisis in the third century AD shows how critical silver coinage was for maintaining the Roman military empire. After an epidemic in Spain had killed large swathes of the population, including miners, the silver supply dried up. Without pay, the army began to erode. The tax system temporarily reverted to in-kind payments, and the Roman Empire could barely defend itself against external attacks.23


 The First Corporations


 During the Roman Empire, the first forerunners to joint-stock companies were created—the “publicani companies.” The Roman state leased the operation of mining companies, army supply contracts and provincial tax collection to private entrepreneurs, the publicani, who often formed companies. Shares in these companies were publicly traded.24 The publicani paid a fixed amount to the state and were allowed a free hand in collecting taxes or operating mines. Because of their brutal and arbitrary actions, the tax leaseholders were hated throughout the provinces. In the gospels, we encounter them as the infamous “tax collectors” or publicans. It was frowned upon to share a table with them, and they were the cause of numerous rebellions, including the Jewish resistance against the tax assessment mentioned in the Christmas story.25


 The publicani corporation is a good example of the interaction of physical violence and economic power. Their markets were first created by the state in order to generate tax revenues and silver with which to pay the army, which also helped selected citizens achieve fabulous wealth. This practice continues today, with states continually creating new markets, most obviously by privatizing war through mercenary companies such as Blackwater or DynCorp. However, as we will see in Chapter 6, the relationship between market and state has tended to reverse itself in recent times. While in antiquity, the state used and created markets to assert its imperial interests, companies today use the state to create their own empires. The sovereigns of our time are not emperors or prime ministers, but rather the CEOs and main shareholders of large corporations. As the world-system theorist Immanuel Wallerstein notes, Rome was a world empire, but the global system of our time is a world market.26


 There is another reason why publicani corporations relate to the present day. They are the first market players in world history to embrace the principle of endless capital accumulation. Individual entrepreneurs have both a limited life expectancy and only so many opportunities to spend all their money. Until early modern times, successful traders would limit their work to about 6 hours a day and use the rest of the time to enjoy or show off their acquired wealth.27 So there were certain physical and cultural limits to accumulation, and the heirs often squandered their inheritances instead of increasing them. The publicani companies, however, were immortal and insatiable.28 As with a modern public limited company, their sole aim was to extract the maximum monetary profit from any economic activity as quickly as possible, and for an open-ended period of time, regardless of the lifespans and specific needs of its shareholders.


 Nevertheless, publicani corporations did not become the nuclei of a capitalist system of the modern type. One reason for this was that, over time, they proved very damaging to the Roman state, causing the emperor Augustus to massively curtail their activities and transfer tax collection to state officials. The uprisings provoked by the publicani’s brutality and the subsequent loss of revenue were now a threat to the existence of the empire. Consequently, the publicani were replaced during the imperial era by an extensive state-run tax collection bureaucracy. As in the case of Rome, the great bureaucracies of the modern era also originated from the collection of taxes to pay for the military (see chapters 6 and 7). The expansion of market logic and state power went hand in hand in both epochs. Therefore, the popular juxtaposition of “free markets” and “state bureaucracies” is pure fiction. Both in antiquity and in modern times, the creation of markets is inextricably linked to warring states.


 Ownership as Complete Power of Disposition


 Just as states need markets to facilitate the waging of war, the markets that have prevailed throughout history have also relied on militarized states. As in Rome, this also holds true in today’s world. Markets presuppose a certain concept of ownership—you may only sell what you own. But property is more than mere possession. I can steal a Rembrandt from a museum and consequently possess it, but I will have trouble selling it, at least at Sotheby’s, because it is not legitimately my property. Ownership means lawful possession. And, lawful means that the state with its concentrated physical power stands behind the ownership, as the earlier example of the evicted tenant illustrates.


 States protect property rights, ensure that contracts are respected and punish those who violate them. At first glance, this seems obvious and practical: wouldn’t theft, murder and manslaughter spread without the strong hand of the state to ensure law and order? The question, however, is whose law and whose order? Who is defended against whom here? What exactly is meant by ownership?


 On closer inspection, today’s ownership comprises actually a whole series of different rights, and some of those rights may exclude the rights of others. What can an owner lawfully do with his property? May he simply use it—if it is a piece of land, e.g., by walking around on it, or, if it is a cow, by having it draw a cart (Latin: usus)? Or may he use the proceeds of it—by farming the land or milking the cow (Latin: usus fructus)? May the property be altered, damaged or destroyed (abusus), for example by mining the land or slaughtering the cow? Are others prohibited from using it? Can it be sold, inherited, rented, given away or mortgaged?


 All of these questions have been answered quite differently by different people at different times. The most extreme answer to these questions is that everything is allowed without restriction, and that the owner of the property has total and sole control over it, whether it be things, people, animals, plants, land, rivers, lakes, etc.


 The Roman notion of property came fairly close to this extreme position. The central concept in Roman property law is the dominium. This term was used to describe the household of a Roman citizen, including wife, children, slaves, cattle, land, house and chattels. The people belonging to such a dominium were completely subject to the will of the household patriarch.29 The father of the family could not only beat his slaves and children with impunity, but he could also sell them into slavery or even kill them. There was no substantial difference between the ownership of people, livestock or land. In contrast to many other ancient societies, where trading land was restricted or forbidden, Roman citizens had unlimited power of disposal over their land and could sell it at any time. With the increasing commercialization of Roman life, the first real estate market in history emerged alongside the slave markets, with a flourishing speculative trade.30 This unregulated dealing further intensified the concentration of land ownership and accelerated the emergence of a class of dispossessed people who were left searching for work as laborers.


 With the decline of the Roman military machinery, this property system also collapsed. In the Middle Ages, with scarce precious metals and few standing armies, the power to control people and land became much more limited. Slavery largely disappeared from Europe,31 and land was no longer sold freely, but only loaned out as fiefs. With the revival of the money and war economies in the early modern period, Roman property rights were also revived. With them, the concept of total disposal over people and land returned as well.


 The fact that today’s oil and mining corporations can transform half the planet into lunar landscapes under protection from the state is based on the Roman legal tradition. As “legal persons,” everything that these companies acquire and call their property is completely at their disposal.32 This kind of power is no longer limited to controlling just land and movable goods, but also life itself. Genes and even entire animal and plant species can now be patented and are therefore considered the “intellectual property” of the patent holder.33


 The history of the social and ecological movements of the last centuries can also be seen as a history of resistance against this kind of dispositional power. The anti-slavery movement opposed the idea that people can be possessed and traded as goods. Women’s rights movements have defied men’s power of disposition over the patriarchal dominium. Human rights movements demand that states have only limited powers of disposition over their subjects or citizens. Finally, ecological movements have tried to curb the dispositional power of private individuals, states and corporations over the land and living things.


 In the twenty-first century, the survival of a large part of the world’s population is threatened by the ownership claims of a minority. A relatively small class of global elites, together with several hundred transnational corporations, have taken possession of most of the land, forests, water, food, mineral resources and even the Earth’s atmosphere. It is a system of property ownership that, when contested, is enforced by the physical power of the state. As resources become scarce worldwide and conflicts increase, this class seals itself off in gated communities with walls, barbed wire fences and massive security forces to keep out people seeking refuge from their plundered homelands.


 Who has what right over which territory? What may or may not a state, a company or a private individual do with that piece of nature they call their property? To what extent may people be barred from using land, water and other existential goods? Must property claims written on a piece of paper be recognized for all time, no matter how deadly the consequences might be? Can someone own a piece of land and all the living things on it, just like owning a pair of trousers or a banana? What can and may be sold or mortgaged, and what is inalienable common property? Who makes these decisions? Today, it is crucial to our existence to ask these questions once again. In the face of the extreme concentration of land ownership at the time, the biblical prophets had also asked these questions, and answered them clearly: the land was nobody’s property; it was only on loan to humanity—and in equal parts.


 


  Chapter 4


  Powerlessness


  The Trauma of Power and the Origin of Apocalyptic Thinking


  Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones. [...] Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” “My name is Legion,” he replied, “for we are many.”


  THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK


  The interaction of the money economy, war and metallurgy led to an enormous expansion of people exerting power over other people. This process also has a flip side: powerlessness increased in those who were at the mercy of this power. Historiography makes little mention of this, since history is usually told from the point of view of the victors. The most important source historians draw on is the written word. Those who were able to read and write were usually close to power or were directly employed by it. The written records of this privileged caste were later read as “history,” a reconstruction of the past told from the perspective of power.1 Accordingly, we learn a great deal in our history books about how Caesar, Frederick the Great or Harry Truman saw the world, but little about what those millions of people thought and felt who were crushed under the wheels of their wars. How violence effects the majority of people both psychologically and socially does not appear in the annals. Thus, an image of history as a “struggle of great men” among each other is formed, while the core dynamics and driving forces of world history remain in the dark. Consequently, it is difficult to understand the success of Christianity in antiquity, with its symbolism of suffering and powerlessness and its apocalypticism. Likewise, it is impossible to comprehend the collective epidemic of fear that accompanied the birth of the modern era in Europe, as the historian Jean Delumeau has shown.2 In order to understand the history of the civilization that today is dominating the Earth, we must tell the story of the effects of power and how they have wounded and disrupted people, their imaginations and their social fabric.


 What does it mean when, for centuries, a large part of the population is subjected to radical dehumanization, as was the case with slavery? How does a society change when men become part of an imperial military machine whose daily business is torture and murder? What about the survivors on the margins of the empire who had to watch their children, siblings, parents and spouses slaughtered or subjected to a slow torturous death on the cross? What does it mean for families and communities when farmers lose their land through over-indebtedness or land grabbing and become uprooted workers, selling their bodies to a brutal, unregulated labor market? What does it mean to be so absolutely at the mercy of other people’s power and whim?


 The story of the demoniac of Gerasa in the Gospel of Mark is a remarkable testimony to the devastating effects of power:



   When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an impure spirit came from the tombs to meet him. This man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him anymore, not even with a chain. For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him. Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones. [...] Then Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” “My name is Legion,” he replied, “for we are many.”3




 The form of “demonic” possession that Mark recounts would be described in modern psychology as a “dissociative disorder,” which can result from violent traumatizing experiences. It is likely that the man from Gerasa had endured a great deal at the hands of the Roman legions, whose practices have been handed down to us from other sources.4 Around the time of the birth of Jesus, Governor Varus had 2000 people crucified near the city of Sepphoris (a few miles from Nazareth) in retaliation for a previous uprising.5 Such actions were the rule rather than the exception. While the Pax Augusta was celebrated in the central regions of the empire, the Roman troops out on the fringes were notorious for their scorched earth measures. Tacitus, for example, reports the British rebel leader Calgacus as having said: “They have pillaged the world: when the land has nothing left for men who ravage everything, they scour the sea. [...] They plunder, they butcher, they ravish, and call it by the lying name of ‘empire.’ They make a desert and call it ‘peace.’”6


 The consequences were the traumatization of countless people, even entire societies. It is not by chance that the gospels tell of so many obsessed and psychosomatically ill people. The ancient money-military machine left behind tracks of social and psychological devastation throughout the affected populations. This traumatic process continued centuries later across the entire planet with the spread of colonialism, and continues to this day.


 What is Trauma?


 The Greek word trauma means wound or injury. In its modern meaning, the term has been used since the late nineteenth century for psychological disorders caused by drastic experiences of violence and separation. Combat traumas were first scientifically investigated during the First World War. Trauma researcher Judith Herman describes victims of so-called “shell shock”:



   Confined and rendered helpless [in the trenches], subjected to constant threat of annihilation, and forced to witness the mutilation and death of their comrades without any hope of reprieve, many soldiers began to act like hysterical women. They screamed and wept uncontrollably. They froze and could not move. They became mute and unresponsive. They lost their memory and their capacity to feel.7




 Trauma can occur through the direct experience of violence, the threat of violence and also through witnessing violence against others. The traumatizing experience is associated with a feeling of extreme powerlessness and helplessness. Those affected lose their sense of control, their connection to the surrounding world and their sense of purpose. Judith Herman writes: “Traumatic events call into question basic human relationships. They breach the attachments of family, friendship, love and community. They shatter the construction of the self that is formed and sustained by relation to others.”8 Through feelings of complete helplessness, trauma also destroys the sense of one’s self-efficacy and the confidence to manage difficult situations by yourself. The most elementary belief in a meaningful and—in principle—benign world is shattered.


 Typical among trauma patients is dissociation, or breaking away from the world of emotional feelings. This can extend to the point of mental numbness (“emotional anesthesia”) and disengagement from one’s own body, which feels removed and foreign. This leads to traumatized people often appearing apathetic and emotionally cold. The apathy alternates with phases in which traumatic situations are re-lived through flashbacks and dreams.


 Traumas also produce a series of seemingly paradoxical consequences. These include the famous repetition compulsion. For example, during role-play, children will often reenact situations in which they felt powerless.9 By re-living the traumatizing situation, they can then experience themselves as powerful in an attempt to erase their feelings of impotence. Thus, experiences of powerlessness often lead to an intensive search for empowering experiences. The famous “identification with the aggressor” also appears paradoxical at first glance. Particularly with repeated traumatizations, “it is vital for the victim to intensively devote his or her mind to the perpetrator, to somehow identify with him, in order to gain a measure of control over a situation that is otherwise characterized by pure powerlessness.”10


 These phenomena: the compulsion to repeat; the search for empowering experiences; the craving for control; as well as revenge fantasies and paranoia, will all be encountered again when we examine apocalyptic thinking.


 When traumatic experiences undermine or destroy the relationships and contexts within an entire society, then we call it “collective trauma.” Entire societies can be seized by control mania or “emotional anesthesia.” Whole cultures can dedicate themselves to re-enacting traumatic experiences or to collective paranoia. Above all, they will seek to regain a sense of power.


 The Origin of Apocalyptic Thinking


 One of the most striking features of what we call “Western civilization” is its affinity to the Apocalypse. Hollywood, for instance, is clearly obsessed with the idea of Armageddon. However, we have also been permeated by apocalyptic thinking on a much deeper level. Originally, apocalypses did not actually end with the destruction of the world, but were about creating a new one, a Heavenly Jerusalem. The utopian concepts of early modern times, such as Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun and Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis, were apocalyptically inspired, as were the movements of the Anabaptists, the Protestant Reformation and the early settlers in North America. In the twentieth century, the designs of futuristic cities by Le Corbusier or the early Soviet project of creating a “New Man” were basically permutations of 2000-year-old apocalyptic ideas, even if their creators would have rejected any connection to a religious context. It is no coincidence that the rectangular street patterns and the sky-reflecting glass facades found in modern financial districts fit the description of the New Jerusalem in the Book of Revelation. Apocalypticism has proved to be surprisingly widespread and extremely persistent throughout history. It is as much at home in Christianity as in the atheistic cult of progress. It can be found in the hope of restarting mankind through communism and in the triumphant vision of capitalism in Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man.11
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 The Apocalypse, however, is not just a province of the imagination. No other civilization in history has managed to produce so many real-life doomsday options, from nuclear war to environmental collapse to the spread of lab-grown, mutated killer organisms. Oddly enough, these real-life scenarios have links to the imaginary ones. It almost seems as if the millennia-long search for a New Jerusalem has helped produce precisely the destructive potential that currently threatens our future. Just beyond the “brave new world” brought to us by the age of consumerism, is a ravaged, burned-out planet. The flip side of controlling nuclear power, which has been linked to the boldest of utopian concepts since the 1950s, is the potential for cataclysmic war. And the creation of artificial life in the laboratory could unleash a catastrophic global pandemic. The aliens who devastate the Earth in apocalyptic films such as Independence Day and Oblivion are ultimately ourselves.


 But where did apocalyptic thinking come from in the first place? What are the origins of the quest for a completely new and different world to replace the old, corrupted one that marks our civilization?


 Apocalypse as a Response to the Trauma of Power


 Apocalypses are visions of total despair. They emerge from the remnants of imperial devastation, where no human, no earthly help is in sight; where the world appears to be so completely ruined that salvation only seems possible through the total destruction and re-creation of the cosmos. Apocalyptic thinking has always been born out of annihilation. It is therefore no coincidence that apocalyptic literature originated during an epoch of massive economic and physical violence following Alexander the Great’s wars of conquest. As we saw in the last chapter, this phase was marked by intensive militarization and commercialization.


 The biblical Book of Daniel is one of the earliest surviving apocalyptic texts, written in Palestine around 164 BC. The place and date of its origin are crucial. Probably more than any other region in antiquity, Palestine was subjected for centuries to constant military invasions. But never before had foreign domination been so oppressive and humiliating as under Antiochus IV, who ruled over one of the empires that followed Alexander’s reign.


 Unlike the Babylonian kings before him, who had granted religious freedom and many other rights to Jews, Antiochus maintained a standing army that he paid with silver coins, which allowed him to impose a much more brutal dominion than his predecessors, both economically and militarily. To pay reparation debts to Rome, Antiochus constantly increased taxes, and repeatedly plundered the temple in Jerusalem. Finally, he put up a portrait of Zeus in the Holy of Holies and forbade the practice of the Jewish cult. His despotic rule did not only desecrate his subjects’ bodies, but their metaphysical universe as well.


 During the reign of Antiochus, physical violence, economic exploitation and ideological tyranny were consolidated into a totalitarian system. This early peak of absolute power became the incubator of apocalyptic thought, which later proved so formative in the development of Western civilization.


 The Book of Daniel testifies to a resistance against succumbing to powerlessness and the effort to regain some measure of self-efficacy. In the episode of the fiery furnace, Daniel and his companions are thrown into a fire pit because they refuse to worship the symbol of foreign rule. But the fire does not burn them, and they remain unharmed.12


 The seventh chapter of Daniel’s prophecy features the actual Apocalypse, taking matters a step further. Now, it is no longer just about salvation, but about retribution. Four empires are described that are symbolized by different animals. The fourth beast was different from the others, “terrifying and frightening and very powerful. It had large iron teeth; it crushed and devoured its victims and trampled underfoot whatever was left.”13 This last beast, representing Antiochus, is brought to justice before a criminal court and condemned by a divine figure to execution by fire.14


 In contrast to later revelations, here there is no annihilation of the entire universe, but only of the evildoer. But even in the Book of Daniel, the attempt to compensate for powerlessness and humiliation can be clearly seen. An enormous army supports the “Highest,” whose power exceeds everything that has come before. The omnipotence of this god both reflects and outperforms the power held by earthly rulers. The tables are turned with respect to the fire that threatened Daniel. In the end, not only has balance been restored, but a final, magnificent triumph has been achieved. It is precisely at this point that the apocalyptic paradigm shifts from hoping for salvation and reparation to an inversion of the traumatic experience. What the victim experienced will now be inflicted on the perpetrator, and with even greater violence. Apocalypticism does not diverge from the principle of power; it amplifies it. In the end, there is no liberation, but the founding of a new kingdom of the “Most High, whom all powers serve and obey.” The vision ends with the word “obey,” but the author adds, “ I was deeply troubled by my thoughts, and my face turned pale.”


 The Destruction of Heaven and Earth


 Written around 90 AD, the most influential apocalyptic text by far is the Book of Revelation (to John), which, by contrast, lacks these feelings of horror and trepidation.15 The author has absolutely no problem with the logic of annihilation. And this time, it is not just a few tyrants and their henchmen in the balance. Everything is at stake, with the entire universe to be wiped out and recreated. After a nearly endless series of plagues and catastrophes rain down on Earth and humankind, “the beast” and the Devil are to be thrown into a lake of fire to be “tormented day and night for ever and ever.”


 This radicalization of the apocalyptic vision was a response to the radicalization of domination. The Roman Empire had further perfected the Greek system of a monetary economy combined with slavery and militarism to produce the greatest concentration of economic, physical and ideological violence seen so far. In contrast to Antiochus, whose reign was ultimately overcome by rebellion, the Roman emperor and his legions were practically invulnerable. The emperor’s absolute power was inverse to the complete powerlessness suffered by Jews, Jewish Christians and others. Tacitus wrote about the Roman persecution of Christians in the year 64: “Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired.”16 Two years later, the Roman military put down a revolt in Judea with a war that ended in the year 70. The Jewish temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, and tens of thousands of Jews were killed, many of them by crucifixion.


 These events may have been personally witnessed by John.17 In any case, the nightmarish attacks on Judea would have been deeply rooted in the collective memory of his contemporaries. The evils of the world were so overwhelming and the lack of power so complete that the only solution seemed to be a heavenly intervention that would destroy and recreate the Earth: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God.”18


 Heavenly Jerusalem and the Sulfur Lake


 The New Jerusalem is not meant for everyone. It is not a utopian, equitable, peaceful and harmonized “Heavenly Kingdom” as described in the gospels, or by the prophets in the Old Testament. Instead, it is a place where humanity is brutally divided into the chosen and the damned. For those registered in the Book of Life, this Heavenly City—the New Jerusalem—has been created, “prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.”19 Conversely, those who are rejected and not listed in the Book of Life are considered worthless and will be thrown into a lake of burning sulfur for all eternity.20


 Despite all secularizations, this vision has remained formative for Western civilization to this day. As we will see in Chapter 6, with the emergence of a capitalist world economy in the sixteenth century, it experienced both a renaissance and a reinterpretation, especially through the teachings of the Calvinists and Puritans. As the executor of divine will, the market became the divider of humanity into the chosen and the damned. These days, the connection between apocalypticism and capitalism is almost uncannily topical. In modern “global cities,” there is often a close proximity between the Heavenly Jerusalem and the lake of sulfur. While the chosen ones sit in glass towers and watch numbers, letters and images flit across their screens, just a few blocks away, those excluded from the global market are buried under mountains of feces and garbage left behind by the privileged. What separates the slum dwellers from those in ascension are the numbers recorded in the present-day version of the Lamb’s Book of Life— the bank account. In the twenty-first century, if you are not registered in the bank’s books, you are surely headed for the sulfurous lake of fire.
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 With God no longer sitting on his throne, we now have the market’s invisible hand choosing winners and losers. The terrain is split into two radically separate spheres with borders running along the barbed wire fences that have turned Europe and the USA into fortresses, and continue along the walls dividing Israel and Palestine. Connected by high-security corridors, there are networks of “gated communities” and “green zones” springing up all over the world. The winners drive their air-conditioned SUVs on highways that cut across the land of the losers. Left behind is only dust and garbage thrown out of the window. The Heavenly Jerusalem of our time uses police robots and drones to protect against those trying to escape the sulfur lake.


 As in the Revelation, today’s world is torn apart along a line of abstraction. The Earth’s tangible, natural world has been discarded and is mutating into a lake of fire. From Heaven comes a completely abstract, right-angled city “of glass and pure gold” that has been measured off with a golden ruler.21 It is disturbing how much John’s fantasy has become reality today in the city centers of São Paulo, Singapore, Dubai or Houston. God has been replaced by the engineers and architects of the modern world who are working on a second, artificial creation, a world “without death, grief, lament or hardship.”22 But the price for this hubristic project is the destruction of the original creation. It is a bitter historical fact that the vision of gaining total control over creation originally grew out of an impulse to rebel against power.


 Shattering the Present


 Apocalyptic thinking not only divides space, it also shatters time—more precisely, the present time. For apocalypticists, the here and now is unbearable and cannot be salvaged, as fighting against the impositions of power seems to be a hopeless undertaking. Giving up on self-efficacy, faith is then placed in a higher power that will take care of the powerless in the future. This opens up a completely new concept of time. While the life of an intact (not-traumatized) community follows a pattern of renewal with its recurring rhythms and changes of generations, by contrast, traumatic experiences break that cycle. People are no longer able to see themselves as part of a meaningful and generally benevolent supra-individual context. They become dissociated, torn from natural cycles, their community and the cosmos. Nothing is left with which to defy the present devastation but the vision of a future in which everything will be different. The shattered world of the present will be replaced with an entirely new one.23 The fixation of Western civilization on the future, whether in Heaven or on Earth, was born out of comprehensive collective trauma. People have been wrenched away from all contexts that define the present—and not just once, but over and over again in different places at different times, right up to the recent past.


 The modern cult of progress is a variant of the core concept of the Apocalypse. If the ground beneath your feet is constantly falling away, then you must run forward to reach new, solid terrain. This flight from the present is at the root of what we call history. Driven forward by an inescapable, one-dimensional arrow of time, the shattered past is abandoned for a new future. In this race, we try to prevent our own downfall by permanently accelerating, modernizing and erasing all traces of the past. However, this war against time can never be won, since the enemy we fight is actually produced by our own actions.24


 Objections to the End of the World: The Jesus Movement


 Few books are as full of conflicting messages as the New Testament. In many ways, the Book of Revelations contradicts the main goals of the Jesus movement described in the gospels. While the apocalyptics were waiting for a heavenly intervention in the future, Jesus’s aim was to heal a traumatized society by taking action in the present.


 The gospels are a rare case of early historiography that, at least in part, reflects the views of people other than the elites. It is true that the ecclesiastical canon of gospels emerged decades after the death of Jesus of Nazareth, and none of the authors ever met the central character in their stories. The authors themselves were not farmers, fishermen and day-laborers like Jesus and his followers (most of them illiterate like, possibly, Jesus himself), but scribes and scriptural experts. Further, the texts were strongly shaped by the interests and conflicts of the times in which they were written: the young Christian communities attempted to diverge from competing Jewish groups such as the Pharisees, and they clearly tried to ingratiate themselves with the Roman occupiers. The legend of the Roman governor Pilate, who listens sympathetically to Jesus and ultimately washes his hands of guilt, is the most striking example of such opportunistic distortion of history.25


 Despite these revisions, however, the traces of groups who asserted an alternative to the Empire’s principles are fairly clear in the gospels.26 There were many resistance movements against Rome and its vassal authorities at this time. The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus cited numerous factions headed by prophets or peasant kings who were called “the Anointed” (in Greek: Christós, and in Hebrew: mashiach/messiah). Jesus was far from being the only Messiah candidate of his time.27 Some believers were armed, others relied mainly on the spoken word, and almost all of the leaders were murdered and their movements smashed.28 The best-known examples are the executions of John the Baptist under Herod and of Jesus under Pilate. The fact that Rome perceived the Jesus movement as an anti-colonial issue is quite evident from the way he was executed. Crucifixion was the typical Roman death penalty for political dissidents found guilty of “seditio” (rebellion) or “crimen maiestatis” (insulting the emperor). According to Josephus, at the height of the Jewish War (66 AD–70 AD), up to 500 people per day were crucified at the gates of Jerusalem. Jesus was not the only one to die this way. Furthermore, part of this punishment was to leave the dead unburied. This was a second trauma for the relatives, since burial was considered a religious imperative. Ultimately, the bodies of the crucified were fed upon by birds and wild dogs. The legend of Jesus being buried and later resurrected was obviously an attempt to suppress this traumatic experience.29


 Therefore, the gospel stories clearly took place during a time of massive collective trauma. How the Jesus movement responded, however, is visibly at odds with the various later versions of the Christian religion, and also with Christian apocalypticism. Unlike the authoritarian churches that followed, the original movement was based on egalitarian principles. It was not primarily about worshiping an idol named Jesus, but rather a process of individual and collective transformation, whose metaphor was the “Kingdom of Heaven.”30 Unlike the “Kingdom of the Most High” from the Daniel Apocalypse, or the “Heavenly Jerusalem,” this project is not associated with a vision of revenge and annihilation.31 Nor does this concept divide mankind into the chosen and the damned. On the contrary, numerous stories tell of Jesus sharing his table with the outcasts of his time, a sign that this kingdom was open to all.


 The gospels spell out that there is no waiting for the Kingdom of Heaven sometime off in the future, but that it has already begun: with concrete actions, such as healing the sick, a primary activity during the travels of Jesus and his followers.32 The American historian Richard Horsley interprets these healings as an anti-colonial practice and shows this in the history of the demoniac of Gerasa: “If Jesus expels the demon, whose name is ‘Legion,’ then in reality it is about the expulsion of the Romans, the occupiers of the Jewish people.”33 Healing a possessed individual corresponds on a collective level to liberation from occupation. At the end of the story, a herd of pigs, the “Legion,” is sent plunging off a cliff, symbolizing quite explicitly the wish to be rid of the Roman army. The healings associated with the Kingdom of Heaven are about a collective recovery that removes not only the symptoms of trauma but also its causes. This counter-kingdom was, therefore, a strongly political, anti-imperial symbol—one which the Romans understood all too well.


 Jesus of Nazareth was not the founder of Christianity. The movement he initiated was an intra-Jewish undertaking that invoked deep-rooted traditions of resistance to power, especially by the early prophets. The idea of a hierarchically organized church with written dogma was completely out of line with the practices and goals of his cause.


 After the execution of Jesus, the movement lived on, with women often filling important roles.34 Historically, however, the egalitarian, anti-hierarchical and anti-imperial traditions did not remain in the forefront. Nonetheless, they never completely disappeared and were often rekindled during times of social upheaval, especially at the beginning of the modern era. Over the following centuries, the ideology that was elevated to the level of a state religion and today still shapes the official church had very little in common with the views and practices of the Jesus movement, and in many respects was even its exact opposite. How this came about involves perhaps the most radical and momentous reinterpretation of a story ever.


 


  Chapter 5


  Mission


  The Origins of Western Universalism


  Even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let them be under God’s curse!


  PAUL: EPISTLE TO THE GALATIANS1


  The idea of mission is deeply ingrained in our culture, even beyond Christian evangelization. No action hero can do without a mission. When dropped onto foreign terrain, he fights for the salvation of civilization against the adversities of nature and enemy combatants. Corporations conquer markets on the basis of their mission statement, which lays out strategies for global competition. Space missions are meant to conquer outer space, just as the Christian colonizers conquered the Earth.


 Similar to earlier evangelization by the Jesuit Order or the London Missionary Society, today the message of the free-market gospel is spread by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and think tanks like the Mont Pèlerin Society.2 Like their Christian predecessors, the market’s radical preachers push a universalist ideology and claim that theirs is the only way to salvation.


 The idea of proselytizing is a historical curiosity. Until the triumphal spread of Christianity, missionary zeal was barely known.3 One exception is the ancient Zoroastrian religion of Persia, from which Christianity inherited a great deal. This includes: the idea of an eschatological “Last Judgment”; Heaven and Hell; the resurrection of the dead; and the strict division of humanity into the chosen and the damned.4 It is no coincidence that those religions with a pronounced apocalypticism are prone to aggressively missionize. Without a final judgment and damnation, there is no need to save souls. If there are no sharp lines separating those who possess the truth from the ignorant, pagans, heretics and others who are lost, then there is no point in forcing your beliefs on others. Apocalyptic dualism is a necessary condition of this mission, and it includes the claim that these truths are universal.


 The Great Reinterpretation


 The first to put a universal mission project in writing was Saul of Tarsus, who was also called Paul.5 Through his letters, Paul had more influence on the development of Christian dogma than any other author. If his confessions are to be believed, Paul first made a name for himself by persecuting the first Christians before becoming an apostle of Jesus.6 Paul never actually met Jesus, and he took no particular interest in either his life or the contents of his movement.7 He was exclusively interested in Jesus’s death and the story of his resurrection. Merging these elements together with remnants from ancient mystery religions and Old Testament prophecies, Paul forged the myth of the Son of God, who was sacrificed by his Father for the sins of mankind.8


 This myth is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it offered an alternative to the Roman emperor cult and put the empire’s ideological foundations into question. The emperor was worshiped as God, the “Son of God” and as the “Redeemer” whose words were considered euangélia (good news/gospels). By calling a crucified Jewish rebel the “Son of God,” and labeling his subversive message a gospel, Paul was being deliberately provocative. His vision of a Christian community based on justice and equality, including women and slaves, was a challenge to the imperial hierarchies.9


 On the other hand, this mythology stood in sharp contrast to the practices of the Jesus movement. Paul—and even more so the “church fathers” who succeeded him—emphasized belief in the myth, instead of actively trying to change the current reality. They preached a future salvation through the Last Judgment and the Resurrection instead of action in the here and now. By shifting the focus from the practical to the mythical, from the present to the future, and from this life to the afterlife, the Church that developed after Paul turned almost everything that the Jesus movement stood for on its head.


 Even more momentous was the claim that this mythology represented a final, indisputable, perfect truth that applied to all of humanity. The mission statement of Paul and his church has four main points:


  
	World history follows an inevitable course toward a divine event that will result in the salvation of believers and the damnation of unbelievers.


	This history is not limited to certain peoples or regions, but is universal. Whether they know it or not, or want it or not, all people are part of this singular story. There are no alternatives.


	There is only one universally valid truth to this story.


	It follows that whoever knows this truth also has the right and the duty to lead the uninformed onto the right path.




  These are the premises that form the foundation of the mission on which stands the entire ideological structure justifying the expansion of Europe during the last two millennia. The label on this mission project might change—from Christianity, to the Enlightenment, to the market economy or simply “Western values.” Nonetheless, at its core remains the claim that it is the West that advances progress throughout human history. This narrative forms a continuum that has survived all the great historical disruptions of the last 2000 years. At its center is the idea of radical superiority combined with a mission to convert the whole world. The missionary mandate will not be fulfilled until everyone is like us; when there are no more outsiders; when “the other” ceases to exist.10 After Paul, Augustine of Hippo (354–430) wrote that the gospel must be proclaimed everywhere and to all peoples until “no land exists where there is no church.”11


 Mission and Power


 Missionaries who are not backed by military force are in a very precarious position. Why should anyone believe them? Why would people suddenly toss their own culture overboard and sign on to the authoritarian claims of strangers? Imagine missionaries from the Central African Mbuti nomads showing up in a small Midwestern town to persuade people to follow their way of life. In the town square, they would thunderously insist that all homes should be abandoned, all the superstitious lies that are told in church should stop and people should even get rid of their ungodly clothing. How would the locals react? Who would be convinced?


 Most Christian missions that set out to convince people through the power of preaching were in a corresponding situation and often achieved only modest success. Paul must have surely experienced this himself, since he wrote that his message was “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”12 He was often mocked for his unimpressive appearance.13 From Northeastern Europe to the South Seas, this was the continual fate of missionaries during the 2000 years that followed.


 However, this humiliating situation changed radically for missionaries as soon as they received support from the power of the state. Where there had been ridicule and pity, there was now obedience and subservience. Accompanied by men with guns or battle-axes, the missionary’s self-esteem and claim to the absolute and universal truth found affirmation, as if by magic. In return, the missionary provided the state with a perfect justification for its expansion. De facto cases of assault, murder and plunder were now presented as part of a higher mission to save souls. The looters felt consecrated, and the missionaries felt themselves filled with God’s power.


 The Destruction of the Other


 The narrative of a mission to save humanity justifies and allows the destruction of other forms of social organization. Depending on the era, such differently organized societies have been labeled as barbaric, pagan, wild, uncivilized, backward or underdeveloped. While their eradication may be painful, the establishment of a more highly developed, progressive society provides a rationalization. The Spanish theologian Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, for example, justified the genocide and destruction of cultures in the Americas in the sixteenth century by asserting that the indigenous were “barbarians, unlettered, and uneducated, brutes totally incapable of learning anything but mechanical skills, full of vices, cruel and of a kind such that it is advisable they be governed by others.”14


 However, the history of violent missions did not begin during modern times in the so-called New World (which was clearly not “new” to its inhabitants) but much earlier. That which the indigenous peoples of America experienced after the arrival of Columbus had already been endured by the indigenous people of Central and Eastern Europe. In 723, a man named Bonifatius (“the Benefactor”) was sent by the pope to missionize the Central European peoples. In present-day Hesse, the population had continually rejected what a chronicler called “the sacred truths of pure faith,” and continued unperturbed with their worship of trees and wellsprings. After the missionary’s admonitions against these practices had fallen on deaf ears, he sent in troops. Facing vehement protest, he ordered the “holy tree” at Geismar to be cut down and a church to be built from the wood.15 By desecrating their metaphysical world, Bonifatius traumatized the inhabitants of Geismar just as Antiochus had done to the people of Judea. The annihilation of the symbolic order ultimately aimed to destroy the social fabric that had empowered resistance to the invasion.


 Virtually all of northern Germany and the regions from the Elbe River to the Baltic Sea were subsequently subjected to brutal, forced Christianization. Charlemagne’s troops waged a 32-year war against the Saxons (772–804), who resisted both his rule and Christianity.16 It was much the same 250 years later with the Vends, a Slavic group living east of the Elbe who had to suffer through an entire crusade after Christian missionaries failed to convince them. The mission under arms reached its climax at the Baltic Sea in the thirteenth century. After several campaigns by the Teutonic Order, the Old Prussian culture had been largely extinguished.17 Their homeland became the Duchy of Prussia, and the iron cross design that had adorned the flags of the Teutonic Order was later worn by officers under the German Kaiser and during the Third Reich. Even today, it still serves as a symbol of the German army. Before colonizing the world, Europe itself had been brutally colonized.


 With the advent of the modern era, when the four tyrannies re-formed in a new configuration, the Western mission project underwent a series of transformations and changes to its image. The missionary became a preacher of reason, bringing enlightenment to the ignorant. He also slipped into the role of the colonialist, who, as Rudyard Kipling, author of The Jungle Book, would have it, took upon himself “the white man’s burden” to bring the gifts of civilization to the “new caught, sullen peoples, half devil, half child.” The missionary later reappeared in the form of the aid worker, showing the underdeveloped how they can finally become like us. He has also been reborn countless times as a missionary of the free market. Although the content of these different missions varies greatly, they tell a coherent story of the superior role and historical task assumed by Western civilization. This narrative was to become an indispensable ideological pillar for the formation and expansion of the modern Megamachine.18
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  Part II


  The Megamachine

  




  Chapter 6


  Monsters


  The Re-Formation of Power and the Emergence of the Modern World-System (1348–1648)


  Ever since the world was created there has not been witnessed such lamentation and wailing of people accompanied by such great terror. For us wretched mortals there avails no means of flight, since this monster when advancing slowly far exceeds the speed of the swiftest courser.1


  LEONARDO DA VINCI


  From the late Middle Ages until the end of the Thirty Years’ War (1648), the four tyrannies reorganized to become the basis of our current world-system. The foundations of this system are: an economy that aims for the endless accumulation of capital; competing territorial states with centralized armies, police forces and bureaucracies; and an ideology touting the expansion of this system as a blessing on the history of humankind.


  While some of these elements were already present in antiquity, they radically reorganized during the modern period to form a Megamachine that spread across the globe with breath-taking speed, devouring everything in its path. Driven by the logic of endless financial expansion, it is a monstrous machine that must continually grow in order to exist. The rapid destruction of the natural world and the elimination of other cultures are not just side effects of the system, nor collateral damage. They are the logical consequences of its core functions.


  THE EPOCH OF FEAR


  Schoolbooks teach us that the early modern period was an era of illumination when humanity finally woke up and broke free from the servility and superstitions of the Middle Ages. The self-assured individual finally appeared on the historical stage, and an era of humanism, science and enlightenment began. When we think of the Renaissance we imagine light-filled spaces like those in Raphael’s painting The School of Athens, where man shook off his irrational fears and began to explore the world with serene confidence. By contrast, we still refer to medieval times as the “Dark Ages,” branded with religious fanaticism, brutality, torture and inquisition.


  It is astounding how this image has been imprinted on our minds, even though it is far removed from the historical reality. In fact, the transition to modern times was marked by monstrosities much greater than those of the Middle Ages. Never before in Europe’s already brutal history had there been such a massive outbreak of violence as in the early modern period. This culminated with millions dead in the genocide of America’s indigenous peoples and the massacres of the Thirty Years’ War, which wiped out roughly a third of Europe’s population. This devastation was accompanied by the Inquisition and witch trials, which did not reach their dire climaxes in the Middle Ages, but in modern times. Between 1320 and 1420 there were only 36 witch trials throughout Europe, but in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, tens of thousands of alleged witches were burned to death.2 Sadistic punishments such as the wheel and quartering also spread rapidly in the early modern period and continued up until the nineteenth century.3 Torture became a legal method of interrogation in the sixteenth century, and its use steadily expanded.4


  As the historian Jean Delumeau illustrates with great detail in his book La Peur en Occident, the early modern era was also plagued by widespread collective anxiety disorders. Social and economic realities as well as the collective imagination all turned profoundly gloomy at the beginning of the modern era. From the fourteenth century on, apocalyptic expectations of the end of times condensed into a mass epidemic of anxiety, which was only surpassed by a similarly spreading fear of the Devil. In early medieval church paintings and texts, representations of the Last Days, the Devil and Hell had been of secondary importance. However, with the late Middle Ages and the transition to modern times, dreadful depictions proliferated, which ranged from the visions of Hell on the “Camposanto” in Pisa, to Albrecht Dürer’s woodcuts of the Apocalypse, to the phantasmagorical paintings of Hieronymus Bosch.5 Preachers criss-crossed Europe to announce the imminent end of the world, while lavish theatrical performances detailed the horrors of Hell and the Last Judgment. Martin Luther made predictions of the Apocalypse several times, including for the years 1520 and 1532. Through the fifteenth century invention of the printing press, his end-of-time prophecies reached a wide audience.6
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  With such a gruesome record, why does the early modern period come across as the new era of progress and humanism, and as a step into the light (perhaps with some occasional black marks)? Since every epoch promotes its mythology to justify and glorify itself, modernity also needs its Dark (Middle) Ages to provide contrast to the bright, modern age of liberation. The reason for cultivating this myth is obvious: it is crucial to the West’s narrative of being the bearer of progress throughout the history of mankind. But what if our present system was actually built on a nightmare, born of naked violence and sheer despair? And, instead of liberation there was actually descent into even deeper subjugation? What if civilization did not make progress but systematized barbarism instead? When we seriously address these questions, the legitimacy of our present situation becomes untenable, and we must thoroughly question the foundations of our economy, our state and much more.


  The Incubation Period


  But how did the apocalyptic phantasms and the explosion of violence come about in the early modern era? And how is this turmoil related to the emergence of the modern world-system that has since spread across the entire planet?


  To answer these questions, we must take a step back. With the collapse of the (Western) Roman money-military complex, larger cities gradually disappeared from Central Europe. The ancient money and market economy reverted to a subsistence and commons-based economy.7 What many historians regard as a descent into the “Dark Ages” actually provided relief for much of the population. The lower classes were freed from extreme exploitation and humiliation as the excessive wealth and power of the upper classes evaporated. The peasants no longer had to finance large armies, bureaucracies and courtiers, but only support their local landlords, which correspondingly lowered the tax burden. Slavery largely disappeared from Europe (with the exception of Spain). The central military power of the empire had collapsed, and with it the ability to enforce taxation and suppress resistance. Since kings and liege lords could no longer command their subordinates at will, as in the Roman Empire, they were forced to make compromises. An example from the early Middle Ages is the Frankish king Chilperic I, who wanted to collect taxes from the citizens of Limoges in 579. However, the citizens decided to burn the tax files, and Chilperic had to promise never to collect taxes again.8 Such an outcome would have been unthinkable during the Roman Empire, the citizens of Limoges would simply have been crucified. The dispute over taxes and corvée labor was the subject of bitter legal disputes between peasants and landlords throughout the Middle Ages.9 Because landlords did not have convincing force with which to arbitrarily increase levies, they attempted to manipulate weights and measures. This too met with vehement resistance.10 These disputes, which were by no means always won by the lords, illustrate not only the defiance of the peasants, but also the limited power of the landowners.


  The relationship to land and property also changed dramatically. The wealthy could no longer simply buy up land or foreclose on deeply indebted peasants. Land was largely withdrawn from the market and portioned out as fiefs instead. The descendants of Roman war veterans, who had received land for their service, formed a nucleus of the later knighthood and landlords of the Middle Ages. They too were unable to exercise the same level of control over their dependent farmers in the way that Roman landowners or mine operators had been able to subjugate their slaves. Indentured peasants and even serfs worked their plots of land independently, producing for subsistence and paying their loan fees in-kind and with services rendered. In the Middle Ages, Europe was by no means a peasant’s paradise. Compared to the era that preceded and the era that followed, however, it was a period during which the power of man over man, and man over nature was relatively limited.


  From the tenth century onwards, Europe’s agricultural output increased, the population grew rapidly and the standard of living rose for large portions of society. In addition to innovations in agricultural technology, a relatively warm climate, the so-called Medieval Warm Period, had a favorable effect. In many countries, especially in Italy, the culture of independent craftsmanship, organized in guilds, developed in urban areas. The guilds would impose price controls and regulate working conditions. The great Gothic cathedrals are lasting symbols of the prosperity and highly skilled craftsmanship of this era.


  During this period of growth, however, there were already signs of increasing social divisions. As we will see later, the gradual re-introduction of the money economy played a role. Furthermore, higher agricultural productivity enabled the landlords, which included the church, to reap disproportionate profits, and to finance luxurious lifestyles to levels unknown in previous centuries. In many areas, the extravagant wealth of high-level church officials was especially galling when contrasted with the poverty of the apostles. A wave of protest movements developed, striving for “apostolic poverty.” The central figure in this cause was Francis of Assisi, famous not only for his lack of possessions but also because he talked to birds and had a sibling-like regard for animals. His criticism of hierarchies also extended to his rejection of the fundamental Western concept that man was born to rule over nature.11 The spirituali and the fraticelli, for example, who play a prominent role in Umberto Eco’s novel The Name of the Rose, reference back to Francis. The fraticelli attacked not only the church, but also the rich merchants who had seized power in the cities. They were inspired by the apocalyptic teachings of Joachim of Fiore, who had predicted the dawn of a new era for the year 1260.12 Resistance movements, including the Waldensians and Cathars, also sprang up elsewhere. The subsequent response by secular and church authorities was brutal. The Albigensians in southern France, a branch of the Cathars, were virtually exterminated in a 20-year crusade (1209–29). Subsequently, the pope and the emperor institutionalized the Inquisition and its practice of torture. The line between orthodox believers and heretics was more clearly drawn than ever before, with heresy systematically being defined as teachings that questioned the wealth and power of elites.


  The Great Crisis


  Growth during the High Middle Ages suddenly ended at the beginning of the fourteenth century. The Warm Period was followed by cold spells, continuous rain and ultimately crop failures. The resulting catastrophic Great Famine from 1315 to 1322 became deeply inscribed in the collective memory. The extent of the famine is shown by the fact that many parents were no longer able to feed their children and abandoned them in the wilderness. The fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel, who were similarly left to starve in the forest, can possibly be traced back to this period. Crime ran rampant, social cohesion became severely frayed and between 10 and 25 percent of the population of Central Europe was wiped out. During the following decades, agriculture was slow to recover and continuing cold spells weakened the population further. This was the situation in which the first horrifying reports emerged of a disease that was to become one of Europe’s greatest traumas—the Plague.


  From the ports of Venice and Genoa with their connections to international trade, the Black Death spread rapidly across Europe starting in 1348. This epidemic, which eradicated about a third of Europe’s remaining population, represented a profound rupture in Western history. Not only the decline in population, but also the collective trauma of plague survivors fundamentally changed European society. Jean Delumeau quotes survivors from the epidemics that afflicted Europe during those years: “While the bodies lay here and there at people’s feet, or in houses, always in view, turning the city into a single huge field of corpses, there was something much uglier and much sadder in the mutual anguish and rampant, monstrous suspicion. Not only neighbors, friends and guests were cause for suspicion, but terror was also sparked by husbands and wives, fathers and sons, brothers and sisters.”13 Another eyewitness speaks of the “chaos of the dead and dying, the suffering and the screams, the roar, the horror, the pain and the fears, the loneliness, the imprisonments and the punishments.” Delumeau concludes that “the epidemic left survivors with psychological trauma.”14


  Despite the devastation and mental anguish, there was a positive side for peasants who survived the Black Death. To the detriment of the feudal elites, the balance of power in Europe had been radically changed. The landlords’ income was directly dependent on agricultural yields, which now melted away due to depopulation and the deterioration of properties. The surviving peasants now had much greater bargaining power over the landowners. Whereas before there had been too many workers for too little land, now there were too few workers for too much land. Strengthened by this new situation, peasants united against the landlords more effectively and with more self-confidence. A renewed and much more massive wave of popular uprisings swept through Europe that aimed for a class-free, egalitarian society.15 In Flanders (present-day Belgium), as early as 1323, peasants and craftsmen became allies, wresting the city of Bruges away from the hands of wealthy merchants and occupying it for several years. In the 1370s, the rebels succeeded in conquering the city of Ghent and almost the entire county of Flanders. At the time, it was the richest region in Europe after northern Italy. In Florence, rebel textile workers were able to temporarily take over the government in 1378, which sent a shockwave through the ruling class. In England, the Peasants’ Revolt was the largest of its kind in the country’s history. At first, the protests were only against war taxes and the landlords’ attempts to lower wages to pre-plague levels. But as the movement gained momentum, culminating in the occupation of the Tower of London in 1381, the demands also expanded. Now there were calls for the abolition of serfdom, the right to local self-administration and for the complete abolition of secular and ecclesiastical authorities. Because the peasants had the upper hand, the English king agreed to many of their demands—but only until he could muster enough soldiers to brutally crush the uprising. Some decades later, the Bohemian Hussites, invoking the name of Jan Hus, who had run afoul of the Inquisition, set out to create an egalitarian community. They founded the town of Tábor in 1420 and assumed control over large portions of Bohemia and Silesia for more than 10 years. The state and the church needed five crusades to suppress this uprising. There were similar rebellions in northern France (1358), which could only be put down with difficulty using massive force.16 Europe had never experienced such a wave of revolts that swept across the continent to envelop the primary centers of economic and political power.17


  THE BIRTH OF THE MONSTER


  The feudal elites were confronted with a double threat, massive uprisings on the one hand, and the loss of feudal income on the other. Shocked by the force of egalitarian movements, they frantically sought ways to hold on to privileged positions. Their desperation must be taken into account in order to understand the emergence of the modern world-system, which today operates under various labels (“Western civilization,” “modernity,” “capitalism,” etc.). Contrary to what the myth of modernity would lead us to believe, this system did not unfold from an innocent thirst for knowledge and adventure. Nor was it about “explorers” and “pioneers” who wished to shake off the narrow-mindedness of the Middle Ages. It was an endeavor by elites to stifle emerging egalitarian aspirations.18 For this, however, there was no master plan. No one, not the bankers, the church, the landed gentry, nor the sovereigns could foresee the new order that emerged after 3 centuries of social struggle and eventually conquered the world. Countless individual steps had finally converged to forge a single system that would produce the monsters of modernity.


  The Arsenal of Venice


  It was the Italian maritime republics, especially Venice and Genoa, that provided fertile soil for germinating the four tyrannies.19 After the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, Europe was left on the periphery of the medieval world trade system. The major centers had shifted back to the East: to Constantinople, Alexandria and Aleppo, and later to Baghdad and Cairo. From these focal points, goods were exchanged with China, India, Persia and North Africa.20 Arab traders used highly developed accounting techniques and financial instruments long before the Europeans, including cashless payment transactions by check (Arabic, “saqq”).


  However, because the goods traded were mainly luxury items for the wealthy, this international trading system was not yet a world market in the modern sense. Trade in basic foodstuffs was not profitable, as the means of transport were slow and expensive. Only high-quality goods with a low weight-to-value ratio, such as precious metals, silk, pigments, spices, porcelain and glass, were lucrative. There was practically no international division of labor, as in modern times, and most medieval populations remained outside the market.


  Initially an outpost of the Byzantine Empire, Venice had participated in this system from the tenth century on. Later, Genoa also joined. The profits from Oriental trade soon made the Venetian and Genoese merchants the richest people in Europe—wealthy enough to loan money to kings and emperors.21 For such small city states, Venice and Genoa had concentrated a remarkable amount of economic and military power within a very narrow social stratum. These independent cities did not have to answer to any superior central power; neither the pope, emperors, kings nor bishops. The merchants themselves formed the government, leaving everyone else in these “republics” with little political say. The main foundation for Venice’s and Genoa’s concentration of political power was the military. Their merchant fleets were also their navies, and each trading voyage was accompanied by a massive military presence. With its shipyard, called the “Arsenal,” Venice created Europe’s largest industrial complex up until the Industrial Revolution. Three centuries before the invention of the modern factory, mechanical assembly lines were already being employed in a three-shift system around the clock.22 At its peak, the Arsenal produced a fleet of more than 3000 ships of varying tonnage, and Venice, with a population of about 150,000, maintained a navy of 36,000 sailors.23 Those who controlled this massive military might also held the reins on trading capital. There was virtually no difference between military and economic power.


  This point was decisive for the history that followed and also for how we regard the prevailing narrative about the spread of “free markets.” Those who cultivated European market expansion at the threshold of modern times were not peaceful merchants seeking to avoid state interference. In reality, they were the grandees of highly militarized city states, who, from the outset, used swords and cannons to assert their commercial interests.24 For Arab merchants, by contrast, it was quite a different story. Although their commercial culture in the Middle Ages was more advanced than the European trading system, it did not resort to the exertion of physical force and, in general, was kept at a remove from state power.25


  Combining economic and military power with missionary ideology, the crusades also played an important role in the rise of the maritime republics. Both Venice and Genoa provided massive military and financial support for these expeditions, which the weaker emperors and popes could not finance by themselves. The fact that sovereigns depended heavily on private capital already suggests where the new centers of European power lay. In return for their support, the Genoese and Venetian merchants were granted trade bases, monopolies and other privileges in the eastern Mediterranean, especially in Syria and Palestine. Genoa’s engagement included the first crusade and the conquest of the port city of Acre in Galilee in 1104, for which it received a third of the port’s revenues.26 For centuries after, the Lebanese city of Byblos was completely owned by the Genoese Embriaco family. Anything but a noble courtly adventure, the crusade led to the enormous enrichment of Genoese merchants and was the basis for much of the city’s subsequent power. In 1099, William of Tyre wrote an eyewitness account of the massacre at the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem:



   After the other leaders had slain all whom they encountered in the various parts of the city, they learned that many had fled for refuge to the sacred precincts of the Temple. Thereupon as with one accord they hurried thither. A crowd of knights and foot soldiers was introduced, who massacred all those who had taken refuge there. No mercy was shown to anyone, and the whole place was flooded with the blood of the victims.


  It was indeed the righteous judgment of God which ordained that those who had profaned the sanctuary of the Lord by their superstitious rites and had caused it to be an alien place to His faithful people should expiate their sin by death and, by pouring our their own blood, purify the sacred precincts.


  It was impossible to look upon the vast numbers of the slain without horror; everywhere lay fragments of human bodies, and the very ground was covered with the blood of the slain. It was not alone the spectacle of headless bodies and mutilated limbs strewn in all directions that roused horror in all who looked upon them. Still more dreadful was it to gaze upon the victors themselves, dripping with blood from head to foot, an ominous sight which brought terror to all who met them. It is reported that within the Temple enclosure alone about ten thousand infidels perished, in addition to those who lay slain everywhere throughout the city in the streets and squares, the number of whom was estimated as no less.


  The rest of the soldiers roved through the city in search of wretched survivors who might be hiding in the narrow portals and byways to escape death. These were dragged out into the public view and slain like sheep. Some formed into bands and broke into houses where they laid violent hands on the heads of families, on their wives, children, and their entire households. These victims were either put to the sword or dashed headlong to the ground from some elevated place so that they perished miserably. Each marauder claimed as his own in perpetuity the particular house which he had entered, together with all it contained. For before the capture of the city the pilgrims had agreed that, after it had been taken by force, whatever each man might win for himself should be his forever by right of possession, without molestation.27




  The inhabitants of Palestine had just received a taste of what the Americas would later experience to an even greater extent: the tremendous amount of destructive violence produced by the combination of capitalism, militarism and Western missionary zeal. The crusades revealed on a smaller scale what would later expand out into a global system. The fact that William of Tyre describes the massacre in the mosque as “God’s righteous judgment” shows how effectively extreme violence was legitimized by the ideology of Christian universalism.


  By participating in numerous crusades, Venice was also able to secure critical privileges and trading bases. The Venetians achieved their greatest coup during the Fourth Crusade, for which they provided extensive loans and a fleet of ships. Originally, the Franconian crusaders had targeted Egypt, but they only made it as far as Christian Constantinople, which they plundered in 1204. Political and theological strife served as a pretext to invade the city and loot the vast treasures of silver and gold that Byzantium had accumulated over the centuries. The crusaders murdered and raped thousands, set fire to the famous library and desecrated Christian, Muslim and Jewish sanctuaries alike. Before the raid, the distribution of loot had been contractually agreed to. This included awarding Venetian financiers three-eighths of the Byzantine Empire as a “return on investment.”28 Many of the treasures still viewed by tourists today in the Doge’s Palace in Venice originated from this raid, which gave a large boost to the development of early Venetian capitalism. The newly opened trade route to China was now of particular importance. The Byzantine Empire, however, never recovered from this blow and was later conquered by the Ottomans in the fifteenth century.


  In the thirteenth century, the rival maritime republics of Venice and Genoa not only controlled the trade routes in the Mediterranean, but also governed numerous colonies stretching from Morocco to the Crimea. From these bases, they could secure their monopolies over corresponding trade routes. Monopolies (or oligopolies) are not only a means of getting rid of unwanted competitors. They are also a basic prerequisite for making profits large enough to sustain a lasting accumulation of capital. Where there is a truly free market, which means unrestricted competition, prices and profits quickly fall to a point where major reinvestments are no longer worthwhile.29 Monopolies, on the other hand, are made secure by state support, whether by force, as in the case of Venice and Genoa, through patents, or through massive subsidies, as was done in later epochs.


  By combining physical and economic violence, powerful Venetian and Genoese merchants were able to accumulate enormous amounts of capital in private hands and seek out ever more investment opportunities. Not only was this capital used for further trading activities, it was also invested in Europe’s rapidly expanding business of war. Both the Hundred Years’ War and the colonization of America were largely financed by Italian trading capital. It was no coincidence that Columbus came from Genoa.30


  The Reinvention of War


  Just as merchants had to use massive physical force to advance their economic power, conversely, sovereigns needed trading capital to expand their military power. In the modern era, this interdependence eventually evolved into a system where the market and the state were inseparably intertwined, albeit with different roles than in antiquity.


  But this was still a long way off. Warfare in the Middle Ages was subject to a number of important restrictions. While free peasants were obligated to serve in the military, princes and kings could only keep them away from their fields for a short time. Otherwise, they would risk crop failures, famine and a loss of their own income. Indeed, most peasants were not free, but tied to feudal lords as villeins or serfs. This meant that their military obligations had to be fulfilled by their ruling lords, the knights. The duties of these knights were also limited, with no campaigns in foreign territories allowed and a cap of 40 days active duty per year.31 Wars of aggression could hardly be fought this way, and for all these reasons, medieval combat usually entailed short campaigns by small armies.


  Territorial rulers tried again and again to escape these restrictions by enlisting mercenary armies, but with only sporadic success. With the feudal system in crisis and resistance movements on the rise in the fourteenth century, the search for solutions intensified. Princes and land owners increasingly sought new sources of income by conquering and plundering foreign territories. Simultaneously, larger armed forces were also needed to quell the spreading uprisings. But there were three things missing to build effective mercenary armies capable of coping with these tasks. First, money for wages was needed—more precisely silver, which was chronically scarce in Europe. Second, few people were willing and able to supply the army with food and materials in exchange for silver money, a commodity of little use in a subsistence economy. Third, there was also a lack of people willing to take silver as payment for risking their lives and killing others. Why would farmers and craftsmen who could support themselves and live in fairly secure communities be willing to leave their families and farms to die for the ambitions of a prince? The economy of war not only requires monetization, it also needs a large number of uprooted and desperate people who have no choice but to gamble their lives for money.


  To address the first problem, sovereigns and wealthy merchants worked intensively to develop new silver mines. From the twelfth century onwards, significant new silver discoveries ensured a growing cash flow to princes and merchants. But cash was not enough; the army had to have something to spend it on. As shown in ancient times, a very effective way to get people to produce for the market instead of personal use was to switch tax payments from in-kind to coins. For many centuries, most of the taxes in Europe were paid in-kind or through labor for the local landlord. From the twelfth century on, however, taxes were increasingly levied with coinage.32 Now farmers and craftsmen were contributing to the very war apparatus that had been built to oppress them. With enforced monetization, financing was assured for the standing armies and administrative organs necessary for the effective collection of taxes. This cycle formed the basis for the emergence of the modern territorial state. Having broken down with the decline of the Roman Empire, it took centuries for this process to be restarted, as the peasants resisted it bitterly for good reasons.


  Regarding the third problem—mustering a sufficient number of combatants—the princes benefited from a peculiarity of medieval inheritance law. In many regions of Europe only first-born sons could inherit land, while other siblings had to find a livelihood elsewhere. Some ended up as craftsmen in cities or as simple farm workers, but there was always a number of men with no income, especially during times of rapid population growth. Before invading England in 1066, William the Conqueror had recruited just such landless people for his Norman army from across the northern half of Europe. As the historian Erica Schoenberger put it, this campaign was a kind of “crash course in market economy” for the conquered territories.33 The baggage train and retinue of camp followers, which was often larger than the armies themselves, functioned as a wandering marketplace. Everything was on offer for money, from shoes and weapons to sexual services.


  Once begun, such wars feed themselves by destroying livelihoods and creating secondary “armies” of uprooted people. However, William’s campaign, considered one of the greatest military operations of the Middle Ages, had an army of just 7000 men. This was still tiny compared to the forces that fought wars in the early modern period.


  Mercenary combat reached a new level during the Hundred Years’ War between England and France (1337–1453), which transformed Western Europe into a true war economy and enormously increased the tax burden.34 It was not by chance that the war began during an agrarian crisis when feudal lords increasingly relied on “gangster tactics” and raids to secure their incomes.35 When the war started, Edward III’s mercenary army was financed with 150,000 gold florin by the Florentine banks Bardi and Peruzzi, among others. That corresponds to about $300 million US dollars in today’s currency.36


  The Hundred Years’ War radically changed Central European society. Unlike most medieval wars in Europe, in which knights followed rules of combat and the number of dead was limited, there was now a scorched earth policy. The army of the “Black Prince,” Edward’s son, devastated large parts of southern France in 1355 and left behind countless plundered and burned-out villages. The French also fielded mercenary armies, the so-called Armagnacs, who spread fear and terror with hitherto unknown brutality. During this period, France lost about half of its population to war and the Plague, including as much as three-quarters of the population of Normandy.37 When the war ended, the situation barely improved as unemployed mercenaries raped and burned their way across the countryside. Ultimately, the French king Charles VII drew on some of these scattered killers to create the nucleus of the first standing army in Europe since the fall of the Roman Empire.38


  Many of the mercenaries who had served in the Hundred Years’ War later moved on to other countries, especially Italy, where combat for hire had developed into a flourishing business.39 For example, the Englishman John Hawkwood, who had fought under the Black Prince, founded the notorious “White Company” and offered its services alternately to Pisa, Milan, Florence and the pope during their internecine wars. Florence finally commissioned Hawkwood’s exclusive service for 130,000 gold ducats (about $20 million in today’s currency) and dedicated a fresco to him in a prominent place in the cathedral.


  Hawkwood was by no means the only one to get rich in this business. Almost all affluent city states engaged military entrepreneurs, the condottieri, whose companies, the compagnie di ventura, hired mercenaries for their wars. These Renaissance Blackwater LLCs recruited combatants from all over Europe, including England, France, Flanders, Germany and Switzerland. The mercenary market was one of the first, largest and most lucrative European markets.


  Many of the condottieri also pursued political careers. The war entrepreneur Francesco Sforza, for instance, who had waged war for Milan against Venice and then conversely for Venice against Milan, became the founder of the Sforza ducal dynasty, which ruled Milan and Lombardy for almost a century. Some of the most prestigious artists worked at his court. Leonardo da Vinci was in the service of Francesco’s son Ludovico for about 20 years and developed military machines for him. Careers like the Sforzas’ were typical of the early modern period, and they vividly illustrate how the rise of modern state power was largely due to private companies in the business of mass murder, looting, rape and blackmail. The following inscription is said to have been written on the armor of the German mercenary leader Werner von Urslingen, who fought for Pisa, Florence and other cities: “Duke Guarnieri, head of the gran compagnia, enemy of God, mercy and compassion.”40


  This business model reached a high point in the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) with Wallenstein’s private army. Responsible for the devastation of large parts of Central Europe, this force of 100,000 men was by far the largest business enterprise in Europe. Until the early twentieth century, there had never been a company that could claim so many employees and so much revenue.41


  Wallenstein offered to organize a private army for the Catholic emperor, who could not afford his own large military force. Because the sovereign was unable to provide payment until after the conquered territories had been plundered, Wallenstein himself had to fund the campaign up front. The necessary pre-financing was provided by the Dutch banker Hans de Witte (ironically a Calvinist), who found backers in major financial centers such as Nuremberg, Antwerp and Hamburg.42 Because the Protestant financing of a Catholic war—against Protestants—never became an issue, it is clear that this war was not primarily about religion.


  Wallenstein’s company also boasted an extensive armaments production facility, located in his Duchy of Friedland, Bohemia, that the emperor had awarded him in return for his investment risk. Wallenstein’s goal was to produce all the equipment and food for the mercenaries himself. That way, he could earn from the war in more ways than one. Not only did he pay himself a salary, but much of his fighters’ earnings went into his purse as well. They purchased everything they needed from his company: zwieback (Wallenstein’s invention), beer (on which Wallenstein had a monopoly), uniforms and, of course, weapons and ammunition.43 The heart of this military-industrial complex was the production of iron and armaments in Raspenau (today’s Raspenava in the Czech Republic), where guns and ammunition were manufactured for the largest army of the early modern era.


  Resurrection of the Metallurgical Complex


  Fed by the combination of trading capital and mercenaries, the rebirth of the money-war complex required a revival of mining and metallurgy. The soldiers needed armor and weapons, but also money in the form of silver coins. Without large quantities of metal, sovereigns could neither consolidate nor expand their fragile power base. It is therefore no wonder that these rulers promoted mining through a variety of measures, including tax and customs privileges, the granting of monopolies and expropriations, all of which are methods still used today.


  But the resurrection of the metallurgical complex was anything but easy. After the collapse of Rome, mining and metal production in Europe had been largely abandoned. In the tenth century, a Bavarian abbot wrote, “We ask you to send some copper, tin and lead, because none of these can be obtained in our country at any price.”44 In particular, precious metals were in chronically short supply in medieval Western Europe. The old mines were exhausted, and the trade deficit with the Orient caused most of the meager silver reserves to flow east. The remainder was taken by plundering Vikings. Only the large silver discoveries in 938 at Goslar’s Rammelsberg (Germany) brought relief, forming the material basis for increased monetization during the High Middle Ages.45 However, medieval mining was burdened by considerable technical difficulties. Deeper excavation meant more flooding in the tunnels. Significant efforts went into the development of new pumping systems, but ore yields still continued to decline. The renewed silver shortage was temporarily improved in 1168 by the epochal discoveries in Freiberg (Saxony).46 This find not only made the Saxon dukes and kings rich and powerful—in fact the most powerful potentates in Germany—it also triggered a virtual silver rush in Central Europe. This resulted in further large discoveries in Bohemia (Kutná Hora, 1298), Serbia and Bosnia, providing the monetary basis for a massive expansion of the money-war economy.47


  Armor and Cannons: The Industrialization of Mining


  Driven by the growing demand for armor, and later cannons, iron and copper mining also experienced a strong upswing in the late Middle Ages and early modern period. At first, metal production was carried out by self-employed cutters, blacksmiths and farmers for whom mining was a sideline. However, the relative independence of early metallurgists soon came to an end. The deeper that miners had to dig to get the ore, the more expensive the technology became, leading to higher investment costs. Shafts had to be dug several hundred meters deep, which in turn required supporting structures, transport mechanisms, ventilation and above all drainage systems. Such installations could not be achieved by independent miners, but required massive investments, large-scale logistics and complex technical equipment. There was a rapid rise in demand for military equipment, but the supply of metals continued to shrink due to technical hurdles. Feverish efforts were subsequently made to find both financial and technical solutions. This pressure to innovate was ultimately one of the critical driving forces behind the emergence of modern, large-scale technology. For the first time, elevators and rails—centuries before the construction of surface railways—came into use. For water drainage, engineers developed some of the most complex mechanisms of the era, including the water-lifting wheel at Schwaz (in today’s Austria), which was regarded as the “eighth wonder of the world.” The device replaced 600 water carriers and required only two people to operate.48 Centuries later, such machines became the model for the first wave of (mainly hydraulic-powered) industrialization in England.


  Early on, there were still cooperatives of miners and wealthy monasteries (especially Cistercian) who advanced metallurgical technology and made the necessary investments. But as their financial strength grew insufficient, the mining cooperatives sought fresh money by gradually transforming themselves into corporations under the control of large banks. Thus, the once independent craftsmen gradually became dependent wage earners.49


  The driving force behind all these changes was the growing demand for silver and armaments. Initially, it was armor in the original, literal sense: the early modern, steel-plated body protection that replaced medieval chain mail tunics. Fully sheathed from head to toe and mounted on their likewise armored horses, the combatants of early modernity looked like a mixture of cyborg and Darth Vader—shiny steel human machines that might have come from another galaxy to colonize planet Earth. This is exactly how they appeared to the inhabitants of Mexico in 1519. As a contemporary reported, they sat on “deer as tall as housetops,” completely covered, so that only their eyes could be seen. Moctezuma, the ruler of Tenochtitlán, reportedly believed they were the armies of the god Quetzalcoatl.50
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  The manufacture of this armor consumed large quantities of iron. But the real force behind the boom in metal was an invention that radically changed the world’s fate—black powder. In his book A Cultural History of the Modern Age, Egon Friedell described it as one of the three “Dark Arts” which, along with alchemy and printing, heralded the dawn of modern times.51 The formula for black powder had come to Europe from China and had been known there since at least the thirteenth century. In the early phase of the Hundred Years’ War, firearms were being used on a large scale for the first time. However, it would take another hundred years before cannons were powerful enough to actually break through castle walls. This would spark a momentous revolution not only in warfare but also in the entire political and economic system. In 1450, French guns destroyed 60 English fortresses in just four days, driving the English out of northern France. Three years later, half-ton iron cannonballs, fired from eight-meter-long barrels, bombarded the walls of Constantinople and sealed the fall of the Byzantine (Eastern Roman) Empire.52


  These events triggered a rapid arms race on a level the world had never seen before. No sovereign could escape this “do-or-die” logic, and those who could not keep pace soon faded out of the picture. Everywhere in Europe new technologies were feverishly developed to hasten the production of larger numbers of better, lighter and less expensive cannons. The mining region in the mountains of Saxony and Bohemia developed into the most important center for metal and armaments production in Central Europe. At the same time, a large military-industrial complex, known as “The Weald,” was established in southern England, where iron mines, furnaces, foundries and hammer mills worked around the clock.53


  Such large-scale armaments production required completely different logistics from the small-scale village mining and forging of the High Middle Ages. A great deal of resources and personnel had to be mobilized, both for the armaments industry itself and for the construction of new fortresses that could withstand cannon fire. It is obvious that this could not work on the basis of the medieval economy where peasants stuck to their land.54 Similar to the effects of mercenary armies, the armaments industry also became a driving force for the rapid monetization of the economy and the enforcement of wage labor.55


  The arms race also instigated a financial race. The decisive factor in war was no longer how skilled and motivated the soldiers might be. Instead, it was all about investment in the arms economy.56 Therefore, if princes and kings wished to survive, they had to focus all their energies on the accumulation of capital within their territories. War and military power became a function of abstract money multiplication.57


  Deforestation


  For both man and nature, the consequences of the armaments boom were enormous. As early as the sixteenth century, mining was responsible for large-scale forced migration. The following testimony is from a hearing on the effects of the iron industry on the area around The Weald:


 
    All the inhabitants of the towns and villages shall be driven to seek their living in other places and there utterly to forsake their dwelling, if the mills and furnaces be suffered to remain. Many a thousand not yet born feel with their parents the great hurt and incommodity engendered by their continuance.58




  The mining industry itself was responsible for generating many of the uprooted and indigent people who would later have to make a living as industrial wage earners. To operate the blast furnaces, rivers were dammed and diverted to drive the bellows. This caused outrage among farmers who lost their irrigation sources. In 1556, the physician and pharmacist Georgius Agricola summarized the complaints of mining opponents in the most comprehensive book on metallurgy at the time, De Re Metallica:



   Forests and groves are cut down to provide the huge amount of wood needed for buildings, equipment and melting ore. Eradicating forests also means the extermination of birds and other animals. Washing the ore poisons streams and rivers, which either kills the fish or drives them away. People living on these lands are caught in a dilemma. It is in exactly these devastated fields, forests, streams and rivers that they must find the things they need to live on. With no wood, they must also spend more to build their houses. It is abundantly clear that mining for ore does more damage than it is worth.59




  Without changing a word, this description still applies today to the current ecological and social destruction caused by mining in Peru, India or the Congo. After living for a long time in Joachimsthal (Jáchymov, Bohemia), where the largest silver mines in Europe were located, Agricola knew first-hand what he was talking about. It is also where the name “Thaler” and later “dollar” came from. Despite the obvious devastation, Agricola remained a vehement advocate for the mining industry. The arguments he used for justification still sound very familiar today: “Without these metals, people would lead the most horrible and miserable lives among wild animals.”60 He continues: “With precious metals extracted from the ore, many birds, edible animals and fish can be bought elsewhere and brought here to the mountains.”61


  The subsequent history of The Weald shows that this mode of production ultimately destroys its own economic basis.62 In the seventeenth century, ship building and charcoal manufacture led to the drastic overexploitation of forests, resulting in scarce supplies of wood. This caused charcoal prices to skyrocket, bringing the English arms industry to the brink of collapse. English guns were no longer competitive. As a consequence, Sweden was able to take the lead in cannon manufacture with its large iron and copper deposits and expansive, untouched forests. This industrial complex was also the basis for Sweden’s military success in the Thirty Years’ War. To further reduce production costs, prisoners of war were sent to the mines as slave labor.63 Later, it was only the use of bituminous coal as an alternative to charcoal that enabled England to resurrect itself as a great imperial power. Hard coal solved the modern economy’s dilemma of ecological overexploitation by postponing it. The boundaries of the natural environment were pushed back by the extraction of resources that had been created underground over millions of years. Today, with looming climate disaster and the limits of fossil resources in sight, it is highly questionable whether industrial civilization will be given yet another respite.


  The Role of Banks


  The development of finance in Europe was closely linked to both the war economy and mining. Banking was first established in the twelfth century in Genoa, Venice, Florence and Siena, initially as a side business of the large trading houses. It was here that the enormous sums of money generated by merchant magnates and their combat fleets were collected. Founded in 1407, the Banco di San Giorgio in Genoa became the most powerful financial institution of its time alongside the Medici Bank in Florence. As in Florence, one could hardly tell apart the government in Genoa from the bank’s board of directors.64 Some of the Genoese colonies were directly owned and governed by the bank, such as Corsica and the Crimea. The bank became one of the most important lenders to kings, popes and emperors to finance their wars. For instance, the Spanish crown and the German emperor were two such sovereigns who were chronically indebted to the Genoese bankers.


  While financing wars was potentially lucrative, it was also a risky business. The Florentine banks Bardi and Peruzzi, the two largest banks of the fourteenth century with branches all over Europe, found this out the hard way. They went bankrupt in 1345, when the English king was slow to service his loans for the Hundred Years’ War. Hans de Witte, who financed Wallenstein’s private army three centuries later, also miscalculated and committed suicide in 1630 when bankruptcy became inevitable.


  Therefore, the cleverest bankers found other ways to benefit from their lending power when dealing with heads of state. In return for loans, they would demand monopolies on spices, wool, silk and especially metals. A master of this strategy was Jakob Fugger of Augsburg, who rose to become the most powerful banker in the world during the sixteenth century. When the Imperial Diet convened in his private residence, it was Fugger who selected the next emperor of the Holy Roman Empire by loaning his favorite royal candidate enough bribe money to buy off the electors. For his financial services, the banker demanded monopoly rights, especially for mining. This enabled him to establish an enormous mining company with control over the entire production chain: from mining, to smelting, to processing and finally the sales of the finished product. In addition to a quasi-monopoly on copper within the empire,65 Fugger had extensive mining rights for silver. In Tyrol (Austria) he controlled the Schwaz mine, the largest silver mine in the world at the time.66 The silver produced there was to become the central monetary source for the rise of the Habsburgs as a world-dominating dynasty.


  As a combined mining-and-finance concern, Fugger not only loaned the Habsburg emperor Charles V enough money to cover his wars and courtly lifestyle, but he also supplied the copper necessary for producing armaments—again, paid for on loan. From Fugger’s point of view, the emperor was like a geyser of money, which magically grew and grew, while the emperor, despite lucrative conquests in America, fell ever deeper into debt.67 In fact, the early modern war economy can be seen as a system driven by the logic of abstract capital accumulation in the European financial centers —including the genocide in Latin America, which was financed by the banks of Genoa and Augsburg.68


  UNLEASHING THE MONSTER


  Starting in 1453, European magnates were faced with a problem. Until then, the Asian trade routes had been an important engine for accumulating capital. After the Ottomans conquered Constantinople, however, the routes were blocked or proved to be no longer lucrative, which triggered a feverish race to find a sea route to India and East Asia. The Portuguese had been working at it for a long time and had already built a number of military bases on the coast of West Africa. However, it was not until 1498 that Vasco da Gama finally reached India. Six years earlier, Spain had commissioned a Genoese mercenary, adventurer and pirate named Cristoforo Colombo, alias Christopher Columbus, to seek a western sea route to India. On October 12, 1492, he came ashore at the Bahamas, thinking that he had indeed reached India. This date is still celebrated today as an official holiday in many countries: as Columbus Day in the USA, as Fiesta Nacional in Spain and Día de la Raza in many Latin American countries. Venezuela, by contrast, renamed it “Day of Indigenous Resistance” in 2002. Numerous monuments are dedicated to Columbus all over the world, and he is often portrayed in films as a heroic explorer. For example, the DVD series “Animated Hero Classics” (for children aged 8 and over) presents Columbus as a naive young man whose idealism and childlike spirit of discovery opened royal hearts and helped him find a way across the ocean.


  It is no wonder, however, that the film ends just as Columbus reaches the “New World.” The producers obviously did not want their young viewers to see what happened next. As the local inhabitants welcomed Columbus with open arms, the Spaniards were harboring devious intentions. Columbus noted in the logbook, “With 50 men, we could overpower the lot and do with them as we please.”69 During the first landings, he already took numerous people captive to extort information about gold deposits. But the people had no information to give. In order to appease his European investors, Columbus kidnapped 500 men to take back to Spain as slaves, of which 200 died during the crossing. To finance a second trip, he promised the Spanish crown and Italian creditors “as much gold and as many slaves as you like.” This put him and his crew under considerable pressure to keep this promise at all costs and to generate a return on the capital investment.


  The second journey marked the beginning of what was probably the greatest genocide humanity had yet experienced. Because the Spaniards’ search for gold had been initially unsuccessful, they ordered all men over 14 on the island of Hispaniola (today Haiti) to deliver a certain amount of gold every three months. Those who failed to do so had their hands cut off and were left to bleed to death. There was little or no gold to be found on Haiti, so the indigenous Arawaks fled to the mountains where the Spaniards hunted them down. Those who were caught were either hanged or burned alive, which ultimately motivated the Arawaks to commit mass suicides. They often even killed their own children to keep them from falling into the hands of the Spaniards. In just two years, half of Haiti’s 250,000 people had been annihilated. But that was only the beginning. Since there was so little gold to be collected, the Spaniards decided to put the Arawaks to work on plantations as slaves. Under these conditions, virtually all of them died. In 1515 there were still 50,000 Haitians left; in 1550 only 500.70


  From Mexico to Peru, it was the same story wherever the Spaniards went. No one will ever know the exact numbers of the genocide, but 150 years after Columbus, an estimated 50 million inhabitants of South and Central America had been reduced to just 3 million. Since the beginning of the Conquista, historians have repeatedly tried to deny or trivialize this genocide. The most popular argument is that most indigenous people died unintentionally from imported diseases. Even if this were true for 90 percent of the population (for which there is no evidence), there would still be several million people who were deliberately murdered or worked to death. As the American historian David Stannard correctly points out, the deadly epidemics were often caused by the inhumane living and working conditions that were forced upon millions of indigenous people.71 The motive behind attempts to play the facts down is obvious. To admit to genocide would destroy the European myth of moral superiority that has been used to justify Western expansion for the last 500 years.


  The numbers associated with this genocide cannot fully describe the hell on earth the Spaniards created in the conquered territories. The Spanish Bishop Bartolomé de Las Casas, initially a participant in the Conquista who later became its most famous critic, stresses the unprecedented level of cruelty:



   The Spaniards do nothing save tear the natives to shreds, murder them and inflict upon them untold misery, suffering and distress, tormenting, harrying and persecuting them mercilessly.72




  Las Casas describes some of the “ingenious methods of torture they have invented” in detail:



   They laid wagers on whether they could manage to slice a man in two at a stroke, or cut an individual’s head from his body, or disembowel him with a single blow of their axes. They grabbed suckling infants by the feet and, ripping them from their mothers’ breasts, dashed them headlong against the rocks. Others, laughing and joking all the while, threw them over their shoulders into a river. [...]


  They spared no one, erecting especially wide gibbets on which they could string their victims up with their feet just off the ground and then burn them alive thirteen at a time, in honour of our Saviour and the twelve Apostles, or tie dry straw to their bodies and set fire to it. Some they chose to keep alive and simply cut their wrists, leaving their hands dangling, saying to them: ‘Take this letter’—meaning that their sorry condition would act as a warning to those hiding in the hills.73




  The extreme sadism in these descriptions demands an explanation. How could the Spaniards have behaved so monstrously, and not just occasionally but systematically?


  We have already seen that the conquistadors were driven by the international money and debt machine. Not only for their own enrichment, but also to pay off their debts and interest to investors in Genoa, Augsburg and Antwerp, they extracted the maximum from the subdued people, used torture to get information about gold reserves and spread fear and horror to force into submission those who resisted. The whole Conquista was based on a chain of indebtedness. Ordinary soldiers went into debt to buy their equipment; commanders like Hernán Cortés were heavily in debt for pre-financing their expeditions; and at the end of the chain was the crown, who was further indebted to the big banks.74 But this still does not explain it all. To understand the extreme sadism of the Spaniards, we must look at the history of the perpetrators and their society.


  Spain had just fought a centuries-long bloody war of conquest—the Reconquista—against the Muslim Moors, who had ushered in an era of cultural progress, economic prosperity and relative religious tolerance in al-Andalus, the southern part of Spain. Inspired by a mixture of religious fanaticism and greed, supported by the popes and financed by Genoese banks, the northern Spanish princes fought doggedly until they finally destroyed this culture in 1492. Both Muslims and Jews were expelled from Spain. Having been in a constant state of armed conflict, Spain had turned into a military society in which generations of people were raised on war and knew hardly anything else. We know from other militarized societies that violence penetrates deeply into families and affects the upbringing of children, leaving a lasting mark on personality development. In this context, it is illuminating to note the Spaniards’ indignation that the original inhabitants of America refused to beat their children. For example, the Jesuits persistently tried to force indigenous people to publicly chastise their children.75 The culture of violence that the Spaniards brought with them was anchored at various levels in their economic and political structures and had also left a deeply traumatic impression on their families.


  The third decisive reason for the exceptional cruelty of the conquistadors is ideological. The crusade massacre at the Al-Aqsa Mosque had already shown how the Christian claim to universalistic truth could be used to justify violence, both for the perpetrators among themselves and with regard to the victims and the general public. Regardless of how inhuman their deeds may be, believers who receive “authority from on high” and see themselves as part of a worldwide mission are capable of overcoming the last of their scruples. Columbus himself believed that his actions were part of a scheme for apocalyptic salvation—and this belief happened to fit perfectly with the monetary and military goals of his clients.


  The main driving force of the Conquista was the enormous demand in Europe for the precious metals needed to expand the money-war complex. The Europeans’ thirst for gold is described by an Aztec contemporary as follows: “They lift up the gold as if they were monkeys, with expressions of joy, as if it put new life into them and lit up their hearts. They crave gold like hungry swine.”76 The Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés himself reportedly said: “I and my companions suffer from a disease of the heart which can be cured only with gold.”


  For 50 years, the Spaniards devastated half the continent in search of precious metals. Finally, they found a 5000-meter-high mountain in the area of today’s Bolivia, which in the following years was to become the largest silver mine in the world: the Cerro Rico. In a short time, the little town of Potosí at the foot of the mountain transmuted into one of the richest cities in the world, growing larger than even Paris, Rome or Madrid. Some streets were actually paved with silver, and more than 600 richly decorated churches and dozens of luxurious gambling houses were built. Behind all of this wealth was the hell of the mines, where tens of thousands of indigenous people were forced to work at digging and smelting.77 Most of them died at their work due to cave-ins, flooded shafts, mercury poisoning, temperature changes from the glowing heat inside the tunnels and freezing cold outside, and finally exhaustion and emaciation. A monk from the region described Potosí as “the mouth of hell, devouring Indians by the thousands.”78 Perhaps no place on Earth has ever come as close to the image of the inferno as the mines of Potosí. At night, 6000 smelting fires burned on the slopes of the mountain, the poisonous vapors exterminating all vegetation within 20 miles. The Uruguayan journalist Eduardo Galeano estimates a total of 8 million dead after three centuries of mine operation.79 Agriculture dwindled and entire areas were depopulated. The coastal terraces of present-day Peru, once irrigated and cultivated by the Incas, were turned into a desert that can still be seen today. When almost all the indigenous people had been killed, the Spaniards tried to replace them with African slaves. They too quickly perished. Even the mountain itself collapsed, dropping several hundred meters after a total of 40,000 tons of pure silver had been extracted and shipped to Spain.


  The silver did not remain in Spain, however, but immediately flowed through the hands of the crown to its creditors in Genoa, Augsburg and Antwerp, fueling the booming cash economy there. The entire Conquista, including the genocide, had been financed with loans, and it was pressure from creditors that kept the hellfires burning at Potosí.


  Crushing Egalitarian Movements


  With the stimulation of the money-war complex, European elites could gradually shift the balance of power in their favor and crush egalitarian movements. Well-armed mercenary armies enforced tax collection and suppressed revolts by peasants and craftsmen more effectively than ever. The logic of capital accumulation continued to penetrate further into social structures. In agriculture, money-based leases took the place of in-kind levies and labor services. This was liberating to some farmers, but ruinous for many others who lost their land because of over-indebtedness. The result was a division of the peasantry into wealthy tenants and landowners versus landless laborers.80 In England, landlords took over common lands by force in order to breed large flocks of sheep for the booming textile production in Flanders. As a consequence of these enclosures, many small farmers, who had depended on the commons, became out-of-work, landless vagabonds. In Flanders, textile traders broke guild rules by creating “special economic zones” outside of cities, where impoverished farmers could earn some extra money by weaving and spinning. Since the merchants controlled the entire supply chain, they could also set wages and prices.


  Just at this time, vast quantities of silver came flooding into Europe from Potosí. The result was galloping inflation that hit food prices especially hard, while landlords, merchants and sovereigns held down wages to a bare minimum with the help of their newly won military power. In many regions, real wages fell dramatically by as much as 70 percent between 1500 and 1700. It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that average wages in Europe returned to the level of the late Middle Ages.81 The result was mass poverty, hunger and misery. This caused a third wave of social revolts to break out, culminating in the German Peasants’ War of 1525.


  The authorities’ response to dissidence and upheaval took various forms, with religious persecution, state repression and war working hand in hand. During the late Middle Ages the church had already persecuted the apostolic poverty movements, who turned against social inequality and founded utopian communities, by defining them as “heretics.” The rationale is as simple as it is effective: attention is diverted from the social question to a dispute over religious doctrine. In order to combat “heresy”—i.e., social movements—popes introduced the Inquisition and torture in the thirteenth century. While still limited in the late Middle Ages, these draconian measures reached a peak in the early modern period, especially in Spain.


  The persecution of witches, which reached a climax between 1550 and 1700, followed up on the Inquisition.82 However, it was primarily secular courts rather than ecclesiastical jurisdictions that conducted the trials. The belief in witches was anything but a spontaneou s popular movement ; it was actually carefully staged and orchestrated by the authorities. The media available at the time played a decisive role as propaganda tools in the creation of collective paranoia through theater performances, sermons, paintings and especially printed books.83 The infamous inflammatory treatise The Hammer of Witches became one of the most widely printed texts of the period.


  The trials were directed primarily against women and especially those who were poor. In England, there was a direct geographical correspondence between witch trial locations and the enclosures of the commons. It was also no coincidence that the high points of the persecutions coincided with times of maximum inflation.84 The American social scientist Silvia Federici argues that attacking witches was a way to break down social resistance to capitalist modes of production. In fact, the persecutions did have a devastating effect on the peasants’ opposition. They divided the population by encouraging mutual denunciations. By demonizing women, they reached deep into families and drove a wedge between husbands and wives.


  Finally, the persecution of witches succeeded in destroying the cultural foundations of peasant life, that had long resisted both the church’s rituals of submission and wage labor. It was not by chance that the Devil, as illustrated by the church on its walls and printed in countless tracts and sermons, looked much like the shepherd god Pan, a direct symbol of the peasants’ independent way of life since ancient times. While the true devils, from the peasants’ point of view, were the executioners and torturers found in so many contemporary depictions of Hell, the elites’ version of the Devil was a lazy, lecherous faun, who spent his days feasting and his nights hatching conspiratorial plots. The paranoia of property owners, which found its expression in the witch trials, was inspired to a great degree by the fear of uncontrollable peasant activities.


  Closely linked to the Inquisition and the witch hunts were the draconian punishments increasingly inflicted on the poor and homeless, who were roving around Europe in great numbers. The first German Penal Code of 1532 legalized cruel forms of execution such as the wheel, quartering and being buried or burned alive for even small offenses such as theft.85 Poverty became a capital crime. In the chapter on “primitive accumulation” in Capital, Karl Marx quotes examples of bloody legislation that had spread throughout Europe since the sixteenth century:


 
    Vagabonds are to be tied to the cart-tail and whipped until the blood streams from their bodies, then to swear an oath to go back to their birthplace or to where they have lived the last three years and to “put themselves to labour.” For the second arrest for vagabondage the whipping is to be repeated and half the ear sliced off; but for the third relapse the offender is to be executed as a hardened criminal and enemy of the common weal. (Henry VIII, 1530) If anyone refuses to work, he shall be condemned as a slave to the person who has denounced him as an idler. The master shall feed his slave on bread and water, weak broth and such refuse meat as he thinks fit. He has the right to force him to do any work, no matter how disgusting, with whip and chains. If the slave is absent a fortnight, he is condemned to slavery for life and is to be branded on the forehead or back with the letter S; if he runs away thrice, he is to be executed as a felon. (Edward VI, 1547)




  Marx concludes: “Thus were the agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated from the soil, driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline necessary for the wage system.”86


  From the “Bundschuh” uprisings to the German Peasants’ War (1525), peasants increasingly joined together in large groups to defend themselves against intensified exploitation, repression and taxes. The reformer Martin Luther played a very ambivalent role during this period. His theses against the sale of indulgences and other church abuses were taken up by opposing sides. On the one hand, they were supported by revolting peasants and other underprivileged people. On the other, sovereigns who wanted to snatch up the church’s extensive holdings also nodded approval. When the conflicts came to a head and escalated into civil war, Luther took the side of the authorities. He called for insurgents to be slain without pity: “Therefore let everyone who can, smite, slay and stab the rebels, secretly or openly. It is just as when one must kill a mad dog.” And he continued: “Strange times, these, when a prince can win Heaven with bloodshed.”87 In a variety of ways, Luther reiterated Paul’s proposition that all authority comes from God and that every man must unconditionally obey. His doctrine became one of the supporting ideological pillars for the establishment of authoritarian structures in Germany and other parts of the world.88


  In battles that can only be described as massacres, the peasant armies finally succumbed to mercenary troops, who were financed by the merchant and banker Jakob Fugger. The modern money-war complex displayed its asymmetrical superiority near Frankenhausen, where at least 6000 peasants were killed, but only half a dozen mercenaries died. In 1526, when the great slaughter was over, Luther wrote: “I could fairly boast. Since the time of the apostles, no one has so positively written about and praised the authorities and the secular sword as I have.”89 With Luther’s ideological backing, the Protestant princes were finally able to seize the church estates that the peasants originally wished to convert into communal property.


  However, the uprisings were not quite over. Starting in Switzerland, the “Anabaptist” movement spread out over large parts of Central Europe. Influenced by freshly-translated versions of the gospels into German, it called for the principles of non-violence, community of goods and self-determination—concepts at the core of the Jesus movement. After the peasant revolts had been put down, the Anabaptists avoided military confrontation and instead sought to build their own communities beyond the state and the church. They were persecuted not only by sovereigns and the catholic church, but also by other reformers such as Huldrych Zwingli, at whose urging many Anabaptists were tortured and executed. With a remarkable argument, Lutherans also participated in the persecutions. They considered the Anabaptists’ refusal to serve as soldiers or in other offices associated with violence as a violation of God’s will. Even today, Lutheran pastors in many countries are ordained with the Augsburg Confession of 1530, in which there is an explicit passage opposing the Anabaptists’ rejection of violence and private property:



   Of Civil Affairs they teach that lawful civil ordinances are good works of God, and that it is right for Christians to bear civil office, to sit as judges, to judge matters by the Imperial and other existing laws, to award just punishments, to engage in just wars, to serve as soldiers, to make legal contracts, to hold property, to make oath when required by the magistrates, to marry a wife, to be given in marriage. They condemn the Anabaptists who forbid these civil offices to Christians.90




  In Münster the conflicts came to a dramatic climax. Part of the city wanted to enforce the Lutheran doctrine (including the Confession), but a majority of the population was on the side of the Anabaptists. Remarkably, three-quarters of them were women, which is perhaps not too surprising given Luther’s misogynistic attitudes. As imperial episcopal troops surrounded the city, the Anabaptists declared property to be communal as it had been in the first Christian community in Jerusalem, then they burned the debt registers in the city archives. At this point, apocalyptic preachers emerged as leaders of the movement to proclaim the imminent appearance of Christ. The Savior, however, did not appear, and instead, the city was overpowered by troops in 1535. The leaders of the movement were publicly tortured and executed. Their tongues and other body parts were torn out with glowing tongs before they were finally stabbed to death. The corpses were hung in iron baskets on the steeple of the church and displayed “to serve as a warning and instill terror in all troubled minds—to not dare to attempt anything similar in the future.”91
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  The Anabaptist takeover in Münster illustrates the tragedy of the egalitarian movements. Like the ancient apocalyptic believers facing superior Roman legions, they too slipped into end-times fantasies when standing powerless before the might of the money-military complex.


  Alongside colonial expansion, the second triumph of the monsters of modernity was to smash internal resistance and egalitarian dreams across Europe. It was the birth of what Thomas Hobbes was to call the “Leviathan” more than 100 years later; a monster against whom all resistance is futile.


  The Invention of the Joint-Stock Company


  The authoritarian state was not the only monstrous institution created during this time. Equally powerful (if not more so) and equally monstrous was a second institution that was closely linked to the first—the joint-stock company, the prototype of the modern corporation.


  When examined closely, a joint-stock company is quite a peculiar construction. By law, it is considered a “legal person,” in the USA even a “moral person” with constitutional rights otherwise enjoyed exclusively by “natural persons.” Unlike other legal entities, such as associations and cooperatives, its sole purpose is to increase the money of its shareholders. Since the joint-stock company cannot die like a natural person, it can, theoretically, exist forever. It is something like a machine with anthropomorphic characteristics whose only purpose is to perpetually produce more and more money. The circuits and gears of this gigantic cyborg are largely made up of humans, but the only functions they are allowed to perform are those that advance the ultimate purpose of the machine. Should their performance fall short, the machine will eject them.


  This blueprint has produced the most powerful institutions on Earth, even financially stronger than many states. While they may have conflicts with governments, they are still creatures of the state, as only states and governments can create, preserve and enforce the complex legal constructs that are the core of their existence. They are genetically coded for infinite expansion, because the accumulated capital must be increased still further. They plow through land and sea in search of new ways to invest. If the Arctic is melting due to the greenhouse gases they produce, this does not prompt them to stop and reflect, but instead, to drill for oil in the Arctic as well. The things they produce—cars and medicines, pacifiers and machine guns, cattle feed and electricity—are exchangeable, as they are just a means to the veritable end, namely, money multiplication. Once the demand for products is met, new demand must be created. Thus, in order to continue functioning, it is imperative for them that people be transformed into consumers whose main contribution to social life is to buy things, no matter how superfluous or harmful the products are. Collective considerations about the meaning and purpose of society as a whole have no place in this logic, nor do questions as to what people really need and how they want to live. While the purpose of corporations is abstract, they require concrete input in the way of energy and materials in order to create products to sell for money. So, in the end, these artificial, immortal entities gobble up reality and spit it back out as pure abstraction—a series of digits on a shareholder’s account.


  But how did the creation of such a strange and destructive institution come about? Until public limited companies were first founded around 1600, only individuals were able to accumulate capital in their pursuit of profits. If someone’s desire to increase his personal wealth came to an end—e.g. because he wanted to retire and enjoy the fruits of his endeavors—then economic expansion would come to a halt as well.92 The situation is different with joint-stock companies, where accumulation is institutionalized, and the people involved are interchangeable.


  The independence and abstraction of money multiplication already had a long history before the joint-stock company entered the scene. Then, the pioneers of early capitalism in Venice and Genoa were still adventuring characters who sailed off to sea, fought and sometimes died. They traded in comparatively small quantities of luxury goods, but with high risk and extremely high rates of profit.93


  With growing trading volumes, greater competition at sea and tighter profit rates, there was a growing need to accurately calculate each transaction. The critical solution came in the fourteenth century with the invention of double-entry bookkeeping, as we know it today. Now income, expenses, profits and taxes could be determined precisely, not only retrospectively, but also with a view to the future.94 This mathematization of trade was an important step away from the irregular increases in wealth that come from individual trade expeditions or raids. Accumulation could now be calculated and increasingly became an end in itself.


  Step by step, the merchant’s job description changed profoundly. The seafaring privateer became deskbound, directing employees all over the world from the security of his office. The physical acquisition of material treasures was replaced by the accumulation of an abstract mathematical quantity on paper. This multiplication, however, was not yet fully automated. In addition to the trader’s own inclinations and his limited life expectancy, legal restrictions got in the way of limitless accretion. Different kinds of businesses had already been developed during the early Renaissance that allowed investors and traders to merge. However, all of these forms were subject to two restrictions: along with their assets, each investor was liable for potential losses by his partners; and the life span of the company was usually limited to one business trip.95


  These restrictions were finally removed in 1602 with the establishment of the Dutch East India Company (abbreviated VOC), the first modern joint-stock corporation. It was granted a trade monopoly from the Dutch government that spanned the entire area of the Indian and Pacific oceans. Subsequently, a stock exchange was established in order to trade the company’s shares. Not only was the Amsterdam Stock Exchange the first of its kind, it was also the most important bourse in the world for many decades to come.96 The more that ownership titles became freely tradable, the more fluid, abstract and disassociated from people and places they were. Unlike earlier trading companies, in effect, the VOC had an unlimited life span. It was also the first corporation to limit shareholders’ liability to the value of their shares. This innovation, which we take for granted today, was in fact something outrageous. Never before in economic history did investors have a formal right to be free of personal liability for whatever losses and damages they might cause. Conversely, the shareholders had little say in the company’s decisions and were not accountable by law for any crimes committed by the company. They simply received a guaranteed dividend of, say, 16 percent, and were otherwise unaffiliated.


  In this way, the company radically enforced the process of disembedding the economy from the household (Greek, “oikos”).97 It was detached from all ties to real people, locations, social relationships, human life spans and responsibilities. In other words, it became a kind of metaphysical being, immortal and placeless like angels.


  At the same time, the economic power of these unearthly beings could not be asserted without the massive use of physical force. At its founding, the VOC was already allowed to create an army made up of mercenaries who had to swear allegiance to the company. In the course of the seventeenth century, the English East India Company (EIC) was also gradually granted the right to build its own army and to wage war at will. It also minted its own coins, and enjoyed criminal and civil jurisdiction “over all persons who belong to or live under the said company.” The trading companies were thus state-like entities with fluctuating territories. They were led by governors who not only had command over their employees, but also over all the people in the colonies conquered by the company. In these organizations, economic and military tyranny were consolidated under one roof.


  An example of how these companies operated outside of Europe is the genocide that took place on the Indonesian Banda Islands in 1621. The nutmeg grown there was of keen interest to the Dutch, because it could be sold in Europe for huge profits. The Bandanese, however, were not willing to grant a trading monopoly to the VOC. In response, the company arrived with several thousand mercenaries and committed a massacre on the islands. After a year, the Dutch had their monopoly, but only 1000 of the original 15,000 islanders were still alive.98 Meanwhile, Amsterdam blossomed into the wealthiest city in Europe, famous for its art and liberality. The company’s shareholders did not get their hands dirty while the VOC was rampaging on their behalf in the Pacific. Instead, they moved in sophisticated circles, discussing the merits of painters like Frans Hals or the young Rembrandt and having their portraits painted by them. At the same time, the “golden age” of the Netherlands was surely one of the darkest ages in Indonesian history. The rise of European civilization was directly linked to barbarism on the other side of the globe. For most people, however, this connection had become invisible through the various layers of abstraction that coagulated into the institution of the joint-stock company.


  The Chosen and the Damned


  The Netherlands had become the new center of the world economy, just as England in the nineteenth century and the USA in the twentieth century would later become. It was not by chance that Calvinism, an ideology reflecting and justifying the new order, also spread in these countries. In Geneva, John Calvin taught that before the creation of the world, people had been separated by God into the chosen and the eternally damned. According to him, no man could change this preordained destiny, by either good deeds or faith. Because no one could be sure to which group they belonged, it was necessary to look for signs. Calvin believed that the clearest sign of belonging to the chosen few was economic success.


  Calvinist teaching combines the apocalyptic tradition with the capitalist undertaking. The division of mankind into the chosen and the damned, as proclaimed in Revelations, is projected onto the economic sphere with the divine order and market logic merging into one. In a radical reversal of the gospels, the poor are now rejected by God and irretrievably destined for Hell, while the rich—of whom Jesus reportedly said, “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God”—slip into the role of the chosen. No earthly power has split mankind in two; it has actually been God’s indisputable decision since before the beginning of time. Consequently, it is not only hopeless to try to change the situation, but also blasphemous. The fact that this doctrine spread so rapidly in the centers of heated economic transition was due to the fact that it fulfilled an important purpose—it legitimized social divisions and silenced the debate.


  Politically marginalized and facing persecution in England, the Puritans carried these ideas to the North American colonies. Believing that the end of time was near, they also thought that America was where the New Jerusalem would emerge—the “city upon a hill.”99 But like the New Jerusalem, New England was not meant to be a place for just anyone. The indigenous Pequot, for instance, were almost completely obliterated within a few years. The brutal warfare waged by the English aimed at total annihilation of the enemy, including civilians, a cruelty hitherto unknown and incomprehensible to the Pequot, who, militarily and spiritually, were completely unprepared to resist such a brutal assault. In 1637, about 500 Pequots perished in a massacre at Mystic River. An English eyewitness wrote: “It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fyre and the streams of blood quenching the same, and horrible was the stincke and sente there of, but the victory seemed a sweete sacrifice, and they gave the prayers thereof to God.”100


  The Puritans combined their apocalyptic mission with economic ambitions. Colonization was promoted by public limited companies that had been granted control over specific territories by the English crown.101 The poorer colonists indentured themselves to these companies for seven years as serfs. Their mission was to make profits in the New World for the shareholders in London, by whatever means.


  The combination of eschatology and economic expansion gave the project a utopian aura that radiated beyond the harsh realities of the early colonies. The Celestial City would not come from Heaven, but could now be built. The colonization of America was the first step, and to create this New World, the old one would have to be destroyed. The replacement was to come from the hands of the new master of the Earth, the white man, who himself was the tool of a white, male, authoritarian God.


  The fusion of profit-seeking and apocalypticism is also reflected by the changing concept of time. The expectation of salvation in the future now coincided with accounting calculations of future profits. This linkage resulted in the modern idea of a beam of time, on which we race irresistibly toward the future. Perception focuses down to a vanishing point, and the present is reduced to a brief moment on the way—to a “not-yet.”


  Power and Powerlessness in the Global World-System


  At the beginning of the modern era, Europeans transformed half the world into a hell on earth in the name of salvation and progress. The money economy, metallurgy and the business of war had coalesced into a powerful machine that was capable of breaking down resistance within Europe as well as gradually subjugating other countries and even entire continents in the outside world. At first glance, the nature of this machinery seems similar to that of empires like Rome, but a closer look reveals that it functioned in a different way.


  An indication of the system’s novelty is the curious fact that the modern state, unlike its predecessors, started off in debt.102 It was only with loans from wealthy traders that rulers could pay for mercenaries and weapons with which to gain control over land and people. This is why the balance of power between owners of capital and heads of state is fundamentally different in modern times than it was in antiquity. The overriding goal of the Roman and Chinese empires was to strengthen the central power of the state and to consolidate the empire. In the modern world-system, however, state power is chiefly a means to pave the way for an unimpeded increase in money capital. In both cases, the market and the state are inseparable, but their relationship has been reversed, with far-reaching consequences.103 Because the system, including the states, is driven by the rationale of endless capital accumulation, there is no final steady state to be attained, just ongoing and infinite expansion.


  On the flip side of this new power were large sectors of the population who were subjected to violence, severe poverty and displacement. The period from the outbreak of the Plague up to the seventeenth century was traumatic for the people of Europe in many ways. Wars were being fought on completely new levels, reaching a temporary high point as Europe tore itself apart during the Thirty Years’ War. About a third of Central Europe’s population was wiped out. A whole generation grew up that knew nothing other than war. Countless children were born into the army’s retinue to become part of the war economy.104 The central driving force behind this war was not a religious confessional conflict, and often it was not even the rulers’ desire to conquer. It was driven mainly by the needs of the war economy. The war could have already ended in the winter of 1620–21, but the Bohemian mercenary army demanded to be fed. Its commander, war entrepreneur Ernst von Mansfeld, threatened to turn the army against his clients. After all, he still had to service his debt. So the war continued.105


  Not only did the war uproot and traumatize people, but the new economic regime did as well. Communal subsistence economies and lifestyles were forcibly destroyed. More and more people were deprived of their livelihoods with the enclosure of the commons, forced taxation in coins and the repression of the poor and homeless. Their only option was to sell themselves into labor and compete with each other on the open market. Cooperative coexistence was gradually pushed back in favor of a ruthless struggle for survival. Over a span of centuries, the social fabric that had held people together had been torn to pieces, leading to a permanent “war of all against all,” described by Thomas Hobbes as the “state of nature.”


  The upheavals of the early modern era are not just a matter of the past. The monsters of modernity still live on in us today, in a society that has elevated the full-out competition of all against all to its supreme principle. The economic-political system that had been created by force at the time has now spread throughout the world. With modifications, it is still the system we live with today.


  However, we must ask again the question posed in the introduction. Can we really speak of a system here, as opposed to a mere collection of different institutions, practices and worldviews? If no part can exist without the other, and if all ingredients are necessary components of a larger whole, then yes, we can call it a system. Indeed, the history of the early modern period clearly shows that the economic power of capital could not have developed without the physical violence of the state, and vice versa; that both were (and still are) closely tied to the development of the metallurgical complex; and that expansion was always justified by a universalist ideology, at first dressed up in the garb of Christianity, then later legitimized in the name of “civilization,” “reason,” “democracy” and the “free market.”


  For centuries, social movements have defended themselves against the impositions of this system and attacked each of its elements. They have had some success in holding back physical and structural violence in certain places and in fighting for new freedoms. In other places, however, the power of the four tyrannies has broken new ground in unexpected ways, most obviously in the spectacular rise of the metallurgical complex, which today has the capability to extinguish all life on Earth.




  Chapter 7


  Machine


  Mechanistic Sciences, State Apparatuses and the Disciplining of Man (1600–1800)


  What is the heart but a spring, and the nerves but so many strings, and the joints but so many wheels?


  THOMAS HOBBES, LEVIATHAN


  After the great upheavals of the sixteenth century, the newly emerging world-system was able to consolidate in the following two centuries.1 The conquests and plundering during early colonization evolved into a system of international division of labor. The world was increasingly divided into centers that processed high-value products, and peripheries that were primarily sources of cheap labor and raw materials. Through various waves of globalization, this system has spread to the far corners of the Earth. In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the Atlantic slave trade between Europe, West Africa and the Caribbean became a mainstay of this system.


  In the centers of the world economy, the proliferation of the money-war complex gave rise to state apparatuses with a level of military power that had not been seen since the Roman Empire. These states were able to effectively crush resistance to the new system, subject territories and populations to increasing control, and at the same time promote the accumulation of capital within their spheres of power.


  Closely related to these developments was a tremendous ideological clash that continues to shape our civilization to this day. This upheaval has often been portrayed as a conflict between tradition and modernity, religion and science, or superstition and enlightenment. It is a tale of how reason has gradually asserted itself, and led us to today’s enlightened, rational and democratic civilization (albeit always under threat from the dark forces of the irrational).2


  However, this kind of narrative is misleading for several reasons. First there are no such things as “reason, science or religion” as monolithic entities; instead, these are concepts whose definitions and definers have always been hotly disputed. The decisive lines of conflict run across these areas, and the dispute is over what kind of religion, reason or rationality will prevail. Which traditions are to be rejected or preserved? Which innovations are desirable? In these debates, it is not a question of rational truth versus irrational superstition, but rather a competition among different interests and different ideas for a desirable social organization.


  Because the narrative portraying reason’s steady advance and modernity’s struggle against pre-modernity misrepresents the lines of conflict, it is difficult to see the hidden and often much more important continuities that exist between certain forms of religion and certain forms of “scientistic” and technocratic ideology.3 The idea, for instance, of a heavenly ruler who has total power over his creatures is structurally similar to the idea of man having absolute power of disposal over nature. Authoritarian religion and technocracy are not opposites, but parts of a continuum. It was not knowledge against belief or rationality against irrationality that triumphed in modernity, but a certain kind of rationality. And this rationality was successful because it reflected the functioning of the newly emerging power apparatuses.


  The World as Machine


  The symbol for this type of rationality was the machine. Long before the Industrial Revolution elevated machines to such a dominant position in Western societies, leading circles in the state, the economy and the sciences were obsessed with the idea of the machine. As early as the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Venetian Giovanni Fontana designed a quite popular catalog of partly useful, partly absurd automatons. Along with siege machines, weapons and heavy equipment for mining, he also featured mechanically operated devils, automatic fire witches and rocket-driven birds, fish and hares.4 A short time later, Leonardo da Vinci developed the first model of a robot, a fully armored knight with a mechanical drive, for his warlord client, Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan. Automatons featuring praying monks, flute players and digesting ducks delighted kings and scholars alike. Fascinated by the functioning of the mechanical wheel clock, invented in the fourteenth century, pioneers of modern science such as Galileo Galilei, René Descartes and Isaac Newton subsequently began to view nature as a great wheelwork. While Galileo and other astronomers examined the planetary system and interpreted it as a gigantic celestial machine, the mechanistic philosophers like Descartes and Thomas Hobbes went a step further. They claimed that even living beings were nothing more than automatons, a radical break from earlier worldviews that perceived nature as a living organism.


  By equating life with an apparatus, they established an important ideological prerequisite for the progressive domination of nature and man. If living beings were nothing but automatons, then once their functions were understood, with the proper techniques, they could be utilized to maximum effect. These radical views met with considerable resistance from society, and often from other scientists. Nonetheless, the ideas were ultimately able to assert themselves as the epitome of reason and rationality due to the fact that they fitted perfectly into the political and economic system that was taking form and spreading throughout the world.
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  Not only were the bodies of animals and humans regarded as mechanisms, but also society as a whole. Just as a machine is controlled by its user, the social body should be governed by a central authority as well. With the consolidation of the money-war complex, Europe’s newly created standing armies served as a model for this concept and were also the tool used for its implementation. The well-drilled soldier was the perfect man-machine, reacting just as reliably and predictably to commands as Leonardo’s robot. The army, on the other hand, later set the example for a whole series of social institutions that were also organized according to the machine model, from the factory to the prison to the school. Naked physical violence was increasingly replaced by a variety of more subtle disciplinary techniques meant to ensure that human action and thought fit into the Megamachine as smoothly and efficiently as possible.


  THE ROLE OF THE SCIENCES


  There is no doubt that the modern natural sciences, as they developed in Europe since the seventeenth century, have considerably expanded the range of human knowledge and understanding. They have provided us with new insights into the structure and history of the universe, and opened unimagined views into the complex organization of matter and life. They have become a sharp instrument for critical thinking, used to distinguish mere claims from testable hypotheses, and they have laid the foundations for remarkable technological developments.


  At the same time, however, the sciences were, from the outset, closely linked to military and economic power apparatuses, which decisively shaped their development and exerted considerable influence on the selection of research subjects and methodology. This close association with the powers-that-be led to the emergence of an ideological system that superimposed itself upon and partially permeated the work of scientists, a mythology that, in some cases, tends to obstruct rather than promote an accurate understanding of nature. This ideology was also able to immunize itself against criticism and assert universalist claims to truth, which were inherited in large part from Christian universalism.5


  Science can have a wide variety of goals and can be used for many different purposes. It can serve, according to Francis Bacon’s motto “knowledge is power,” to support domination relationships—or dismantle them. And it has been a contested terrain from the very start. What constitutes valid methods, valid data and valid conclusions? What is to be included in the observations, and what should be excluded from the outset? By defining what is real, true and relevant, science not only produces knowledge but also worldviews. On the other hand, scientists do not exist in an ideological vacuum. With every breath, both consciously and unconsciously, they absorb the prevalent views of their times and their milieu. Furthermore, scientists are never free of personal interests. Like other people, they want to earn a living, gain recognition and avoid repression. At the same time, their knowledge inevitably becomes the target of non-scientific actors who are bent on controlling, using or limiting the production of knowledge according to their own interests. In short, the world of science is not an ideal cosmos floating freely above society, but part of a larger social system and inevitably subject to change along with that system. It is therefore no surprise that, with the re-formation of economic and physical power during the early modern period, completely new forms of knowledge production emerged that were closely linked to the logic of the new power apparatuses.


  The New Atlantis


  The development of the modern natural sciences is closely linked to the name of a man who simultaneously played leading roles in the economic and political systems of his time—Francis Bacon (1561–1621). Voltaire called him the “father of experimental philosophy,” and Thomas Jefferson, author of the American Declaration of Independence, considered him one of the three most important people who ever lived. Bacon’s life and work exemplify the fusion of apocalypticism, colonialism, the domination of nature, and the pursuit of profit that is so characteristic of what we call “Western civilization.”


  His contribution to the development of the natural sciences had little to do with inventions or discoveries. Instead, it was his vision of a scientific society that was especially momentous; a foresight of real developments that largely came to pass centuries later. The most famous rendering of this vision is his unfinished novel New Atlantis. The title alone implies a variation on the theme of the “New Jerusalem.” The world of the New Atlantis is ruled by a small group of patriarchal scientists, the “Fathers of Solomon’s House,” an allusion to the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem. The panorama of their inventions reads like a tour of our world today: skyscrapers as tall as the One World Trade Center; laboratories for vivisection and animal experiments; manipulations of nature reminiscent of today’s genetic engineering and synthetic biology (production of new animal breeds and plant species, planned modification of their size and shape, their yield, their reproductive capacity, their behavior, etc.); light and sound studios; modern blast furnaces, manufacturing plants and armament factories; devices to deceive the senses to the point of virtual realities; and last but not least, facilities that generate weather phenomena such as thunderstorms, rain and snow that bring to mind today’s concepts of geoengineering. For Bacon, the second creation would not come from Heaven, but would be technically produced by man. The omnipotent God was to be replaced by the engineer.6


  It is not by chance that the story is set on an island in the “New World,” which Bacon, like many of his contemporaries, associated with the promise of a new creation. However, Bacon’s involvement with the colonization of North America did not take place just in the fantasy world of his novel, but also in real life. Among other things, he was a shareholder and council member of the Virginia Company of London, which laid claim to almost the entire east coast of the future United States as its property.7 At the same time, he was a senior prosecutor, later appointed attorney general, and a member of parliament who played a leading role in drafting the charter letters granting this corporation monopoly rights, administrative authority and military power.


  To some extent, Bacon still held on to the Renaissance philosophy of the cosmos being a living whole. For example, he believed that “love is the overarching law of nature,” and that this also applied to atoms.8 Yet, at the same time, his view of nature was shaped by the perspective of power. It was especially metallurgy and the power of the Inquisition that inspired the development of his methodology. He was convinced that “truth lies hid in deep mines and caves” and advised students to “sell their books and build furnaces.”9 Bacon thus continued an alchemical-metallurgical tradition that saw the mastery of metals as the key to domination over nature.


  Bacon’s methods of experimental investigation, which had an enormous influence on the modern natural sciences, draw some of their most important ideas from the courtroom—more precisely from “relentless interrogation” supported by torture. Witch trials and torture were at full throttle in England at the time, and Bacon, as a leading lawyer, was involved in them. So it is no surprise that he applied the methodology of the Inquisition—interrogation in a closed chamber—as a metaphor for the ideal approach to science: “Proteus ever changed shapes till he was straitened and held fast, so nature exhibits herself more clearly under the trials and vexations of art than when left to herself.”10 Bacon’s use of the word “trial” connotes both legal proceedings and experiment. In 1660, inspired by Bacon’s inquisitorial methods, Robert Boyle conceived the first animal experiments in modern history, which involved sealing mice, birds and snakes inside vacuum vessels to observe their death.11


  Bacon’s language is also full of sexually charged metaphors associated with violence against women: penetrating the mysteries of nature, unveiling them and so on. All these images amount to the fact that nature must be conquered and violated in a sort of battle, until it reveals its secrets and submits completely to the power of humans (more precisely, to the power of men).


  Bacon’s influence on the development of the sciences was monumental. His fictitious “Fathers of Solomon’s House” became the source of inspiration for the founding of the Royal Society in London, which, alongside the French Académie des Sciences, was to become the leading scientific institution in Europe for centuries.


  Redefining Reality


  Galileo Galilei wrote in 1623 that knowledge of nature (“philosophy”) “is written in that great book which ever is before our eyes—the universe. It is written in the language of mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles and other geometric figures without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it; without these, one wanders about in a dark labyrinth.”12 This famous proposition became one of the foundations of modern science. Considering Galileo’s various activities, it made perfect sense. As a physicist and astronomer, he worked on the exact calculation and prediction of parabolic trajectories and planetary orbits, for which mathematics were an obvious necessity. However, his comment becomes highly problematic if one applies it beyond planetary orbits to the entire universe and all spheres of existence. In a pointed form, the statement then reads: “Reality is that which can be described mathematically. Everything else is illusion.”


  We do not know whether Galileo himself would have gone that far—probably not—but this is beside the point for our story. What is essential is that this conception of reality became increasingly accepted over the course of the following centuries. Measuring and counting gradually took precedence over other forms of knowledge and experience. While the unmeasurable and the uncountable were reduced to mere “subjective impressions,” measurements and mathematical explanations achieved the status of “objective truth.” In this way, primary human perception was accorded an ever smaller say in the process of understanding and interpreting the world. What a person saw, heard, felt and smelt could no longer be considered truth, or indeed reality. It was only considered real when experts measured it in a controlled, repeatable experiment. Thus, step by step, people were deprived of the meaningfulness of their own perceptions. The behaviorists of the twentieth century, who pushed this ideology to its extreme, even claimed that people’s spiritual life does not exist, and that thought was simply subvocal, laryngeal responses.13 From this perspective, the intellectual history of modern times is not, as is repeatedly claimed, a history of man’s emancipation, but on the contrary, a history of his fading to invisibility.


  Excluding the Unpredictable


  The seventeenth-century epistemological shift that accorded the measurable a privileged status of reality at the expense of perception was closely related to the new formation of physical and economic power. The rise of the monetary economy and merchant capitalism had turned counting and calculating into a veritable obsession. From tax collectors to speculators, leading circles were busy making computations about the future of investments. Predictability and calculability became crucial categories of thought and action for both private businessmen and civil servants.


  This Zeitgeist was also reflected in the work of researchers. For the pioneers of the “classical” natural sciences, predictability and repeatability became decisive criteria for the selection and assessment of the phenomena they examined. Whatever eluded repetition in experiments, and whatever behaved unpredictably, was seen as a disruptive factor and excluded from consideration. Therefore, a large part of the living world that is characterized by non-determinability, non-repeatability and spontaneity was ruled out.


  However, there was a deeper reason why early natural science turned its attention to the predictable, thereby excluding a large number of phenomena from examination. What is predictable is also controllable. Ilya Prigogine, Nobel laureate for chemistry (1977) and pioneer in the study of non-deterministic systems, wrote: “Any science that conceives of the world as being governed according to a universal theoretical plan that reduces its various riches to the drab applications of general laws thereby becomes an instrument of domination.”14


  The early natural sciences were also very closely in step with the demands of the modern apparatuses of power. Scientists such as Galileo calculated the trajectories of cannonballs and the penetrating power of projectiles. Their astronomical calculations laid the foundations for precise navigation technology at sea, which was indispensable for trade, colonial expansion and naval warfare. The war-and-capital-accumulation machine relied on such inventions, and, conversely, researchers needed the machine to finance their work. Therefore, it is not surprising that those scientists and research projects that best conformed to this system were the ones that prevailed.


  The Death of the World


  A generation after Galileo, philosophers, mathematicians and natural scientists appeared on the scene to take another decisive step forward. The circle of so-called mechanists, which included René Descartes, Marin Mersenne and Pierre Gassendi, and which maintained intensive contacts with Thomas Hobbes, claimed that the principles of mechanical laws also applied to the realm of living things. This amounted to one of the most momentous epistemological errors in human history. Not only did the mechanists exclude the aliveness of the living world from their investigations, they also rejected the notion that there could be anything at all such as non-determinability and spontaneity in nature.


  Descartes, for example, claimed that animals were nothing but automatons, as mechanical as a clock, and with the right technology they could be easily replicated. That they might have feelings or a soul was out of the question. He also regarded the human body to be a mechanical clockwork, although explicitly excluding the human spirit.15 The Cartesian approach holds that the human spirit maintains sovereign rule over the body, much like God controls the spinning cogs of His creation. Thus, Descartes projected the model of centralized military power, characteristic of the absolutism of his time, onto the way that life is organized. The spirit commands, and the body obeys, just as the monarch commanded his army of soldier-machines. And just as the Sun King and his laws controlled the behavior of his subjects, the universally valid natural laws dominated nature.16 Thomas Hobbes shared Descartes’s mechanistic views, but he did not exclude the human spirit. In the introduction to Leviathan, he asks, “For what is the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so many strings; and the joints, but so many wheels?” Hobbes transferred his mechanical perception of nature to humankind and derived from it the vision of a fully mechanical society based on the principle of total domination.


  The mechanists made a radical break from the common medieval and Renaissance concept of a living, meaningful universe that in principle is capable of perception and response.17 Not only was the sphere of planets and minerals soulless, but animals and humans were thought to be nothing more than mechanisms made up of colliding atoms that produced only an illusion of life. The lifeless became the model of life.


  It is remarkable how influential this view would become, given that equating, say, a cat or a bird with the mechanics of a clock must seem absurd to any unbiased observer. If anything is characteristic of living beings, it is precisely the unpredictability and spontaneity of their movements. For this reason, the idea of nature being completely mechanical met with stiff resistance from the very beginning, even by some leading scientists. Isaac Newton, who is usually regarded as the father of the mechanistic view of the world, wrote in the drafts of the third book of his treatise, Opticks:



   Matter is a passive principle and cannot move itself. It continues in its state of moving or resting unless disturbed. It receives motion proportional to the force impressing it. These are passive laws, and to affirm that there are no other is to speak against experience for we find in ourselves a power of moving our bodies by our thought. Life and will are active principles by which we move our bodies and thence arise other laws of motion unknown to us.18




  Newton was not the only one with this objection. Throughout modern history, there has been massive opposition to the mechanists’ claim to universality. But it was only in the twentieth century that researchers were able to use the language of the natural sciences to express how life is founded on principles that are completely different from the world of classical mechanics. Unlike a set of billiard balls, a pile of stones or a planetary system, living systems are based on self-organization. When I kick a stone, it will move from the force of my moving foot, while a dog will move with the energy from its own metabolism (see Chapter 1).19 I can precisely calculate the movement of the stone, but exactly how the dog will move is anyone’s guess. Maybe he will attack me, or maybe he will walk away growling. Even if I correctly anticipate that he will attack me, it is absolutely impossible to precisely predict his movements. This is not, as the mechanists believed, due to a lack of information on the part of the observer. It is because living systems are based on non-linear processes in which a certain input does not produce a determinable, proportional output.20 A tiny movement on my part can cause the dog to bite me—or perhaps run away. The glance from one person may cause another to take the most unusual actions, inspiring them to climb mountains or cross oceans; it can trigger rage, or ecstasy; and perhaps on a different occasion, the exact same look will have no effect at all.


  Because life is organized by non-linear, non-deterministic cause-effect relationships, it cannot be controlled by the exercise of linear power. A father who beats his child may believe that he can force the child to behave in a certain predictable way, and the harder the blows, the more effective they will be. The child’s initial obedience may seem to prove him right. Later, however, the child might end up doing completely “crazy” things, like lighting Daddy’s car on fire or slashing his own wrists. Such “side effects” are typical consequences of the attempt to control living systems through the linear exercise of power.


  The Objectification of Human Beings


  The choice of measurement over perception, predictability over spontaneity, and the idea that life is basically made out of dead matter are all ideological elements of early modern natural sciences that converge at a common vanishing point. They eclipse the self-organizing, self-perceiving, self-dynamic character of living beings, who can elude the control and guidance of an external power. Early on, the Great Machine’s ideal person was one who could be objectified, was predictable and who followed orders.


  By far, however, not all scientists shared this worldview, and it would be unfair to assign collective blame. The practices of measurement, counting and arithmetic are in themselves value-free and can be applied to a wide variety of purposes. The move toward an ideology and an instrument of domination does not lie in the use of these methods, but in the assertion that they, and only they, can produce the complete truth about the world “as it really is.” The core of this creed is the belief that measuring and counting produce forms of knowledge superior to all others, and for something to be real, it must be verified in repeatable experiments.


  By disqualifying personal experience as mere “subjectivity,” the modern expert followed in the footsteps of priests and theologians, even though the methods were different. It is not by chance that the word “layman” has been transferred from the religious sphere to the scientific vocabulary. The Greek laikós, “he of the people,” cannot have a say in either of the two realms when it comes to ultimate truths. Instead, these truths are served up to him from the hands of experts, in professional garb (white coat or cassock), framed with official seals and rituals, in mysterious rooms with special accessories (golden altars or flashing instruments) and in a technical language (Latin or mathematics) that is incomprehensible to the uninitiated. The social function of both the priest and the expert is to define recognized “truths” and “insights” and to disconnect them from the world experienced by human beings. What “really” goes on with a human being and how the world “really” works is not something that person is qualified to say. Only the experts know.


  The claim of having exclusive access to knowledge and truth has led to a new version of Western universalism that has supplemented and overlaid the Christian mission project. When we know what real reason is, and we know the way to truth, and we have the methods, then it is only right and proper to impose this gospel on the world. However painful the destruction of other systems of values and knowledge may be for those concerned, it is ultimately a good deed to replace ignorance with knowledge and superstition with reason. With their world-historical consequences in mind, even the morally reprehensible crimes committed in the name of European expansion, from the Conquista to twentieth-century globalization, can now be regarded as “progress.”


  THE LEGIBILITY OF THE WORLD


  The effort toward an all-encompassing penetration, evaluation and control of nature by science went hand in hand with another equally comprehensive project, the penetration of the social world by the state. The emergence of modern states is marked by various myths and legends. Early modern state theorists such as Thomas Hobbes claimed that a state is created on the basis of something like a “social contract” between the government and citizens. It is assumed that the state is an institution that is indispensable for safeguarding the common good, and therefore every rational person must be in agreement with such a contract. It is up for discussion as to whether such a state is conceivable or even desirable; in any case, it has never been a historical reality. Modern states have arisen neither for the benefit of populations nor with their consent, but as the products of physical violence.


  At the core of modern state building was the army and its financing, which is made apparent by military budgets. In Prussia and other European countries, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, the military devoured about 85 percent of the state finances.21 In the first phase of the early modern era, sovereigns were dependent on private war entrepreneurs due to a lack of state resources. The system, however, had serious disadvantages, since the hired warlords were often unreliable and even a danger to their own clients. At any time, they had the option of turning against a state if a higher bidder beckoned elsewhere. For this reason, the establishment of a functioning standing army, including supporting taxation, was the most pressing concern of all European rulers. This was especially fueled by their competition with each other and the existential fear of falling behind in the race.


  Under this pressure to compete, Europe experienced an unprecedented militarization during the following centuries. While France’s first standing army of the mid-fifteenth century was comprised of 9000 men, in the seventeenth century under the “Sun King” Louis XIV, the army had swelled to 400,000 soldiers. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, with the introduction of compulsory military service, it had even reached 1 million. In Prussia, the number of troops rose from 14,000 in 1646 to over 350,000 in 1815, a 25-fold increase. (The twentieth century was to exceed even these figures many times over. At a high point in the First World War, the German army mustered 7 million soldiers in the field.) Even when population growth and territorial expansion are taken into account, there had been an explosive enlargement of the military complex in practically all of the larger European states. Such an increase clearly indicates that the system that emerged at the beginning of modern times had become consolidated and stable.


  Militarized states were necessary prerequisites for the expansion of the new economic system. Nonetheless, the leading economic forces—large landowners, trade magnates, bankers and, later, also factory owners—were somewhat leery of the growing power of the central state, since it was capable of severely limiting their scope of activities. At the same time, however, they also knew that only a centralized state could organize physical violence on a scale sufficient to put down the massive anti-systemic movements and create an institutional framework for the lasting accumulation of capital. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the state was also a crucial driving force of the money economy through its massive funding of armaments and armies. This is why, despite occasional critical rhetoric, the primary economic actors opted for ways to exert influence over the state—and were highly successful in doing so.


  This success is not surprising. The state was dependent on capital from these merchants and their loans to finance the building of armies as well as a tax system. In addition, the owners of capital had the upper hand because, from the beginning, they could operate transnationally across state borders. The power of each individual state, on the other hand, was always confined to a territory much smaller than the world economy. Banks and trading houses could easily relocate their investments from one country to another whenever the conditions no longer suited them. This was done again and again; a good example being the massive transfer of capital from Italy to Holland in the seventeenth century, then from Holland to England in the eighteenth century.22 The competition among states for capital was characteristic of the modern world economy from the outset. It also fundamentally set it apart, for instance, from the Chinese system, which also featured a developed class of merchants, but granted superior priority to the stability of the empire. When the Chinese emperor felt threatened by the merchants’ activities in the fifteenth century, he ordered the entire merchant fleet to be decommissioned and scrapped—just as the Roman emperor had once eliminated public companies. This signaled the end of Chinese expansion.23 The competition among states for capital and military power is one of the decisive reasons why the capitalist world economy originated in Europe and not in China.24


  Maps and Territories


  To build standing armies, the states needed money—a lot of it. A series of state bankruptcies in the early modern period showed that financing the military solely through debt was not a workable plan in the long run. Therefore, regents and their administrations took great pains to set up centralized tax systems. To levy taxes, however, the state first had to know who lived where on its territory, what they owned and earned, and how much it could expect to garner from them. As the enforcement of tax collection was often met with fierce resistance, the state also needed to uncover the whereabouts and activities of troublemakers. So typical of modern times, this is how the states’ thirst for information about their citizens first began. The ideal of the emerging military and tax apparatuses was therefore maximum legibility regarding citizens and their environments.


  The world that tax collectors actually found, however, turned out to be anything but legible. Roughly 80 percent of the population was comprised of farmers, who, for good reason, were notoriously unapproachable and close-mouthed around strangers. How much land and other possessions they owned, how much of it they used, and how much was collected and paid in levies was all regulated in a complex local system of usage rights. This varied considerably from village to village and was opaque to outsiders. There were no detailed maps or land registries, surnames were largely unknown, and each region had its own weights, measures and its own dialect or language. Towns and cities were also difficult to negotiate for the uninitiated. Without a local guide, strangers were easily bewildered in the labyrinth of winding alleys found in a medieval town, and how would one know if a guide could be trusted? This impenetrability offered local populations considerable protection against access by outsiders. When the police, army or tax collectors approached, the people they were looking for and their possessions were often simply nowhere to be found. Sometimes it was unclear who exactly the sought-after person was, even if he or she was standing right under their noses, and helpful information was not to be expected from the rest of the local population.


  To deal with such extreme opacity, states took almost obsessive action against the inscrutability of the world. Such efforts are still in operation to this day and will probably continue for as long as the current world-system lasts. The unprecedented frenzy of data collection by secret services in the twenty-first century is just one example. When it began, the program was primarily concerned with land surveying, property registers, urban planning, standardization of weights and measures, establishment of a national language, assignment of surnames and the like.


  The goal of all these efforts is a world in which the eye of a centralized observer no longer meets with resistance; in which everything can be taken in at first glance. A quick look at a map should reveal all one needs to know about a territory and its people. For the central observer, the map and the territory should completely coincide.


  To reach this goal, however, it is not enough to just take note of all that is extant. The multi-faceted complexity of the actual world is simply too great to ever be completely captured by a map. For the world to become truly transparent, it must be turned into a mapable and recordable entity; it must be transformed into a perfect copy of the map; and it must become as concise and two-dimensional as the map itself.


  Militarizing the Forest


  A symbolic example of making the world legible is the transformation of the Central European forests since the eighteenth century. Wood was a strategic raw material for the construction industry, ship production and, above all, as an energy source for the metallurgical complex. Not only private investors, but also the treasurers of states with large forested areas recognized that a lot of wood meant a lot of money. Nonetheless, the resultant revenues were subject to extreme fluctuations and nearly impossible to predict. The forests were as wild and inscrutable to forest officials as medieval towns and villages were to tax collectors. In the face of high demand, especially from the arms industry, the irregular harvesting of timber soon led to shortages. To cope with this situation, German forest managers invented a system for registering stocks by meticulously recording tree species, trunk diameters and exact stand locations. Thus, sovereigns could calculate their income for the army, the court and larger building projects with some degree of lead time. In the course of these systematizations, the standard tree (“Normalbaum”) was also invented: a set of standard measurements with which to calculate the saleable volume of timber from a given section of forest.25


  However, mapping the forest was only the start. In a second step, the map became the model for converting the forest itself—for actually re-creating it. In order to be able to measure tree populations more easily, to access the wood more quickly and to increase yields, the undergrowth was cleared and the variety of species radically reduced, right down to monocultures. The transformation of many German forests from mixed woodlands to spruce or pine plantations dates back to this period. As if arranged on a chessboard, the new seedlings, all of the same age and type, stood in straight rows like soldiers at roll call. The forest became readable to the calculating eye, and the standard tree was transformed from an arithmetic unit into a reality.


  In fact, this development has many similarities with the new type of army created at the time. Just like soldiers, rows of trees stood at the beck and call of the sovereign, and they were felled in rank and file, just as soldiers were cut down in battle. Furthermore, it was all detailed on the maps of generals and forest officials. In his book Seeing like a State, James C. Scott writes, “At the limit, the forest itself would not even have to be seen; it could be ‘read’ accurately from the tables and maps in the forester’s office.”26 To the ruler’s eye, the map and the territory became one and the same.


  But the price of readability was high, as forestry researchers were to find out after a few decades. Although the yield increases from the first planting cycle were considerable, the following generations of trees showed signs of progressively severe damage. A new German word was introduced that summed it up: Waldsterben (forest dieback). The cause of the decline was only slowly and incompletely understood. The creation of monocultures and the eradication of undergrowth had interrupted the complex vital nutrient cycles between fungi, bacteria, insects, mammals and trees. The forest managers had destroyed a system that they did not know had even existed.27 The price of trying to make the territory an exact replica of the map proved to be the death of the territory. This example is characteristic of the continuing attempts to subjugate complex natural systems to the power of human beings and the principle of profit maximization.


  Urban Planning as Counterinsurgency


  Making the forest transparent went hand in hand with another project: making human society legible. Not only trees, but also people should be available for utilization according to plan, whether for paying taxes, going to war or for constantly expanding the production of goods. This project took shape in different ways, depending on whether applied in urban or rural areas.


  In the countryside, tax collectors and recruiting officers cleared away the dense thicket of obstruction they faced by introducing cadastral registration. As is still the case today in many indigenous societies, local economic relations were determined by a complex system of usage rights that was incomprehensible to outsiders. For example, individual families used certain plots of land, but could neither sell nor lend them, while other tracts were allowed to be shared. In some cases, designated groups had the right to graze certain animals on specific portions of the land at certain times. The use of water resources was also regulated for different people at explicit times. Such regulations were renegotiated when unexpected events occurred, such as extreme weather conditions. Consequently, an official who thought he had the system all figured out might once again be scratching his head the following year. Such a system can be meaningful and comprehensible for the local population, but viewed through the lens of power, it seems chaotic, opaque and inaccessible.


  As with the transformation of forests into timber plantations, the first step toward seizing control of the land was to create maps and registers. However, since reality defied mapping here as well, the land was made mapable in a second step. The goal was to transform a web of complex socio-economic relationships into a uniformly structured register. Each piece of land was assigned to an owner with comprehensive rights, including sale and mortgaging. This owner could then be taxed and his piece of property was tradable on the open market.


  In towns and cities, on the other hand, the state was confronted, above all, with confined spaces and a high concentration of people who were difficult to control. For this reason, the densely complex cities of the Middle Ages were anathema to modern statesmen and generals. How easy to foment an uprising here, and how difficult it was for police and the army to penetrate! Contrary to widespread belief, centralized urban planning, which began in the Baroque period and tended toward simple geometric forms, was not just a symbolic display of absolutist power. It was one of its instruments. The chessboard pattern of many baroque cities such as Turin (Italy) or Mannheim (Germany) is similar to that of Roman garrisons. The Renaissance architect Andrea Palladio is credited with saying that there should be no main street “where armies may not easily march.”28 Karlsruhe, for example, a German city that was drawn up on the model of Versailles, is laid out in a corona of radial avenues with the palace located at the hub for optimized and centralized military control. The layout of Washington DC, designed by the military engineer Pierre Charles L’Enfant, follows a similar pattern.
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  However, as long as there were still trouble spots in the old cities, it was not enough to just build new ones. Therefore, the reconstruction of urban spaces according to military requirements became one of the major projects of the modern period, from the Baroque to Le Corbusier, Albert Speer and Ceaușescu. (Today it is often major sporting events, such as the Olympic Games or the soccer World Cup, that are used as a pretext for eliminating urban neighborhoods that are difficult to manage.) In Paris, this kind of reconstruction is linked to the name of George Eugène Haussmann. In the nineteenth century he had some of the hard-to-handle workers’ quarters—of which there were not even accurate maps—demolished and replaced with the grands boulevards. Performing this kind of “radical surgery” on the structure of a big city was the answer to a series of revolutionary uprisings that Paris had experienced from 1830 to 1848. Barricades had been erected in the streets of Paris nine times during this period, making entire quarters inaccessible to the state. The new boulevards carved out corridors through the city to allow the army quick access when needed.29 The success of this transformation was demonstrated by the suppression of the Paris Commune in 1871. Backed by the German chancellor Bismarck, the Versailles troops were able to march through the boulevards to ultimately shoot tens of thousands of Communards.30


  Power’s Gaze


  These examples show how the mapping of the world became an instrument of domination. The “disenchantment of the world” that Max Weber saw at work in modernity has one of its origins here. The “magic” so painfully missed by the romantics in an all-transparent world is actually the resistance of that world to the gaze of power.


  Power’s gaze is deadly because it permeates everything and can kill whenever it pleases. It is the drone pilot’s view from on high that can precisely locate his target and, when necessary, destroy it with the push of a button. Likewise, it is the view of the investor who strives to extract maximum return on investment from every square inch and with every tick of the clock, eliminating every crooked line, every uneven blade of grass, and every inefficient gesture.


  The gaze of power creates barrens all around, a “wasteland.” A world in which nothing remains unexposed, with no hidden corners, where everything can be seen at a glance, and where everything is utilized to maximum efficiency, starts to take on the qualities of an army barracks or a supermarket parking lot. Indeed, there are more and more places around the world that appear this way. The abject desolation that devastates cities around the globe is caused by the attempt to gain total control over all the world’s spaces.31


  However, the price for complete control is death. If I really want to find out everything about a lake, then I must pump it dry and neatly pin down all of its creatures inside a glass case. As knowledge and control are gained, the object itself begins to disappear. If anything is still left alive, then absolute control has not yet been achieved. If everything actually does die, however, there can be no control since no living being is left to be controlled. Instead of true and complete domination, there can be only the illusion of control.


  THE HUMAN MACHINE


  In order to maintain rapid growth, the Great Machine that was created in the early modern period needed to absorb ever more people into its structures. To be precise, it needed bodies: functioning bodies, whether in the army, in mining or in manufacturing; bodies that did not follow their own impulses and rhythms, but rather the external beat of the machine. First, however, it was necessary to produce such bodies. This meant breaking the mental, spiritual and physical continuum in which humans naturally live. One of the best tools for this was the army.


  Besides slavery, an army is probably the most perfect system ever conceived for subjugating human beings. It is a radical attempt to organize human interaction similar to the functions of a machine by following the mechanical principle of cause and effect, i.e. command and obedience. The ideal army is devoid of unpredictability and spontaneity, an environment with no signs of life. The army organizes people according to the model of death even before it has actually killed anyone.


  However, a considerable amount of time and physical force is required to train the spontaneity out of people. The sporadically assembled mercenary armies of early modern states lacked the means to accomplish this. Because of their economic dominance, the Dutch were the first to form and train a modern standing army in Europe. It was no coincidence that the groundbreaking Orange army reform, ca. 1600, coincided almost exactly with the founding of the Dutch East India Company (1602) and the Amsterdam Stock Exchange (1612). The aim of this reform, which drew many of its ideas from ancient Roman military writings, was to turn unorganized troops into a large machine capable of responding precisely and predictably to every command.32 To this end, daily exercises were conducted for hours, both with and without weapons; a sophisticated code for announcing and executing commands was established; and a system of punishments and rewards was meant to ensure the soldiers’ unconditional obedience. Subsequently, similar systems emerged in virtually all European countries.


  Drilling the Body


  Essential for drilling the body, draconian penalties were imposed for any kind of nonconforming behavior. In the Prussian army, for example, the infamous “running of the gauntlet” was used to punish insubordination. Stripped to the waste, the condemned man had to walk slowly through a long pathway created by several hundred soldiers on both sides. Each soldier had to strike the offender’s back with a rod, and those who did not hit hard enough risked suffering the same punishment. To prevent the man from walking through too quickly, an officer led the way with a saber pointed at his chest. If repeated, running the gauntlet often resulted in death. This punishment, which was routinely practiced in various forms by the French, Dutch and English armies as well, was based on the fustuarium, a form of execution devised by the Romans. The obvious point of this method was not only to punish the condemned, but also to make his comrades accomplices in the punitive violence. By mistreating one of their own, the soldiers subjugated themselves as well.


  There was more to military discipline, however, than just these rituals of humiliation and submission. The ultimate goal was to penetrate and harness the soldier’s entire motor system; to control every gesture and glance and integrate them into a precise cadence. In short, the aim was to penetrate the core of the body with the “microphysics of power” (Michel Foucault).


  With the rapid growth of the military, more and more European men were subjected to this synchronizing machinery. When the recruitment of volunteers could no longer meet the demand, many countries switched to forced induction. Army press gangs stormed into villages, and forcibly ripped the sons of peasants and craftsmen out of their normal lives and forced them into the army. These manhunts were played out frequently, for instance, in Prussia during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). When this instigated a mass exodus from the countryside, as well as widespread desertions, the state upped the intensity of its coercive measures.


  Ever more Europeans were exposed to a combination of military drill and grotesque punishments for even the smallest infractions. This began in the army, but later spread to schools and factories, leading to a profound change in people’s body awareness and sense of self during the modern era. The individual’s personal impulses and emotions had to be brutally suppressed. In order to become a physically compliant automaton in the hands of another, those taking orders must actively participate in the control and suppression of their own bodies. To prevent rebuke from their commander for improper conduct—perhaps an ill-advised gesture or facial expression—they must become their own personal commanding officer.


  Nonetheless, the military’s training and standardization methods were not only based on fear of punishment but also on the prospect of rewards. In order to create a more agile, faster and more intelligent army than the enemy’s, the soldiers’ motivation and ambition had to be fueled. A system that only relies on punishment tends to promote various forms of secret resistance, obstruction, sabotage, desertion or even open rebellion. Due to the additional personnel needed to keep subordinates under control, it is also costly. Military experts, like their pedagogical counterparts, soon discovered that it was far more effective to transform the one-dimensional punishment system into a two-dimensional grading system that provided rewards for desirable behavior and sanctions for unwanted behavior. This approach has the advantage of making individuals measurable and comparable, which enables the establishment of a ranking system. In this arrangement, it is not only the supervisors who compare and evaluate, but those under scrutiny are themselves also constantly aware of their position relative to others and will make efforts to be promoted, or at least to avoid demotion. Thus, those being judged become their own supervisors. The final stage of this development is reached when people have internalized this system to such an extent that they believe they are following their own choices. In reality, of course, they are just fulfilling the demands of the system.


  The School as Disciplinary Institution


  Over the centuries, the organizational features of the military became a model for many other institutions: the prison, the workhouse, the factory, sport and, last but not least, the school. The modern school system also drew on a second source, monastic schools, where rigid time management and physical discipline had already been developed in the late Middle Ages. The school combined Christian asceticism with military drills.


  As with the monastery and the army, schools were based on the principle of confinement. Selected groups were isolated from the outside world and housed in closed facilities, which they could not leave without the permission of someone in authority. Inside the school itself, the space was carefully sub-divided, with each pupil assigned his or her place, which, again, they could only leave with permission. As in the case of the modern city and the modern forest, the transparency of the space is of crucial importance here as well. Pupils must be arranged so that the teacher can see them all at a glance, and the aisles between school desks must allow quick access to each individual.


  Not only the space, but also the schedule and every single gesture were rigorously regulated. The French philosopher Michel Foucault (1926–84) describes how the bodies of students, in analogy to those of soldiers, were subjected to meticulous discipline through a system of signals:


 
    The first and principal use of the signal is to attract at once the attention of all the pupils to the teacher and to make them attentive to what he wishes to impart to them. Thus, whenever he whishes to attract the attention of the children, and to bring the exercise to an end, he will strike the signal once. Whenever a good pupil hears the noise of the signal, he will imagine that he is hearing the voice of the teacher or rather the voice of God himself calling him by his name.33




  The so-called Monitorial System of the British pedagogues Lancaster and Bell in the nineteenth century pushed mechanically organized and scheduled time to an extreme:



   8:45 entrance of the monitor, 8:52 the monitor’s summons, 8:56 entrance of the children and prayer, 9:00 the children go to their benches, 9:04 first slate, 9:08 end of dictation, 9:12 second slate, etc.34




  Every word became an order that demanded prompt obedience. As in the military, this obedience extended into the fine motor skills, where the synchronization of movement had to be absolute. No deviant gesture was tolerated:


 
    “Enter your benches”. At the word “enter,” the children bring their right hands down on the table with a resounding thud and at the same time put one leg into the bench; at the words “your benches,” they put the other leg in and sit down opposite their slates.“ Take your slates.” At the word “take,” the children, with their right hands, take hold of the string by which the slate is suspended from the nail before them, and, with their left hands, they grasp the slate in the middle; at the word “slates,” they unhook it and place it on the table.35




  The aim of this whole procedure was to create a smoothly functioning learning machine. As the “father of modern education” John Amos Comenius commented in the seventeenth century:



   As soon as we succeed in finding the proper method it will be no harder to teach school boys in any number desired than with the help of the printing press to cover a thousand sheets daily with the neatest writing. It will be as pleasant to see education carried out on my plan as to look at an automatic machine of this kind, and the process will be as free from failure as are these mechanical contrivances, when skilfully made.36
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  School based on the Monitorial System (France, 1818)


  Although some quite grotesque and brutal disciplinary methods have disappeared from schools over the last 200 years, the foundations of that system are still in place to this day. Pupils—at least those beyond primary school—may not choose to speak or move within the classroom without permission from a person of authority. They may not even go to the window on their own initiative to catch a breath of air. They may not communicate with other pupils at the same table, but only along the central axis leading to the teacher, and then, only with regard to the prescribed subjects. Even prisoners in lockup have more rights than pupils in the classroom.


  At first glance, it is surprising that this approach has endured all these years. For it has long since been established that the principle of command and obedience hinders rather than promotes learning. People learn better through curiosity than fear, and with interest rather than from externally imposed tasks whose purpose they may not grasp.37 Despite persistent criticism, however, the fundamental pillars of the school system have changed little since the nineteenth century. The curriculum is still dictated from above and applied indiscriminately to all, the course material is broken down into subjects and hours, pupils are graded, etc. At first this may not seem to make sense, but a closer look reveals the simple reason behind institutional resistance to change. From the very beginning, schools were not mainly oriented toward the learning of topics, but had a different, overriding educational goal. School was for practicing a state of mind that would later prove to be indispensable to functioning within the economic world—alienation. Instead of students following their personal interests and developing skills in the service of fulfilling human needs, school was meant to prepare them to complete interchangeable tasks while earning points in an abstract system of penalties and rewards. Practicing this alienation mode is a prerequisite for preparing people to take their place in an alienated economy.


  Therefore, people must unlearn the pursuit of their own impulses; they must accept work as the completion of tasks devised by others; and they must orient their lives to earn points that others award or deduct. Only then can they function in a global economy that reduces every work process to criteria for efficiency and utility maximization. The modern economy needs the alienated human being. It replaces curiosity and meaningful experience with payment, an abstract monetary value that is intended to compensate for work that is often senseless or grueling. It is exactly the same in school, where a grade takes the place of a fulfilling learning experience.


  The Invention of Work


  We tend to think of “work” as something as old as mankind. Did people not always have to “work” to earn a living? No doubt, they had to do something to sustain their lives, but for most of human history it was not understood as “work.” The Latin word laborare (to work) originally means “to sway under a load.” In antiquity, labor was exclusively slave labor, drudgery imposed by a foreign will, while the tasks that free people performed were not considered work.


  In communities that were subjected to neither slavery nor the market, life was marked by activities: repairing a roof truss, washing clothes, harvesting, breastfeeding children, making tools, weaving, preparing a feast day and so on. From today’s point of view, we would call some of these undertakings “work,” others “housework,” or “care work” and still others “leisure activities.” But this differentiation is a modern invention. From the point of view of a self-sufficient, self-determined community, these categories do not make any sense, as all of these activities equally serve to provide that which is necessary for life.


  When such communities were violently integrated into the Great Machine, the situation changed radically. It was now a matter of subjugating the energy and skills of people to goals that were outside their own motivation and community life. The result of this submission is what we now call “work.” Historically, it took two forms. On the periphery of the world-system, slavery and forced labor were predominant for centuries, while wage labor was prevalent in the core regions. Both forms of work aim to make the worker a useful cog in the Great Machine, and both are associated with tremendous violence, albeit in very different forms. While slavery and forced labor were dominated by naked physical violence, wage labor developed over the centuries into a system with increasingly sophisticated forms of discipline that ultimately led to workers participating in their own subjugation.


  Slavery


  From the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, European slave traders abducted about 12 million people from Africa and shipped them to the Caribbean, Brazil and the USA, where they were sold to sugar, tobacco, coffee and cotton producers. As many as 50 percent of those captured died during “death marches” from the interior of Africa to the coasts. Of those who made it that far, another 20 percent died on the ocean crossing. In many ships, the slave decks were built so low that the prone, chained-up men, women and children could not even turn over. People lay in their own excrement for days on end, and many went mad during the voyage.38


  For the trade in “black ivory”—as the Africans were called by English merchants—a number of joint-stock companies were founded on the model of the Dutch East India Company. These included the Royal African Company, the South Sea Company, the French West India Company and the Senegal Company. Shareholders included such distinguished personalities as John Locke (the “father of liberalism”), Isaac Newton, Daniel Defoe (author of Robinson Crusoe) and Jonathan Swift (author of Gulliver’s Travels).39


  As in Roman law, the European and colonial legal systems considered slaves to be objects instead of living beings. The Code noir of 1685, which the French historian Louis Sala-Molins described as “the most monstrous legal document of modern times,”40 defined slaves as movable goods (“meubles”) who were completely at the mercy of their owner’s power.41 According to this law, even small thefts were punishable by branding and lashing, and more serious cases with death. Escape was punished by cutting off the ears, severing a hamstring, and, after three escape attempts, with death.42 The Code Noir was in effect in French overseas territories—with a short interruption during the Revolution—until 1848.


  Slavery was the most radical conceivable attempt to break an individual’s cultural and social ties in order to produce an objectified human being. Those who became enslaved were torn out of their everyday lives and deported to another continent. Slave traders also made efforts to separate prisoners from others who spoke the same language. Only the slave’s pure physicality was to be transported across the Atlantic, isolated and liberated from all social and cultural connections. Nevertheless, many slaves, whether in Brazil, the Caribbean or the USA, secretly managed to continue and develop many of their cultural traditions. For example, despite prohibitions, the Candomblé religion was practiced for centuries in Brazil and played an important role in resisting the white masters.


  Slavery contributed considerably to the expansion of the monetary economy. It was a boon to cities such as Liverpool, Bristol, Bordeaux and Glasgow that rose to become rich urban centers through the triangular trade in slaves, cotton, tobacco and sugar. The Caribbean sugar plantations also provided cheap calories for European workers, who, thanks to these imports, could be kept fed on minimal wages. Alongside coal, sugar became the second decisive fuel for Manchester’s factories.43


  Wage Labor


  The emergence of wage labor in Europe was closely associated with war. Just as in ancient times, mercenaries were the first wage earners of the early modern period. The hired soldier embodies the principle of wage labor in its purest and most radical form. He kills or lets himself be killed, with money being the only motive. Ideally, he has no loyalties or commitments to a community outside the army that might hinder him in his work, making him as alienated and available as a person can be. However, when combat is over, and the flow of money dries up, the mercenary will fall into a social void. Dismissed mercenaries formed the first armies of the unemployed in history.


  Although wage labor was considered to be formally “free” because it was based on a terminable contract between employer and employee, it was nonetheless seen by large sections of the population as a form of slavery. In fact, the free choice involved was very limited. Having been forced by increasing tax burdens, enclosures and expulsions to give up the subsistence and commons-based economy, people had to accept wage labor under almost any condition s. For the poorest of the poor, wage labor was even directly organized as forced labor. In England, France, the Netherlands and Germany in the early seventeenth century, workhouses were set up to intern beggars, vagabonds, unemployed craftsmen and orphans. Life in these institutions was subject to ceaseless disciplinary terror that was intended to be a deterrent. The poor would rather sell their labor for starvation wages than risk landing in the hellish conditions of the workhouse.


  However, despite these different forms of structural and physical violence, the enforcement of wage labor and its associated system of discipline have faced considerable difficulties. Over the centuries, employers have never stopped complaining about lazy and unreliable workers. In the early phase of “proto-industrialization,” when peasants earned an extra income at home through commissioned work for merchants in the so-called “putting-out system,” work discipline could hardly be enforced. The peasants tended to work only when in urgent need of money, otherwise they preferred to pursue a life of self-determination.44


  The miserable pay was not the only reason for resistance; it was also due to wage labor being forced upon people. As long as farmers and craftsmen were producing primarily for their own consumption and local markets, their economy was working toward satisfying basic needs. This often allowed for considerable freedom in the organization of their daily routine. How and when things were done and what techniques were used was determined by individual preferences as well as cultural customs and rhythms. All of these activities were embedded in a communal life that was not determined by purely economic criteria.


  From a capitalist’s point of view, all of these customs and rhythms were barriers to investment. For him, the working person is a tool whose “subjective” and culturally influenced preferences—as in the case of slavery—must not play a role. Only the objective requirements of the market count; therefore, home-based work was not enough in the long run. Although it proved to be highly profitable for many merchants, increases in production remained limited. The work processes were still too uncontrollable and inefficient, too deeply embedded in the stubborn structures of the communities.


  Therefore, the next step was to extract the work from the home and relocate it to factories, where a supervisor could keep track of the workers’ attendance, diligence and skill, even if they were still officially independent. In the beginning, these manufactories were just a collection of workshops gathered under a single roof, and each craftsman still maintained his own workflow from start to finish. To boost productivity, however, the work processes were gradually broken down into individual steps and distributed among various workers.45 In this way, the activity was not only ripped from the fabric of the community, but also from the hands of the individual worker, degrading him to the level of an interchangeable element in a large logistical system. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries pushed this process to an extreme with the “scientific management” of Frederick Taylor, who divided and sub-divided the hand movements of factory workers into ever smaller components, in an attempt to eradicate every wasted millisecond.


  With ever more meticulous control over space, time and movement, wage labor became a disciplinary tool similar to the army and the school. People were subjected to the “tyranny of abstract time” (according to the German philosopher Robert Kurz); a dictatorship of efficiency. It was no longer the pulse of the community, the cycles of nature or the idiosyncratic rhythms of different personalities that shaped life, but the monotonous ringing of alarm clocks, time clocks and bells.46


  The complex structure of meaning in the relationships upon which community life is based was replaced by machine-like chains of command and obedience. The vanishing point of this development is a society striving exclusively for an infinite increase in the production of goods, and in the process, wiping out everything that does not serve this purpose.


  Long before the Industrial Revolution, the military, educators, manufacturers and scientists dreamed of such a thoroughly machine-organized society. But they lacked one thing to make this dream a reality—fuel.




  Chapter 8


  Moloch


  Coal Power, Total Market and Total War (1712–1918)


  Moloch whose mind is pure machinery! Moloch whose blood is running money! Moloch whose fingers are ten armies!


  ALLEN GINSBERG, HOWL


 
    I would annex the planets if I could.


  CECIL RHODES




  COAL: THE THIRD REVOLUTION OF THE METALLURGICAL COMPLEX


  The industrial use of fossil coal ushered in a new era in the history of planet Earth, which geologists call the Anthropocene. In just 200 years, the unleashing of fossil fuel energy has increased the effects of human activities by a factor of hundreds or thousands and radically transformed the planet’s crust, biosphere and atmosphere. This has not only triggered an enormous increase in the production of goods, but has also caused one of the largest mass die-offs in the Earth’s history.1 Not since the spread of cyanobacteria more than 3 billion years ago, has a single species changed the shape of the planet as profoundly as homo carbonicus. However, while cyanobacteria’s invention of photosynthesis made it possible for more complex forms of life to spread on Earth, the human-carbon culture is in the process of wiping out large portions of evolution.


  In schoolbooks, the history of the Industrial Revolution often begins with technical inventions. Above all, the steam engine is credited with the extraordinary increase in production that has been observed since the nineteenth century. However, while technical inventions were indeed of great importance, they are less the cause of economic expansion than its result. Therefore, it makes more sense to name this new age Capitalocene instead of Anthropocene, as it was not humankind as such who drove this development, but rather the dynamics of endless capital accumulation.


  After being a known source of energy since antiquity, why was it precisely in the late eighteenth century that fossil coal suddenly began to be used to an ever greater extent? Why was there a sudden wave of technical inventions that broke at exactly this time—including the steam engine, whose principle had also been known since antiquity?2 To answer these questions, we have to first set energy and technology aside and focus instead on money.


  As we have seen in previous chapters, the money economy continued to spread during the course of the early modern period. In trading houses, banks and corporations, and also among large landowners, war entrepreneurs, slave traders and manufacturers, enormous amounts of capital had accumulated that were waiting for favorable investment opportunities. Other citizens who profited from the new money economy, such as lawyers and civil servants, were also willing to invest their savings. In some institutions, capital accumulation was quasi-automatic, for example, in public limited companies and banks. However, even where institutional automatism did not yet exist, a capitalist culture had developed in which the restless pursuit of profit and permanent reinvestment were no longer considered to be disreputable, but, on the contrary, as the epitome of virtue. States also gave top priority to promoting capital accumulation in order not to fall behind in the global military-economic competition.


  Money does not actually increase by itself, even if it sometimes seems to. Over time, to augment financial value, there must be an expansion in the production of goods and services. Furthermore, in order to achieve a reasonably stable profit rate on investments, it is even necessary for output to grow exponentially. At first, this may sound paradoxical, but there is a simple mathematical reason. After every successful investment cycle, there will be more money in the system, which, in turn, will be further reinvested. For example, if I invest $1000 today that generates a return of 10 percent, after a year, I will have $1100. This will be reinvested again to gain another 10 percent return on this higher amount. This mathematical series is called compound interest. In the beginning, the slight exponential increase seems modest, but after 10 years, if the yield is maintained, I will have over $2500. After 50 years it will be $117,000; and after 100 years over 12 million dollars. This is, of course, only a model with an arbitrarily chosen yield. In reality, it is usually not the entire profit that is reinvested, and inflation or an economic downturn can lower the profit rate. Nonetheless, the principle of this arithmetic forms the foundational logic for the modern expanding economy. Incidentally, it is not exclusively restricted to money lending, as some interest rate critics think, but it applies to every economic activity that is based on a permanent cycle of profit-making and reinvestment. This simple arithmetic is the decisive reason why capitalist societies tend to produce exponential economic growth. Without it, they fall into serious crises. In order to expand production, however, work must be done, and energy must be expended.


  For as long as the energy available to the system was restricted to wood, water, wind and muscle power (either human or animal), such expansion ran up against natural limits. By the end of the eighteenth century, in the leading economic centers of the Netherlands, England and France, the profitable energy potential had been tapped out. Men, women, children, vagabonds and prisoners were coerced to work through the use of both physical and structural violence. By accelerating the division of labor and mechanization, more output from each working hour was extracted. Livestock were not only used in fields, but also in mills and water-pumping systems. Holland was littered with windmills, and water power was used extensively in England.


  Wood presented a special kind of bottleneck, since furnaces for metal production relied on burning charcoal. Here, neither water, wind, cattle nor humans could replace wood as a raw material. Metal production, in turn, was of vital importance for the core functions of the modern world-system. As long as silver and gold formed the basis of currencies, the expansion of the monetary economy and the maintenance of large armies would be impossible without precious metals. Iron, copper and tin were the most important mineral resources for the armaments industry. The expanding metallurgical-military complex swallowed up ever larger quantities of wood and, as a result of this dynamic growth, increasingly brushed up against ecological, social and financial limits. Consequently, prices for wood and charcoal soared. The German economist Werner Sombart even considered the fuel limits that were approaching around the end of the eighteenth century as “the impending end of capitalism,” which could only be prevented by switching to hard coal.3


  Black coal had been known as a fuel since ancient times, but until the Industrial Revolution it was mined only in relatively small quantities and mostly for local use. So much energy was necessary to mine the coal in deep seams and then transport it, that it was barely worth the effort. By the sixteenth century, fossil coal was being used more extensively in England, for instance, for heating buildings. However, technical and financial limits to the depth of exploration and transport remained. Pumping water out of the pits also posed a major problem, since it consumed more energy than that which could be extracted from the coal itself, even at relatively shallow depths.


  With the rise in charcoal prices and the simultaneous increase in energy demand, pressure mounted to find a solution to these technical problems. This led to the development of new machines by enterprising inventors who hoped to make a lot of money from their patents. In 1712, the first commercially viable steam engine, developed by Thomas Newcomen, began operation in a coal mine in northern England. The highlight of this machine was that it ran on the coal from the mine itself and thus became part of a positive feedback cycle. The more coal that was mined, the more water that could be pumped out, and consequently, the more coal that could be mined.


  However, there was still another hurdle blocking the large-scale use of fossil coal. Unlike wood, coal is concentrated in only a relatively few locations, which poses a need for transport over long distances to smelting works or other production sites. This too costs both energy and money and, over long hauls, was not worthwhile. The solution was provided by an invention that had been developed within the mining industry itself—the railway. Again, the key to its success was that it was powered by the coal it transported. The more coal that was mined, the more coal that could be transported. And with the conversion of blast furnaces from charcoal to hard coal coke, more steel could be produced with the transported coal. This, in turn, allowed for more rails, locomotives and wagons to be produced, with which still more coal could be transported. The coal-iron cycle was a system of several interconnected positive feedback loops. The eventual transport of passengers by rail was initially only an unintended side effect.


  The combination of this cycle with the equally self-reinforcing system of endless capital accumulation was precisely the explosive mixture that catapulted the Earth into the Capitalocene and has left us today with a systemic crisis of planetary proportions. Together, capital accumulation and fossil energy form a kind of symbiotic double star system—a nova.4 Only the accumulation of large amounts of capital could finance the enormous investments needed to open new mines, build steel mills and railway lines; on the other hand, it was only fossil energy that could enable the exponential expansion of production necessary for permanently profitable investments and the continued accumulation of capital. The solar energy that had been stored up in coal for millions of years allowed the economic system to surge past the natural limits it had reached—at least for the time being.


  One could describe the consequences of this volatile combination not only metaphorically as similar to the explosion of a nova. If we imagine the Earth’s history for the last 200 years as a time-lapse film, then, viewed from outer space, we would see the image of a violent detonation. Starting off in Europe, individual points expand slowly at first, then ever more rapidly, enveloping everything around them. Some of these points also grow upwards to create “global cities,” while others bore down to create lunar-like craters (huge open-pit mines). The epicenters then become interconnected by an ever denser network of pathways. In the second half of the film, the points and connecting lines all light up. Jumping forward by a few decades, the Earth would consist only of luminous centers and extinct craters. In the end, however, the centers will also burn out.


  Coal Fuels the Vision of a Mechanistic Society


  The mechanists of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries had dreamed of a machine world, and it was coal that finally provided the energy to turn this vision into a reality. What actually happened in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, surpassed even the wildest dreams of radical mechanists. Like Charlie Chaplin in the famous assembly line scene from the film Modern Times, people actually became cogs in the workings of a global Megamachine. The logic of exponential money multiplication merged with the sheer inexhaustible combustive power of coal. The historian Fernand Braudel once calculated that before the Industrial Revolution, Europe’s energy capacity was around 13 gigawatts (primarily from animal labor, wood and watermills).5 Today, in the EU there are more than 1500 gigawatts, greater than a hundredfold increase, with around 85 percent of it produced by fossil fuels. Energy consumption per capita has increased by a factor of 20 over this period.


  Capitalists and many socialists have struggled for a long time to improve and expand this machine and to redistribute the goods it produces in one direction or the other. Today, in view of the life-threatening ecological crises, however, we are faced with a completely different question, namely, whether and how we can stop this machine before it devastates most of the planet. It is not, as is often believed, just a question of exchanging energy sources. While quickly abandoning coal and oil is surely indispensable to achieving a sustainable society, it remains more than questionable whether a sufficiently rapid withdrawal is at all possible under the conditions of endless capital accumulation; for a continually growing system tends to need more and more energy, not less.6 But even if a complete switch to renewable energies were possible in the near future, a solar-powered Megamachine would still plunder the last fishing grounds, the last fertile soils, the last forests, the last ore mines and even the last grains of sand on the beach. The mathematical formula for money multiplication would still have to be satisfied. Consequently, we have to talk about more than just the exchange of individual components. It is about the entire machine.


  THE TOTAL MARKET


  For the machine to function, work must be done. In the nineteenth century, mechanization and machinization did not save on human labor, but instead led to an enormous increase in the need for a freely available work force. People were reluctant, however, to voluntarily become part of this machinery and make themselves available at any given place for any purpose. As we shall see, a labor market had to be created, and this was done by force.


  Industrial production, driven by fossil fuels and the dynamics of capital accumulation, not only needed a market for its output, but also a market for its input of raw materials, machinery, money and, above all, human labor. Creating labor markets involved nothing less than turning human beings into commodities. Although widely accepted as normal today, such markets were considered quite monstrous at the beginning of industrialization. People had to be available for input at any time, like a bale of cotton or a wagon full of coal. In his seminal book The Great Transformation, Karl Polanyi described how the commodification of human beings resulted in the demolition of society.7 As a commodity to be freely traded, people had to be completely at the market’s disposal, without ties to places, other people or cultures that might restrict their availability.8


  In order for large investments in machinery to pay off, it had to be operated continuously, which meant that the supporting supply of manpower could not be allowed to fall off. However, as long as people could still choose for themselves whether to work in a factory or mine, or instead, to live off the fruits of their own land, the supply of manpower could not be guaranteed. It turned out that if people were given the choice, they preferred a subsistent, self-determined existence, even if they could make more money through factory work. Many even preferred living as homeless vagabonds to becoming “wage slaves.”9 In order to propel industrial production, people had to be deprived of this option and forced to be available to the market. The two methods used to accomplish this were the application of direct physical violence, such as slavery and forced labor, and the structural violence of the “free labor market.”


  Contrary to conventional wisdom, labor markets are not “natural” institutions. They do not form by themselves, but are made. A classic example is the creation of the national labor market in Britain, the pioneer of industrial production. As we have seen in Chapter 6, starting in the sixteenth century, large parts of the rural population were deprived of their subsistence opportunities, forced out by enclosures and compelled to sell their labor, usually on very unfavorable terms; the only other options being begging and stealing. To prevent escalating social unrest, the British state created various forms of support for the poor, including, in 1795, a minimum income. At the same time, employers continued to complain about the poor’s lack of will to work. Even when enough workers were available, their motivation and productivity were dismal. Against this backdrop, voices were raised to withdraw state support in order to increase their willingness to work. The British doctor Joseph Townsend made this very clear in his influential essay on the Poor Laws:



   Hunger will tame the fiercest animals, it will teach decency and civility, obedience and subjugation. It is only hunger which can spur and goad them on to labor. Yet our laws have said, they shall never hunger. The laws, it must be confessed, have likewise said that they shall be compelled to work. But then legal constraint is attended with too much trouble, violence, and noise; creates ill will, and never can be productive of good and acceptable service: whereas hunger is not only a peaceable, silent, unremitted pressure, but is the most natural motive to industry and labor.10




  With hunger and death looming in the background, workers were now to be disciplined by the “free market,” instead of by operatives of the state. This was a cheaper and more effective solution that made for much less “trouble, violence, and noise.” Already popular in the liberal camp, these ideas found expression in 1834 through the infamous New Poor Law, which largely did away with support for the poor. The result was the most massive wave of impoverishment in British history, which was described in detail by the French writer Flora Tristan, by Charles Dickens in his novel Oliver Twist and in the writings of Friedrich Engels, among others. During the unprecedented economic boom of the following decades, the hunger of millions of people became an everyday phenomenon. Slums spread in the big cities. A government commissioner described the dwellings of the poor, where ten people often lived in a single room, as “generally, as regards dirt, damp and decay, such as no person would stable his horse in.”11 Without changing a word, many of these descriptions can be applied to today’s slums in Mumbai, Manila or Nairobi. Like their successors in Lagos and Lima today, the slum dwellers of London and Manchester did not suffer from general impoverishment and scarcity, but were victims of an unprecedented increase in wealth in the overall system.


  Women were exposed to poverty and humiliation in even more extreme ways than men. To escape starvation, the only option left for hundreds of thousands was prostitution. Flora Tristan, who traveled through England as a journalist in 1839, speaks of 80,000 to 100,000 prostitutes in London alone, of whom more than 15,000 “grow sickly and die a leper’s death in total abandonment” every year. There were thousands of child prostitutes between the ages of 10 and 15.12 By threatening death, the “free market” subjected not only factory workers (many of whom were also women) to the regime of machine production; it also condemned women and girls to men’s (sexual) power of disposal according to the laws of supply and demand.


  Uprooting, Social Trauma and Resistance


  The physical misery generated by the unleashing of the total market was only one part of the disaster. The radical uprooting and social disorganization caused by the creation of “free labor markets” was at least as painful. In nineteenth-century Europe—as later in the Global South—people had to separate from their families and cultural roots to sell their physical labor in the anonymity of newly sprouted industrial cities. There was no security or protection whatsoever against either illness or unemployment. The individual was degraded to being a mere object; a production factor; a replaceable cog in a monstrous economic machine. This uprooting has continued all across the planet ever since.


  In the long run, it is impossible for people to live in a social and cultural void, and wherever possible they will create new meaningful relationships and social structures. In this sense, the labor movements that emerged in the nineteenth century did far more than just represent the interests of specific economic groups. They were also a response to social uprooting. Trade unions, associations (together with the important club houses), cooperatives and workers’ choirs were organizations that offered something akin to a new home, an identity. Instead of atomized individuals competing in the economic arena, there was a form of solidarity, collective decision-making and often internal democracy. When “outside,” within the zone of the unbridled economy, one was subject to bourgeois value norms, which were based above all on property, income, formal education and competition; when “inside” self-created structures, however, it was possible for workers to develop their own values, language and alternative concepts of education—their own culture.13 Now, the workers’ trauma of being reduced to an object could be offset by an experience of self-efficacy.


  At first, large segments of the workers’ movement were not just about securing better wages and working conditions within the system. They also saw themselves as part of a much more fundamental opposition. Many rejected the principle of wage labor out of hand because it destroyed the economic independence of households and their self-organization, leaving workers completely at the mercy of large corporations. The Lowell Mill Girls, for example, an organization of US textile workers who popularized the term “wage slavery,” declared in the 1830s:



   When you sell your product, you retain your person. But when you sell your labor, you sell yourself, losing the rights of free men and becoming vassals of mammoth establishments of a monied aristocracy that threatens annihilation to anyone who questions their right to enslave and oppress. Those who work in the mills ought to own them, not have the status of machines ruled by private despots who are entrenching monarchic principles on democratic soil as they drive downwards freedom and rights, civilization, health, morals and intellectuality in the new commercial feudalism.14




  In Europe as well, there was massive resistance to the degradation and subjugation of workers. In England in the 1810s, for instance, the Luddites stormed textile factories and destroyed machines. Later, they were labeled reactionary enemies of technology by leaders of the labor movement, but in fact, that was not their primary concern. The Luddites did not fight against technical innovations per se, but struggled for the preservation of traditional craftsmen’s rights and fixed prices. In short, they opposed the logic of the total market.15 In a brutal response, the “liberal” state deployed a large army contingent against the Luddites. The destruction of machines (“sabotage”) was declared a capital crime, and dozens of Luddites were sentenced to death in show trials. Once again, the “free market” had to assert itself through the use of massive physical force.


  The Invention of the Nation


  The great uprooting associated with industrialization, and the cultural vacuum resulting from it, led not only to the emergence of labor movements and labor cultures, but also to another movement that ultimately turned out to be disastrous—nationalism. As the historian Benedict Anderson put it, the nation is an “imagined community.”16 No Frenchman or Briton ever really gets to know all of his 65 million compatriots; no US citizen can ever meet all the other 320 million other Americans; and no Indian can ever become acquainted with the entire population of 1.2 billion Indians. Yet, even today, many still believe that they belong to a large community of French, German, British, Indian or US citizens; to a community united in sharing the same fate—even if they might be tricked and cheated every day by some of their compatriots. For many people, the abstract concept of the nation substitutes for a genuine, naturally-evolved community, with genuine participation and solidarity. This illusion has been instrumentalized to a great extent in order to divert attention from social conflicts and to mobilize people for the purposes of the Great Machine, even to the point of war.


  The term “nation” has been broadly interpreted at different times to mean very different things. In the early days of the French Revolution, it meant a society of citizens with equal rights. The idea of the nation was based on demands for freedom, equality and fraternity; it was to be egalitarian and, in principle, open to everyone. The notion of an ethnically and linguistically uniform “national community” that distinguished itself from others had not yet been established.17 Traces of this revolutionary concept can also be found in the 1848 Revolution, when democratic hopes, especially in Germany and Italy, were projected onto the idea of founding a consolidated nation that would put an end to small-state rule by despots. But in the 1820s, the German poet Heinrich Heine had already come to the realization that the demand for a unified nation that was inspired by social revolution was increasingly overshadowed by “Teutomania,” xenophobia and anti-Semitism.18


  Thus began the major reinterpretation of the nation as an idea. From a concept that demanded equal rights for all, it transformed into a paradigm that excluded certain groups.19 The notion of an ethnically and linguistically uniform community that was to merge with the state was especially popular within the petty-bourgeois milieu and with government employees, such as teachers. For a long time, it remained alien to workers and peasants, as their experience was not marked by the antagonism between different “peoples,” but much more by their daily conflicts with landlords and employers.20 The moneyed bourgeoisie and aristocrats had traditionally taken an inter-national view, since their investments and connections were spread halfway across the globe.21 Over time, however, they were to discover that it could be very useful to promote nationalism and turn it into a state ideology.


  The concept of the nation as a family-like community has since become very useful to ruling classes, because it diverts attention away from the struggles for justice and genuine participation that run across all societies. It suggests a unified population in which factory owners and workers, war ministers and soldiers all work together for a higher common purpose. It conveys to the lonely and dejected that they are actually part of a great common project—the establishment of a glorious nation, a kind of superfamily. It also promises that some of the splendor of the nation will trickle down onto the desolate life of the individual. Nationalism became a useful tool for maneuvering considerable portions of the populace that were critical of the system, including those from the working class, toward an illusion that helped stabilize the system and ultimately proved suicidal.


  In order to achieve this, the idea of the nation had to be gradually stripped of its social-revolutionary content. Class differences had to be shoved into the shadows, and the commonalities of “the people” highlighted. The rapidly expanding mass media made important contributions to this end. More importantly, however, schools, the military and universities became institutions for indoctrinating people with the concept of the nation. A case in point is the 1914 Declaration by University Teachers of the German Reich. Almost the entire German professor-ship proclaimed that “the spirit that infuses the German army is none other than that of the German people. They are one and the same, and we are part of it.”22 Identification symbols were deliberately created through flags and hymns, resulting in the staging of a quasi-religious cult. Historiography constructed national histories spanning thousands of years, in which old Teutons became “Germans,” Gauls “the French” and Anglo-Saxons “Englishmen.” In doing so, it spawned national myths and “invented traditions” (Eric Hobsbawm) that were intended to legitimize the artificial edifice of the nation state as something that had evolved naturally. Racism was given a scientific gloss in the form of biological research, fostering the phantom of a “pure,” ethnically homogeneous, national community.


  On closer inspection, the fact that this strategy could, at least partly, succeed was an astonishing sleight of hand. Throughout the early modern period and well into the nineteenth century, the state was a thoroughly hostile institution for the majority of European populations (not to mention colonized peoples in conquered lands). It collected taxes by force; it swallowed up men for the military apparatus; it enforced debt collection; and it subjugated the poor to draconian laws.23 How, then, was it possible that, at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, large masses of people were so enthusiastic about the state that they were willing to go to war for the nation and the fatherland, to kill or be killed?


  It is not very surprising that a certain number of civil servants and other beneficiaries of the new system willingly embraced the national myths. Workers, on the other hand, did not buy the propaganda so easily. Their experience was that the state acted primarily as an extension of the employer and worked on behalf of his interests, and for them to identify with these goals was simply not to be expected. This situation only changed when governments began to gradually meet some of the workers’ demands: for shortened working hours, the right to vote, health and safety measures, and social insurance.


  With these steps, there was a partial merging of both the state’s and the labor force’s interests. The state took care of “its” workers with protectionist measures against other workers. This enabled the national ideology to find fertile ground in certain segments of the working class. It was a double movement of the total market that set the national trap and ultimately made the Great War and the mass movement of fascism possible. On the one hand, the radical uprooting of workers created a social and cultural vacuum that was only partially filled by emancipatory workers’ organizations. On the other hand, to those who were uprooted, the pseudo-community of the nation came across as a savior—in a material sense as a kind of rudimentary welfare state, and conceptually with a vision of “the people” as a unified, collective body.


  THE GREAT EXPANSION


  The epoch from 1815 (the end of the Napoleonic wars) to 1914 is often described as “The Hundred Years’ Peace” or “Pax Britannica,” a peace brought about chiefly by the triumph of liberalism and free trade. It is true that the number of wars between major European powers decreased compared to previous centuries. It is also true that certain elements of high finance had a (temporary) interest in avoiding wars that would have interrupted the free movement of goods and money. However, with regard to most of the world’s population at the time, it is absurd to apply the term “peace” or even “relative peace.” During this period, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century, practically the entire planet was overrun by the the European money and war machinery, entire peoples were exterminated and countless cultures destroyed.


  In order to survive, the Great Machine must internally expand and deepen its monetary economy (“internal colonization”), while externally, it must integrate new territories and their inhabitants into its structures.24 Such expansion has come in waves since the emergence of the system in the early modern era. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, North and South America, including the Caribbean, were incorporated; the Dutch and English East India companies established colonies on the coasts of India and Indonesia, while slave traders set up business on the west coast of Africa. In the late eighteenth century, another wave of expansion began: India and Southeast Asia (reaching to their interiors), Africa (first the West, then the entire continent), the Ottoman Empire (what we now call the Middle East) and Australia were all integrated into the system as peripheral areas. China was able to resist this process for a relatively long period and avoid formal colonization. From the middle of the nineteenth century, however, it was also integrated into the periphery through several wars. The periphery would later be referred to as the “third world.”25


  “Civilization”: The New Missionary Project


  The expansion of the West has always been accompanied by a civilizing mission to legitimize the massive violence employed, for both the perpetrators and the general public. The Christian mission had been fulfilling this function for centuries, and with a new wave of expansions, the nineteenth century experienced a veritable boom in missionary activities. Even though individual missionaries occasionally opposed the extermination of indigenous populations, on the whole, they contributed significantly to preparing the ground for military and economic occupation. In some cases, missionaries not only paved the way ideologically, but they were also economic actors. For instance, the Livingstonia Central Africa Company (later renamed African Lakes Corporation), which played an important role in the colonization of Central Africa, was first established to support missions in the region. Missionaries and traders often combined both functions, or worked hand in hand in partnership. Sometimes the missionaries even operated as military shock troops and established their own state authority. One example is the colonization of Tahiti by the London Missionary Society, founded in 1795. After an initial wave of only lightly armed missionaries was warmly received by the Tahitian people, but hardly made any converts, the Society reverted to other methods. They turned one of the clan leaders into an alcoholic, supplied him with weapons and drove him into warring against the other islanders. Once all the inhabitants were forcibly converted, the missionaries set up a veritable regime of terror on the island with the help of a newly created mission police force. Even seemingly harmless expressions of island culture, such as singing (with the exception of church songs), dancing or bathing in the sea, were strictly forbidden. For dancing, the punishment was several years of forced road construction, and the practice of their indigenous religion was punishable by death. In order to destroy the economic independence of the Tahitians, the missionaries had the breadfruit trees cut down, which also deprived the population of its main food source. By 1850, the Society had largely eradicated the islanders’ independence and culture. James Cook, who had already visited the island in 1769, was to be right with his remark: “It would have been far better for these poor people never to have known us.”26


  Since the late eighteenth century, the Christian mission project had been supplemented and overlaid by a secularized variant: the good news brought by “civilization.” Enlightened missionaries claimed that it was not only the West’s religion that made it superior to all others, but also its civilized customs along with a superiority in morals, science, economy, administration and technology. In 1798 Napoleon addressed his troops on their way to Egypt, “Soldiers, you are undertaking a conquest with incalculable consequences for civilization.”27 The motto of the British missionary David Livingstone was “Christianity, commerce, and civilization.”28


  The gospel of civilization was inextricably bound together with racism, which was cultivated not only by politicians but also by many of the most venerable scientists of the day. The British mining entrepreneur and chief architect of the British colonial empire in Africa, Cecil Rhodes, had no qualms about linking this racism to concepts of progress and the civilizing mission: “I contend that we are the first race in the world, and that the more of the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race. If there be a God, I think that what he would like me to do is paint as much of the map of Africa in British red as possible.”29


  Racism is not some sort of natural phenomenon that arises out of a general fear of strangers. It is man-made and meant to fulfill a specific function in the modern world-system. As the populations of Africa, the Americas and Asia were forcibly integrated into the global economy, a justification was needed for these people to be subjected to such monstrous disenfranchisement and exploitation. At first, it was the supposedly superior Christian religion that served this purpose. Then, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, an extensive literature developed that divided people into a hierarchy of different “races,” with whites in the top position. Voltaire, for example, compared the blacks with monkeys, and the German philosopher Immanuel Kant claimed, “Humanity is at its greatest perfection in the race of the whites.” The Indians and blacks, on the other hand, were, according to Kant, “lower, and the lowest are a part of the (Native) American people.”30 Similar expressions came from Hegel, Hume, Darwin and many other luminaries of Western philosophy and science. By the eighteenth century, researchers were measuring people’s skulls in order to demonstrate that blacks were less intelligent than whites and thus predestined for menial work. These studies, which were to become the origins of biological anthropology as a scientific discipline, were later continued by the Nazis for their own purposes.


  Racism cannot be dismissed as just an aberration of modernity. It is an integral and indispensable component of the Megamachine, and to this day it serves to legitimize the extreme inequalities, without which the modern world-system cannot function. The migration regime is a case in point. Every year, thousands of people from Africa and the Middle East flee homes that have been destroyed by war, poverty and climate chaos, only to die on the borders of “Fortress Europe.” Europeans, on the other hand, can travel effortlessly to any country in the world. The same type of Apartheid system applies to those who flee from Central American countries that have been devastated by US interventions for decades. Their search for refuge is met with racist propaganda and a highly militarized border between Mexico and the US. These forms of structural racism are deeply rooted in our institutions.


  The Devastation of Africa


  As before in the Americas, the colonization of Africa provided an excellent opportunity for combining mission (either religious or secular) and business interests. Founded by Rhodes in 1889, the British South Africa Company was granted a license by the Crown to mine gold, copper (chiefly for the electrification of Europe) and diamonds in southern Africa. In support of this effort, a private army was assembled with which to establish rule over an area that was later named “Rhodesia.” Standing between Rhodes and those mineral resources, however, were several hundred thousand local inhabitants who clearly did not agree that it would be best for the world if the English owned everything. In 1893, the Ndebele rose up with about 100,000 men to oppose the company’s army. Cecil Rhodes would have undoubtedly deemed it a sign of his superior race and civilization that the British were able to deploy weapons against which the Ndebele were helpless—machine guns.


  The machine gun, developed in 1885 by the British inventor Hiram Maxim, fired 500 rounds per minute, and had its first large-scale application during the two Matabele Wars. With less than 2000 men, Rhodes’s army was able to crush the resistance, killing a total of 60,000 Ndebele during the two wars. The British, on the other hand, lost only about 500 men, most of whom were local mercenaries. The extreme asymmetry is reminiscent of the Conquista massacres or the Battle of Frankenhausen during the German Peasant War. In each case, the insurgents were powerless against the new weapons of the metallurgical complex. The term Matabele “War” is a euphemism for a genocide that belongs to a long dark line of many forgotten, repressed and covered-up genocides in Africa, including the Herero genocide perpetrated in German Southwest Africa (present-day Namibia) by German colonial rulers.31


  Thanks to South African copper, the people in London and other European capitals, who had never or only cursorily been informed about these events, enjoyed their newly installed electric lights. They had no idea that the same machine guns that cleared the way to African copper would be turned against them in just a few years.
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  The Belle Époque and the Extermination of the Other


  The decades before the outbreak of the First World War were later referred to as the “Belle Époque” and described as a carefree and pleasure-filled era. However, while corks were popping in the Moulin Rouge, the Savoy and the Adlon Hotel, and marveling visitors were strolling through world exhibitions in Brussels, Paris or Milan, other parts of the world were sinking into barbarity, set in motion by the very European capitals that claimed to be the epitome of progress and civilization. In 1884, Leopold of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, King of Belgium, laid claim to an area in Central Africa as his private property. The “Congo Free State” was about 20 times larger than Belgium, and all of its inhabitants, mineral resources, fauna and flora were now completely at the king’s disposal.


  Leopold’s presumptions regarding property seemed extreme, crazy and barbaric, especially to the Congolese. Nonetheless, the Western governments at the Berlin Congo Conference of 1884, who divided up Africa among themselves, found Leopold’s claim quite reasonable and expressed unanimous approval. Perhaps a little extravagant, it was broadly in line with a long tradition of ownership of entire countries and their populations by private individuals and corporations.


  The Belgians were interested in two things: copper and rubber. Rubber experienced a tremendous boom due to electrification, the advent of the bicycle industry and later the automobile industry and was primarily used for tires and insulation. Leopold subjected the Congolese to forced labor in rubber extraction and mining. Rubber production quotas were imposed on every village, and to ensure punctual delivery, the military took women hostage. If the required amounts were not delivered on time, the women were shot. Unimaginably, 10 million people were killed by shootings, inhumane working conditions, imprisonment and evictions.32


  The horrors of Belgian rule became widely known thanks to the tireless work of journalist Edmund Morel, who launched the first international human rights campaign in history. The American writer Mark Twain also wrote extensively about the atrocities.33 Regardless, not a single one of the mass murderers was ever brought to justice. The only consequence for Leopold was that he was forced to sell the Congo to the Belgian state in 1908—as if the country and its inhabitants were a sack of flour. The Société générale de Belgique, the largest metallurgical corporation in Belgium, had been a key player in looting the natural resources and committing genocide. After the end of the “Free State,” the company continued to conduct business unhindered until merging with the multinational Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux in 2003. This corporation subsequently merged with Gaz de France in 2008 to become the world’s second largest energy group.


  India: The Invention of the Third World


  The physical violence of war and forced labor was only one way to conscript new territories and their inhabitants into the expanding system. An equally important instrument, closely associated with physical violence, was the structural violence of the market. A case in point is the incorporation of the Indian subcontinent into the world economy.


  From the mid-eighteenth century on, India had been ruled by the British East India Company, a private state-like entity owned by the company’s shareholders. After a rebellion by the company’s mercenaries (some 200,000 soldiers), which turned into a dangerous anti-colonial revolt, the British government withdrew administrative and military rights from the corporation in 1858. India was now directly subordinated to the British Crown as a colony, with a viceroy administering rule from Calcutta. Under the direct control of the Crown, Indian agriculture was monetarized at an accelerated pace and integrated into the world market. The means for accomplishing this were familiar. Most importantly, taxes were collected in currency instead of in-kind to force farmers to abandon subsistence production methods and produce for the market instead. Furthermore, peasants were driven into debt bondage, a principle known since ancient times and perfected in colonial times. Small farmers would receive advance payments, which then committed them to deliver a certain quantity at a certain time. If unable to fulfill the contract (due to drought, illness or other reasons), they were subjected to life-long debt bondage, which in some cases was even passed on to their descendants “in perpetuity.”34 The consequence of the forced market integration for the peasants was a creeping disintegration of community-based economic solidarity. This was felt especially at the village level with a widening of the gap between rich landowners and simple peasants, who became increasingly indebted after crop failures and eventually lost their land and freedom.


  Meanwhile, financed by taxes from Indian peasants, the British built an extensive rail network across the subcontinent, which made it possible to bring raw materials and agricultural products quickly and cheaply to ports, and thus to the world market. The colonial rulers also touted the railway network as a means of quickly bringing aid to affected areas in the event of famine. When the Great Famine did come, however, the railway in conjunction with the “free market” brought nothing but tragedy and disaster.


  In the years 1876–8 and 1896–1902, hunger epidemics of unprecedented proportions swept through India and other parts of the world, including China, Brazil and South East Africa. According to various calculations, between 12 and 30 million people died in India alone.35 As is so often the case with famine, the simplest and most convenient explanation was the weather. While insufficient monsoon rainfall did play a major role, the extent of the tragedy, according to sociologist Mike Davis in his book Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño Famines and the Making of the Third World, was actually caused by the combination of weather events, market logic and state repression.


  During the famine years, a weather pattern was observed over the Pacific Ocean that is known today as “El Niño.” This phenomenon, which affects large parts of the Earth’s entire climate, leads to severe drought in India, northern China and the Amazon, while causing intense precipitation along the west coast of South America. While the Niños of 1876–8 and 1896–1902 were particularly severe, people did not die in such large numbers solely because there was not enough food. From 1877 to 1878, during the worst years of famine, India actually exported 320,000 tons of wheat to Europe.36 Many grain stores were full, as traders speculated on the rapidly rising prices, while people were left to starve to death in front of silos that were held under strict militarily guard.37 Drawn by the magnetism of purchasing power, the railways did not transport the grain to the starving, but hauled it off to the world market.


  The dire situation led to increased appeals for Viceroy Lord Lytton to intervene in the market on behalf of the millions facing death. But Lytton insisted on the “prohibition of interference in private trade.” Any intervention in favor of the hungry would only distort the infallible balance of the self-regulating market.38 The Anti-Charitable Contributions Act of 1877 even forbade private donations under threat of imprisonment.39 Lytton also roundly rejected the Indians’ urgent requests to suspend tax collection in the hard-hit areas. After all, he needed the money for a military campaign in Afghanistan. To pay the taxes, the highly indebted, starving peasants had to sell the last of their cattle, which usually amounted to a death sentence. Countless people died because they lacked the two cents a day on which to survive, while in London the tills of the wheat merchants were ringing. Local creditors and big landowners were happy to take possession of forfeited livestock and land from the dying. The only “relief measure” the British undertook was to set up labor camps in which completely emaciated workers were given the most backbreaking physical labor and a totally inadequate diet. Although British health officials warned that people were facing certain death under the camp conditions, the administration neither increased rations nor reduced the workload. The combination of heavy labor and chronic malnutrition eventually turned the labor camps into death camps.40
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  What the British did in India was far worse than the mismanagement of a crisis, it was another case of genocide. Nonetheless, historiography still fails to acknowledge this fact, just as it ignores the 57,000 people across the planet who in our times are starving to death every day, although more than enough food is produced. This is because these people are not murdered by volleys of gunfire, but by an economic system that is considered to be an incarnation of nature itself.41 The fact that this system could only be maintained by massive physical violence during the Great Famine shows just how un-natural it actually is. Without the police operations against rebellious starving people who attacked the granaries, the “free market” would have collapsed. How could it be otherwise? How could a social system that extracts obscene wealth and produces deadly misery in such close proximity be maintained without violence?


  The Great Famine also reveals a particularly dangerous characteristic of global agricultural markets: they strongly couple weather events with prices clear across the globe. “Suddenly the price of wheat in Liverpool,” writes Mike Davis, “and the rainfall in Madras were variables in one and the same vast equation of human survival.”42 As a result, starvation was occurring not only where there were crop failures, but was also being spread epidemically through the mechanism of rising prices. As peasants were forced by colonial governments to produce cash crops such as cotton for the world market instead of food they could live on, they could no longer afford to eat if wheat and rice prices rose too sharply. In today’s era of climate chaos, when even more massive and extreme weather conditions are to be expected than the El Niño events of the nineteenth century, the globalized agricultural market may prove to be a deadly trap. Survival in the twenty-first century can only be ensured by prioritizing food sovereignity over the logic of the market.


  The Destruction of China by Western Colonial Powers


  China’s integration into the modern world-system played out differently than in India, but it was no less brutal. As the sociologist Giovanni Arrighi explains, over centuries, China had developed a “non-capitalist market economy” based, unlike the economies of the West, on the separation of state and capital.43 In this way, the “Middle Kingdom” had become the most prosperous country on Earth. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, as European expansion continued to penetrate East Asia, the chronic trade deficit with China was a thorn in the side of the British. To compensate, they attempted to export opium from British India to China. At the time, the British East India Company was not only the world’s largest corporation, but also the world’s largest drug dealer, smuggling huge quantities of opium into southern China’s Guangzhou Province (Canton). However, the Chinese government resisted the illegal trade, just as they had successfully resisted both colonization and creeping integration into the capitalist world market. Foreign traders were subject to considerable restrictions, as were missionaries. To pry open China, the British government ultimately resorted to methods that would plunge the country into chaos and impoverishment and contributed to one of the greatest tragedies in human history. As is so often the case when the victims of a major crime are not Europeans, there are little or no historical accounts of it to be found in our textbooks and travel guides.


  British traders in the nineteenth century used South Chinese secret societies, the so-called triads, as opium distributors and built them up into powerful mafia-like organizations that profoundly destabilized Chinese society over the next hundred years. In addition to the East India Company, a central role was played by Jardine, Matheson & Co., which today is a multi-billion-dollar global corporation, headquartered in the British tax haven of Bermuda.44 Later, the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC), which is currently the second largest bank in the world, also became a central player. The cornerstone for the wealth of these corporations was laid by organized crime. Together with the governments of Great Britain and France, later also the USA and Japan, these companies were the pioneers of global drug trafficking, which today, with a turnover of around $4 trillion (4000 billion), is one of the largest industries in the world economy.45


  In many ways, governments are still involved in this trade today. During the Vietnam War, for example, the US boosted drug trafficking immensely in the “Golden Triangle” of Indochina to finance its secret operation to bomb Laos. In doing so, powerful mafia organizations were created that continued to flourish even after the war. This resulted in roughly 20 percent of US soldiers becoming addicted to heroin, which was followed by a flood of hard drugs on the American market. A similar pattern was later repeated in Nicaragua and Afghanistan.46 The global drug drama has largely been the result of Western attempts to destabilize uncooperative governments—a development with its roots in the British invasions of China.


  When Chinese authorities arrested British drug traffickers in 1839 and burned more than a thousand tons of illegal narcotics, businessmen William Jardine and James Matheson persuaded the London government to start a war that went down in history as the First Opium War. The British Parliament and traders demanded “satisfaction and reparations” from the Chinese government for daring to apply its own laws against drug gangsters and for deploying war ships to protect the country. The Chinese military could muster only meager defenses against British cannons and the first steam-powered steel ships, called “devil ships” by the Chinese. After capitulating in 1842, a similar incident occurred in 1856, spurring Britain and France to engage in the Second Opium War. The high point of this invasion resulted in the devastation of the Imperial Summer Palace in Beijing. The victorious powers, now joined by the USA and Russia, forced through the so-called “unequal treaties,” which legalized the opium business, compelled China to open up to world trade, and gave Christian missionaries a free hand. The result of the invasions and mafia activities was China’s spiral into the chaos of a failed state—a situation akin to the results of Western intervention in Iraq and Libya 150 years later. The once flourishing economy began to decay, and the social fabric was in shreds. In 1851, the Taiping uprising had already erupted, which was to become the bloodiest civil war in human history and cost the lives of between 20 and 30 million people. The uprising had its origin in the south, where the Mafia triads, controlled by England and France, did their mischief. Pumped full of Christian apocalyptic ideas by an American missionary, a farmer’s son named Hong Xiuquan became the rebel leader and mobilized dissatisfied minorities for an armed struggle against the central government.47 Although the movement he founded promoted a classless society, it was actually quite authoritarian, repressive and marked by religious fanaticism. The conflict escalated into total war, in which both sides pursued a scorched earth strategy, burning entire stretches of countryside and devastating hundreds of cities. While the civil war had partly internal causes, the British intervention added fuel to the fire. Another result of the Opium Wars was that 20 million Chinese became drug addicts, a macabre symbol of forced dependence on the West. The drugs weakened the population, the military and the leadership of the country and, at the same time, offered an escape from the social catastrophe into the parallel world of intoxication.


  After two invasions and a catastrophic civil war, China was shattered. In 1899, a massive revolt against the Western colonizers broke out, known as the “Boxer Rebellion.”48 A coalition of eight states, Germany, Great Britain, the USA, Russia, Japan, Italy, France and Austria-Hungary, responded with yet another invasion. The German Kaiser galvanized his soldiers for a campaign of extermination with the slogan, “No quarter will be given. Prisoners will not be taken.” At the same time, the propaganda term “yellow peril” was coined by the West, and is still used today in various forms to arouse opposition to China, although at no time in the last 700 years—since Genghis Khan—has China actually posed a danger to the West.


  After the allied troops had defeated the “Boxers” and plundered Beijing for three days, they blackmailed the Chinese government into “reparations” worth billions, which completely ruined the country. In the following decades, the Middle Kingdom fell into the hands of competing warlords and mafia organizations, each of which was supported by different factions of Western powers and Japan.49 Torn apart by civil war and economically bled out, the country eventually became the prey of Japanese fascists. The interventions of the colonial powers had plunged China into a spiral of devastation known as the “Century of Humiliation”—a historical episode still downplayed or hushed up in Europe and North America.50


  THE PATH TO TOTAL WAR


  By around 1900, virtually the entire globe was participating in the world economy, the first truly global system in human history. The intense competition among colonial powers for markets, raw materials and spheres of influence eventually became one of the primary factors leading to the First World War. As long as Britain was economically and militarily superior to all other countries by orders of magnitude, no one could seriously consider a direct military challenge to her empire. Thanks to its enormous coal and steel industry, however, Germany reached economic parity by 1900 and made moves toward replacing England as the reigning hegemonic power.


  Therefore, the fact that the Great War broke out in 1914 is not so surprising. Wars have always been a routine way to assert national interests within the modern world-system. They are considered to be rationally manageable, because those who want to assert their interests usually take almost no personal risk. Regents, arms producers and financiers usually do not step onto the battlefield—neither do generals, for that matter. Wars are always paid for with the lives of common soldiers and civilian victims, and the financial damage is usually spread across the population. This makes war a typical example of a “moral hazard.” Those making the decisions risk virtually nothing themselves, and those whose lives are at risk have no say at all.51


  It was therefore not surprising that the Great War was decided upon by governments, and that they waged it with the utmost lack of scruples. New indeed was the technology that made it the first industrial war of extermination. Millions of soldiers ran into a wall of Maxim machine gun salvos and were mowed down row by row. Elsewhere, the Great Machine continued to hum along, producing new ammunition and using rail transport to send more people to a certain death. The metallurgical complex, catapulted by fossil energy to a new dimension, and driven into a grotesque arms race among competing states, provided a completely new generation of weapons. For their precision and destructive power, human history had never seen anything like the machine gun, the tank, the grenade, the air raid bomb, the armored warship, the submarine or the torpedo.


  The chemical industry, which had always been closely linked to the metallurgical complex,52 also made a major contribution to industrialized killing. Fritz Haber’s and Carl Bosch’s invention of synthetically produced saltpeter made it possible not only to produce artificial fertilizers, but also to manufacture explosives and gunpowder in previously unimaginable quantities. Without this invention, the war might have ended as early as 1915. During the war, Fritz Haber, who later received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry, also developed various forms of poison gas for the German army.


  Another novelty in this conflict was the level of mobilization. A total of 50 million soldiers were drafted into service during the course of the war, 13 million of whom were on the German side alone. When one remembers how difficult it was during the High Middle Ages for sovereigns to assemble just a few thousand men for the greatest military expeditions, the extent becomes clear to which society had been transformed into an enormous machine with the advent of modern times—a machine that could turn half the world into a battlefield overnight if a handful of regents so ordered.


  But why were all these people willing to obey? How could they set off for barely familiar lands, to shoot people they did not know, who had done nothing to them, with ultimately nothing to gain but their own miserable death? Could it really be only because of orders given by a group of what the Austrian writer Karl Kraus referred to as “figures in an operetta,” somewhere in distant Berlin, Vienna or Petersburg? Which invisible cables and mechanisms induced them to respond like cogs in a machine?


  Certainly, part of the answer lies in the 200 years worth of efforts by disciplinary institutions along with nationalistic indoctrination. Yet, something unfathomable remains. With the First World War, the modern world-system entered a surreal and eerie phase. It was no coincidence that this era produced Franz Kafka’s descriptions of a world with invisible constraints that deprived people of their freedoms. It was also not by chance that Dadaism and Surrealism emerged at this time. Karl Kraus spoke of the “unreal, unthinkable years, inaccessible to any memory, any waking consciousness, preserved only in a dream of blood.”53 Ten million people died in the First World War, 20 million were injured and countless were severely traumatized—an army of physically and mentally ravaged people.




  Chapter 9


  Masks


  Governing the Great Machine and the Fight for Democracy (1787–1945)


   Those who own the country ought to govern it.1


  JOHN JAY, first Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court


  European democracies have been only partially and sometimes theoretically open. Their regulations were built on a subtle screening of participants and demands.


  MICHEL CROZIER: THE CRISIS OF DEMOCRACY. REPORT TO THE TRILATERAL COMMISSION


  In the usual narrative touting Europe as the cradle of freedom, democracy and prosperity, the expansion of capitalist production in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is seen as a prerequisite for the gradual assertion of democratic rights. This story presents capitalism and democracy as twins, joined at the hip. Even if there were some setbacks and delays after the French Revolution, an enlightened bourgeoisie, so the narrative goes, intrepidly followed the path to democracy, inspired by the ideals of the American Declaration of Independence. The storyline further claims that since the West invented democracy, it has also been summoned to an important historical mission: it should—no, must—emphatically continue to spread its achievements; if necessary, by force.


 It is remarkable how popular this narrative is, although practically every single assertion in it is wrong. Democracy is not a creation of Europe or North America. It was not invented by either the ancient Greeks, or the French or even the “founding fathers” of the United States. As we have seen in the first chapter, for a very long stretch of human history, until about 5000 years ago, the principle of people dominating other people did not exist at all. It was practically impossible for a minority to impose its will on a majority for an extended length of time. In those times, the customs and institutions created by communities to regulate human relations and negotiate various interests cannot be described as “democracy” in the narrow sense of the word, as there were neither national populations (demos) nor was there formal rule (kratía). In a broader sense, however, the forms of social organization that existed all over the world before the advent of hierarchically structured civilizations were certainly far more democratic than anything that Ancient Greece, modern Europe or North America have produced. Some of these forms still exist today in various indigenous cultures. In these mostly small groups, where individuals may have prestige or influence but no power of command, it is common for collective decision-making processes to include most of the people concerned. Typical examples of this are the South West African Herero, about whom a German colonial official in 1895 noted in horror: “Not only the men, but frequently also the women, and even the servants, join in the discussion and give their advice. Thus, no one really feels like a subject; no one has learned to be subservient.”2 At the height of Athenian democracy, on the other hand, only a minority had voting rights. Democracy meant that property-owning male citizens maintained control over the majority, which included slaves, women and non-citizens. The same can be said about the first modern democracy in the USA and all representative systems in nineteenth-century Europe.


 Furthermore, there are still significant sectors within Western representative democracies that are largely devoid of democracy. This includes most corporations, which, as the Lowell Mill Girls pointed out, are basically structured along the lines of absolutist tyrannies. Schools, the military and other disciplinary bodies are also, by and large, bereft of democracy. In fact, the majority of people in modern representative democracies spend a significant amount of their time within completely undemocratic institutions.3


 If Europe cannot lay claim to be the inventor of democracy, it should receive even less credit for having spread it around the world. Wherever the European trinity of military, merchants and missionaries set foot, sooner or later, it laid waste to egalitarian forms of social organization. Under European colonial rule, the peoples of Africa, the Americas and large parts of Asia were subjected to tyranny and foreign rule, which in places extended into the 1970s. Many countries are still suffering from the consequences today.


 The third misleading assertion in the grand narrative of the triumph of Western democracy is the coupling of democracy to capitalism. Whatever Europe actually accomplished in the way of democracy was not due to the momentum of its economic system, but rather as a result of resistance to it.


 The modern world-system was formed using massive violence against egalitarian movements, and the military and economic institutions that are still part of its basic structure were created to concentrate power in the hands of a few. Absolutism was a necessary phase in the formation of the new power structures. Only a concentration of physical violence under the control of a central government was able to collect taxes for the building of large armies and hold down resistance to the new system. Only a powerful central state could create the institutions, legal frameworks and infrastructures indispensable for the expansion of the modern economic system.


 Absolutist organization, however, inevitably provoked disturbances and resistance from various sides, which, at worst, could have jeopardized the functioning of the system. More and more people were integrated into the economic and state machinery, both as workers and as higher officials, but with virtually no say in the political apparatus. For the vast majority of the population, integration into the new system meant radical disenfranchisement. Poorer peasants and workers were at the mercy of a central authority that forced them to pay taxes, drafted them into the army, made them work in factories through physical or structural violence, and inflicted harsh punishments for disobedience. This was accompanied by increasing impoverishment, which was reflected by a decline of real wages, a growing tax burden and the loss of the commons. Other sectors of the population, on the other hand, benefited economically from the new system, but were still not given appropriate weight in political decisions. This situation set the stage for the dawning “Age of Revolutions.” While various groups of the economic elites fought for dominance in the political system (sometimes classified as “conservatives” and “liberals”), there were others—those who suffered the most from the system’s injustices—who fought for a completely different order.


 THE FILTERS OF DEMOCRACY


 Faced with these explosive conflicts, the political and economic elites found themselves in a dilemma. To avoid the situation getting out of hand, they had to make certain concessions to rebellious parts of society. At the same time, however, the concessions had to be kept within limits. The functioning of the Great Machine logically excludes genuine democracy in the sense of self-determination and self-organization. Under the conditions of global competition, states and economic actors have always been forced to constantly increase the efficiency of their military and economic apparatuses. This requires that people will subordinate themselves as much as possible to the purposes of these systems. Choosing not to participate in this scheme has to be ruled out as an option. For example, it was intolerable that labor movements fundamentally rejected the principle of wage labor, which they persisted in doing well into the nineteenth century. It was likewise inadmissible to question the system of property ownership or the power of the metallurgical complex and the military. Whenever movements have attacked such systemically relevant institutions, states have resorted to massive physical violence, whether monarchy or democracy, conservative, liberal or even social-democratic. In this system, the limits of democracy have always been set not only by powerful individual interest groups, but also by the internal, autonomous logic of its institutions. If a functioning democracy were not to stop at the factory, barracks and school gates, it would amount to the dissolution of the entire operational structure of the modern world economy.


 For this reason, the history of modern democracies must actually be written as a history of restricting democracy. For every freedom gained, there was a series of counter-measures aimed at undermining these freedoms in some other way.4


 USA 1787: Republic or Democracy? (The Filter of Representation)


 At the founding of the United States of America—which was to become a model for modern republics—democracy was already being reined in. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, along with the other founding fathers, were not only busy liberating the country from the British colonial power, but were also working to keep egalitarian, grassroots democratic aspirations under control. In 1786 and 1787, shortly before the drafting of the American Constitution, “Shays’ Rebellion” had rocked the political establishment. Small farmers, who had fought the British, often without pay, returned to their land to face heavy debt, foreclosures and imprisonment. Creditors tried by all means to force repayment with interest in order to pay off their own war debts to Dutch banks. They also insisted on reimbursement with gold and silver, which the farmers did not have. One farmer summed up the situation as follows: “The great men are going to get all we have and I think it is time for us to rise and put a stop to it, and have no more courts, nor sheriffs, nor collectors nor lawyers.” The peasants occupied courthouses and eventually took up arms. It was only with great effort that the state of Massachusetts was able to rally 3000 men to put down the movement. In the face of such uprisings, the demand grew louder among major landowners, bankers and factory owners to establish a large federal state with a standing army to effectively counter unrest. The instrument to accomplish this was to be a new constitution.5


 James Madison, the “father of the American Constitution” and fourth president of the United States, made a very clear distinction between democracy—which he saw as a breeding ground for instability and insurrection—and republic. According to Madison in 1787, the republic offered “a cure” against the evils of democracy: “The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, the delegation of the government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater number of citizens, and greater sphere of country, over which the latter may be extended. The effect of the first difference is to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their country.”6


 What Madison dressed up with elegant words, John Jay, the first Chief Justice of the United States, set down in no uncertain terms: “Those who own the country ought to govern it.”7 As large landowners and slave owners, Madison, Jefferson and Washington were among the wealthiest citizens of the United States (although Washington later freed his slaves). In today’s dollars, Madison was worth about $100 million; Jefferson, the “father of the Declaration of Independence,” $210 million; and estimates for George Washington, the first US president, reach as high as $500 million.8 It is therefore not surprising that these men created a political system that confined decisions to the smallest possible circle of people who were “not unduly attached” to the voters, as Madison put it.


 The voters themselves were also a small, selected group. Neither women, blacks nor Native Americans had the right to vote, and white men were allowed to vote only if they possessed the required minimum level of wealth. Constitutionally, only about 15 to 20 percent of adults had any voting rights at all, but the founding fathers still saw too great a potential danger to the stability of the system. Therefore, voters had to be kept at a distance from political decisions through the filter of representation.


 This filter unlinked the political decision-making process from the will of the people and introduced two separate time dimensions into the process: the time of elections that were to be held in intervals of two, four or six years; and the actual decision-making process, taking place at any time and with no possibility of being directly influenced by the voters. In this way, a protective wall was built between the space of the decision-makers and the public’s space. As Madison correctly recognized: the bigger the state, the higher this protective wall would be. As the size of the territory increased, so did the distance between the representatives and their voters. It was for this reason that the founding fathers were so strongly committed to transforming the former confederation of states into a single large federal state. Its powerful central government was to dispose of a strong federal army to intervene in case the representatives failed to sufficiently “refine and enlarge the public views.”


 France 1789: The Filter of Money


 In the French Revolution, it was even more difficult to keep egalitarian forces in check than in the American independence movement. There had been resistance and turmoil in France throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but it was the impending bankruptcy of the French state (which before the Revolution had to raise half of its revenue to pay off war debts) that opened a window of opportunity. At first, it was predominantly wealthy citizens who confronted the financially checkmated king with demands for political participation, but increasingly, other voices were raised as well. In 1788, the extreme weather conditions of the “Little Ice Age” had led to massive crop failures in France and, subsequently, to a threefold increase in bread prices once the statutory price control had been lifted. Grain traders hoarded stores and speculated on further price increases. The hatred that had built up over generations due to state repression intersected with the economic hardship of both the peasants and the Parisian population to create an explosive mixture. Although the National Convention that was tasked with writing a new constitution consisted of mostly wealthy citizens—especially lawyers—some of them were receptive to the demands for economic justice by the wider population. Jacques Roux, the spokesman for the Enragés (the “angry ones”), announced to the session on June 25, 1793:



   Freedom is nothing but a vain phantom when one class of men can starve another with impunity. Equality is nothing but a vain phantom when the rich, through monopoly, exercise the right of life or death over their like. The republic is nothing but a vain phantom when the counter-revolution can operate every day through the price of commodities, which three quarters of all citizens cannot afford without shedding tears. The laws have been cruel to the poor, because they were only made by and for the rich. Oh rage, oh shame.9




 Robespierre’s Reign of Terror not only served to keep the royalists at bay, but also to prevent democracy from escalating to the system-threatening dimensions demanded by the Enragés. In April 1793, Robespierre declared to the National Convention, “equal distribution of property is a chimera.” He reassured merchants and bankers: “I will not attack your treasures.”10 In September of the same year, he had Roux and the other Enragés arrested and sentenced to death. Most of them died by guillotine, and Roux by suicide. François Babeuf and his friends from the “Society of the Equals,” who later held views similar to those of Roux, met the same fate under the rule of the “Directory” and were executed in 1797. This finally put an end to the anti-systemic dimension of the revolution. Napoleon’s empire followed. But even though the revolution did not ultimately bring about a systemic change, it became a shining symbol of how it is possible to shake the political and economic system to its foundations.


 Haiti 1804: The Filter of Debt


 The call for freedom heard in France was echoed in the French colony of Saint-Domingue (now Haiti), where the majority black population rebelled in 1791 to free itself from slavery. In 1804, the Haitians finally managed to expel the French colonial masters and rid themselves of the Code Noir that Napoleon had reintroduced. However, this still did not result in real freedom, since the French government did not recognize Haiti and cut the country off from world trade. In 1825, France sent 14 warships to the Caribbean and made the government in Port-au-Prince an offer it could not refuse. Haiti would be recognized as an independent state if it paid 150 million francs (about $21 billion in today’s currency) to compensate for the “expropriation” of the former plantation owners. These fictitious debts were an absurd contrivance, but turned out to be terribly real for Haiti. For the following 120 years, French gunboats were deployed whenever Haiti refused to service the debt. This extortion of Haiti by the French lasted up until 1947.11 The extreme poverty and political violence that still prevail in the country today cannot be fully understood without acknowledging this history.


 Haiti has become a model of how indebtedness can be used to destroy self-determination and self-organization, and debt still remains one of the most important tools of power for undermining the independence of former colonies.


 The Filters of Voting Rights and Civil Rights


 The French Revolution had been successful in spreading the concept across the globe that all people were citizens with equal rights. During the Revolution itself, however, a great deal was already being done to curb the consequences of this idea. Only six days after the Bastille was stormed, Abbé Siéyès, one of the most influential members of the National Assembly, proposed introducing a distinction between “active” and “passive” citizens. Only those who “contribute to public institutions,” that is, exclusively wealthy white men, should be considered active citizens and granted voting rights. In October 1789, the National Assembly passed a law that defined the active citizen according to his tax contribution.12 Women were completely excluded. The ideological justification for this two-class society was that women, the poor and also blacks were not able to act rationally and had to be educated to do so,13 which was a variation on the Madison narrative that the irrational masses could not be trusted with any responsibilities.


 In 1793, under pressure from the Enragés, the National Convention adopted the world’s first constitution that provided for universal and equal suffrage—for men. In the end, however, it was never implemented. Olympe de Gouges was the first to call for women’s suffrage in her Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen, but in 1793, she too was guillotined. It was not until 1944, more than 150 years later, that women were given the right to vote in France. Women had not only been systematically disenfranchised from voting, but in 1795, the National Assembly also banned the participation of women in political assemblies. In 1804, the Code Civil came into force, which completely subjugated women to their husbands in legal and property matters, a regression to a legal status even worse than that under the Ancien Régime.14


 Despite some partial victories, none of the social movements in nineteenth-century Europe, whether peaceful or militant, managed to establish universal and equal suffrage. Despite rallying millions of people in the streets, neither the Chartists in England nor the revolutionaries of 1848–9 in France, Germany, Italy or Hungary were successful in their battle for voting rights.15 All across Europe, the right to vote was ultimately confined to wealthy male citizens, who made up less than 20 percent of the adult population. The stubborn resolve with which “conservatives” and most “liberals” alike tried to block the expansion of voting rights clearly shows that, at that time, suffrage for women and poorer people was seen as a serious threat to system stability. This was not to change until further filters were installed to prevent systemic issues from being debated in elections.


 The Filter of “Public Opinion”


 Since the invention of writing, both censorship and propaganda have been used to influence public opinion. With the advent of the printing press in the modern era, propaganda acquired previously unimagined possibilities. As was true of writing itself, however, the invention of the printing press proved to be a double-edged sword. Starting in the late seventeenth century, as the technology became less expensive, an upsurge in publishing activities increasingly provided space for critical voices. This occurred first in England and France, then later in Germany. Under certain circumstances, the competition between states made it possible to avoid censorship in one country by publishing in another. Aesthetes, revolutionaries and reactionaries alike eagerly published their magazines and leaflets, including authors such as John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Friedrich Schiller, Heinrich von Kleist and Georg Büchner. It was the heyday of what the German sociologist Jürgen Habermas called the “bourgeois public sphere.”16


 Workers’ and women’s movements also took advantage of this public sphere. In the first half of the nineteenth century, for example, Great Britain experienced a veritable boom in the workers’ press. One Member of Parliament was shocked to note that these papers “arouse passions and selfishness among the general population by contrasting their present situation with the future situation they aspire to, a condition as incompatible with human nature as it is with the immutable laws that Providence has created for the regulation of bourgeois society.”17 Although attempts to prevent such publications through restrictive laws and high taxes did not bear fruit, the workers’ press still suffered a tremendous decline in the second half of the nineteenth century from which it never recovered.


 The reason for this was primarily economic. In 1837, it only took a thousand British pounds to start a newspaper and the sale of 6000 copies to cover the costs. At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, it took 2 million pounds for a startup and no less than 250,000 sold copies to cover costs.18 The newly invented rotary printing press required a considerable investment, which usually only large companies could afford. As a result, newspaper ownership was increasingly concentrated in the hands of a small group of capital owners, who acquired enormous power to sway opinions. Thus, the logic of the market became an effective filter, allowing censorship to slowly fade into the background.


 The narrowing of the spectrum is demonstrated, for example, by the fact that in the 1860s the New York Tribune, which was the most widely circulated newspaper in the world at the time, had authors such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels under contract as correspondents in England. By contrast, in the 1910s, it would have been unthinkable for someone like Rosa Luxemburg to have written for high-circulation newspapers in Germany, Great Britain or the US.


 The increasing consolidation in the newspaper and news sector also gave birth to the modern media mogul. In 1851, the former carrier pigeon fancier Paul Julius Reuter founded the world’s first news agency, Reuters, with his office on the London Stock Exchange. Reuters was to maintain a quasi-monopoly on international news for decades and is still the largest agency today.19 Reuter, who was ennobled to the rank of Baron by the Queen, later tried his hand in Persian mining and founded the Imperial Bank of Persia.


 A generation after Reuter, another Englishman, Alfred Harmsworth, Viscount Northcliffe, became the most powerful media magnate of his time. In addition to the largest British tabloids, the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, he also owned the world’s leading “quality newspapers,” The Times and The Sunday Times. History had never seen such power to sway opinion concentrated in the hands of a single private businessman before. Among other things, he used this power to massively mobilize for Britain’s entry into the First World War. The competitor newspaper Star wrote: “Next to the Kaiser, Lord Northcliffe has done more than any living man to bring about the war.”20


 In the US, the multimillionaire William Hearst (upon whom Orson Welles’s film character Citizen Kane was based) gained a similarly dominant position in the first third of the twentieth century. With the fortune of his father, who was co-owner of what was then the largest mining company in the US, in the background, he created an empire that culminated with 25 daily newspapers, 24 weekly newspapers, 12 radio stations and a film studio. It reached 40 million people across the country, which amounted to a third of all American newspaper readers. Meanwhile, in Germany, Alfred Hugenberg, finance director of Krupp Steel and chairman of the company’s supervisory board, was able to build up an equally comprehensive media empire with which he propagated right-wing nationalist ideas, especially National Socialism. With the support of the metallurgical complex (mining and heavy industry) and several major banks (above all Commerzbank and Deutsche Bank) he controlled roughly half of the German press in the 1920s and took over the UFA Film Studios in 1927.21


 The concentration of media ownership by just a handful of individuals created a powerful filter for public opinion. And yet, there were limits to the power of the media tsars. In the first place, they had not yet taken control over all the newspapers; and secondly, there was still an engaged public that was not content with just media consumption, but also organized itself in political, artistic or scientific circles. Here, the information exchanged and the ideas that were developed often came from first-hand sources, and were based on personal observations, travel reports and information from delegates. The atomized television viewer, with a vision of the world outside the home and workplace mostly defined by prefabricated images from the tube, had not yet been conceived.


 Ultima ratio regum: Cannons for the Status Quo22


 When the filters of representation, money, limited civil rights and manipulated public opinion failed, governments, whether “conservative,” “liberal,” or even “social-democratic,” resorted to open physical violence. Widespread police repression and even military action against workers’ and women’s movements were the order of the day throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—even to the point of open war, such as that waged against the revolutionaries of 1848–9.


 In some instances, the violent crushing of egalitarian movements was actually the founding act of a newly created republic. A case in point is the birth of the Third Republic in France. In March 1871, while surrounded by Versailles government troops and German occupiers, the people of Paris had declared the city a self-governing commune. The Communards picked up where the 1789 Revolution had left off. They temporarily suspended the payment of rents, banned enforced debt collection and interest charges, handed over factories abandoned by their owners to workers’ self-government, and created the beginnings of a public pension system. A response by the newly-founded Third Republic came quickly. In May, the Versailles army, supported by German troops, marched into Paris and shot tens of thousands of Communards, including thousands of women and children, often by summary execution. The “Bloody Week” massacres were not ordered by a monarch or a mad dictator, but by Adolphe Thiers, president of the Third Republic and, at the time, the leading historian of the French Revolution. The story of the Commune shows that the prospect of genuine democracy, having overcome the filters of representation and money, was fundamentally unacceptable from the perspective of the republic (in Madison’s sense). We will see that this remains the case to this day.


 THE ISSUE OF SYSTEM CONTROL


 After more than 150 years of struggles across Europe, certain democratic rights were finally achieved, including universal and free suffrage. This was due to the remarkable perseverance and organizational efforts of workers’, women’s and civil rights movements. It is these organizations to which we owe today’s minimal framework of rights that keeps state arbitrariness in check and provides us with certain freedoms—not to capitalism’s supposed democratizing influence.


 However, these achievements are not only due to the strength of the movements, but also to an inherent weakness of the Great Machine. Once the energy supply was switched from decentralized sources such as wind, water, wood and animal labor to fossil coal, the industrial system became increasingly vulnerable. A relatively small number of workers controlled enormous quantities of energy wherever the fossil fuel supply ran into bottlenecks: in large mines, at central railway lines and in ports. The supply of energy could not be allowed to fail, because the entire system of mass production was dependent on it. It did not take long for the labor movement to recognize this weakness. While the great English coal workers’ strikes of 1842 were largely ineffective, by the end of the century the situation had changed dramatically. The strikes by coal, rail and port workers from the 1880s to 1910s, which shook virtually all major industrial nations, jeopardized the entire production and financial system of the global coal-based economy. In 1889, almost the entire coal workforce of the Ruhr District in Germany, some 90,000 people, declared a largely spontaneous strike. The army was sent in and 11 strikers were shot. Although the strike was suppressed, it altered the political landscape, and within a year the government had to withdraw its ban on trade unions and workers’ parties. Similarly, in 1889, 260,000 coal workers in England and Wales went on strike, which, at the time, was the largest strike in the history of organized labor. The coal strikes increasingly expanded into general walkouts, for instance in Belgium in 1902, where workers demanded universal and equal suffrage. In 1914, a coal workers strike in Ludlow, Colorado, escalated to the level of a civil war, with the National Guard shooting down striking workers, their wives and their children with machine guns, and burning down their tent cities. John D. Rockefeller, who owned the mines, suffered considerable damage to his image and hired a certain Ivy Lee—who later became a co-founder of the modern public relations industry—to create positive press about the Rockefellers in the media. However, that was not the end of it. A report commissioned by Rockefeller in 1918 stated: “What might not happen, if upon a few days’ or a few weeks’ notice, the coal mines were suddenly to shut down, and the railways to stop running! Here is power which, once exercised, would paralyze the nation more effectively than any blockade in time of war.”23
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 Against this backdrop, entrepreneurs and states were forced to either make certain concessions to workers, or face possible production losses that posed a risk to the system.24 In the end, it was a choice between the devil and the deep blue sea. If they made too few concessions or none at all, they were in for further strikes and sabotage that threatened to paralyze the system. If the concessions went too far, there would be a threat of “real democracy” that might lead to dismantling the Great Machine. As the gap between these two poles became narrower and narrower, new strategies and methods had to be found to ensure that the Machine continued to function smoothly. A leap to a new level of control was needed.


 The history of the twentieth century can only be understood if one realizes how urgent the search for a solution to this dilemma was for the economic and political elites. In principle, they had only two options: they could either formally embrace something like a representative democracy and then try to control it using various filters; or they could attempt to abolish the representative system and replace it with a totalitarian form of government. In the 1920s and 1930s, a large number of economic elites bet on this second option—not only in Germany and Italy.


 Russia 1917


 For a time, the First World War postponed the democracy problem for many states. A large armed conflict can temporarily put many internal conflicts on ice; it permits the suspension of democracy in the name of national security; and it creates the illusion of a community with a shared fate. In many countries, trade unions were willing to renounce the right to strike, and the state of emergency prompted an authoritarian takeover of the economy and politics. In the course of the war, however, the tables were turned, and the question of democracy ended up back on the agenda in an intensified form. Due to the unprecedented number of victims, ever larger sections of the population began to oppose the war, both covertly and openly. The longer it dragged on, the more that governments suffered a loss of legitimacy, especially in Germany and Russia.


 In Russia, because of the extreme plight of the population and the weakening of the tsarist regime, the war had created a historical window of opportunity for revolution. First, the tsar fell, then the Bolsheviks rose to power in the October Revolution of 1917. For conservatives and liberals alike, their worst nightmare became reality as property owners were threatened with expropriation. By contrast, hopes rose among many peasants, workers and leftist intellectuals for something like a genuine democracy to emerge. In fact, Lenin had promised the Russian people that post-revolutionary power would come to the grassroots workers’ and soldiers’ councils that had already formed throughout the country after the February Revolution. But once Lenin’s cadre party had seized power, it gradually pushed back on the councils until the dream of self-organization and self-administration evaporated.25 Before seizing power, Lenin had announced: “Socialism is not created by orders from above. Socialism is alive, creative—the creation of the popular masses themselves,” while afterwards, he wrote: “The proletariat needs state power, the centralized organization of force, the organization of violence.”26 Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to simply see this as some sort of calculated deception. After the revolution, a four-year civil war had broken out with constant military interventions by foreign powers. Therefore, tightly controlled, centrally organized structures were necessary to keep the revolutionary government in power. The logic of war weakened the proponents of self-organization and strengthened authoritarian structures.


 Even if Lenin’s aims were clearly different, his understanding of democracy has certain parallels with Western mainstream “liberals” and the views of the US founding fathers. He considered the general population, whom he called the “masses,” to be incapable of making rational decisions, and believed that they should be governed by a trained elite (a theory for which he was sharply criticized by Rosa Luxemburg, among others).


 The astounding level of agreement on this question among such different political camps can be attributed to the mode of operation of the Great Machine, which Lenin and his comrades-in-arms wished by no means to dismantle, but merely to use in a different way. Lenin’s idea of the future socialist society was inspired by the “Taylorist” industrial system and especially by the German war economy.27 Under the leadership of the German industrialist Walther Rathenau (AEG), the war economy in Germany had become a highly effective, centrally planned megamachine. Lenin saw it as “the ultimate in modern, comprehensive capitalist techniques, planning and organization,” and the model for a socialist society.28 “Large-scale machine industry is the foundation of socialism,” he explained, “it calls for absolute and strict unity of will, which directs the joint labors of hundreds, thousands and tens of thousands of people. But how can strict unity of will be ensured? By thousands subordinating their will to the will of one.”29


 This insight of Lenin’s holds equally well for bourgeois industrial society. Large-scale technology that is based on the division of labor, whether capitalist or state-socialist, is incompatible with self-organization, in other words, with genuine democracy. The difference was that Lenin replaced the entrepreneur in charge of his employees with a party bureaucrat. This was certainly a huge step, for it meant the expropriation of the 1 to 2 percent of society that had owned most of the means of production. From the point of view of the Machine as a whole, however, the changes were far less dramatic than they might appear at first glance. In both systems, the most important functions were controlled by a layer of specialists who, in a developed industrial society, make up about 20 percent of the population.30 The remaining 80 percent had to be kept as far as possible from decision-making and simply do what they were told. Either way, the entire purpose of the Machine was to accumulate capital for reinvestment in an endless cycle; or in Lenin’s own words: “Socialism is merely state-capitalist monopoly which is made to serve the interests of the whole people.”31


 The Leninist system maintained the essential functions of the Megamachine (or, for the most part, created them in largely peasant-based Russia) in order to harness them for another goal—the redistribution of social wealth from top to bottom. Although there were actual successes, the system never broke away from the four tyrannies. Instead, the structural violence of the market was replaced by the direct rule of the bureaucracy; the tsarist police and military state was continued in another form; the metallurgical complex grew even stronger and a penal camp system was established to which, under Stalin, millions of people fell victim. Furthermore, the idea of man’s boundless rule over nature reached unprecedented dimensions in the technocratic visions and large-scale projects of the Soviet Union, leaving post-apocalyptic landscapes in its wake from Chernobyl to Murmansk to Semipalatinsk.32 During the early twentieth century, Lenin’s propaganda apparatus proved to be groundbreaking in the development of ideological power, even though Western public relations techniques ultimately proved superior.


 Despite these similarities, Leninism presented a frightful specter to large portions of the Western elite, who feared expropriation by such a revolution. Therefore the events in Russia heightened the urgency for them to find a way to steer the Great Machine between the Scylla of genuine democracy and the Charybdis of Leninism.


 The “Guided Democracy”


 While the image of a lever might suffice as a symbol for absolutism, or the exercise of linear power, the governance of a complex society might best be symbolized by the regulator on a steam engine. James Maxwell was the first to systematically investigate the centrifugal governor on steam engines in the 1860s, from which he developed the so-called control theory. This theory describes self-regulating systems that can be influenced from the outside by simple control variables (system inputs). Even though this scientific theory was not yet being translated directly into political practice, the ideas of economists and political thinkers revolved around similar questions and problems: how could the Great Machine be kept going as a self-regulating mechanism, and which control variables must be specifically influenced “from outside”?


 One possible answer to these questions was the concept of “guided democracy.” It was first formulated in the 1920s by the American journalist Walter Lippmann, the leading media theorist and one of the most influential intellectuals of his time. He had been an advisor to several US governments, and in 1921 was a founding member and later president of the Council on Foreign Relations, one of the first and, to this day, most prominent American think tanks.


 Lippmann was of the opinion that in a modern democracy there are two kinds of people. On the one hand, there is the “bewildered herd,” whose unqualified opinions are based on short-sighted self-interests. The complexity of modern societies is too much for them to cope with, so their participation in political life must be limited to choosing every four years between two competing factions of the “specialized class.” The “specialized class,” on the other hand, are the only ones who know how to control the complexities of the Megamachine in the interests of the general public. For this reason, it is necessary for the experts to steer the herd by specifically influencing public opinion, which Lippmann called the “manufacture of consent.” He wrote in 1922:



   The opportunities for manipulation [of public opinion] open to anyone who understands the process are plain enough. The creation of consent is not a new art. It is a very old one which was supposed to have died out with the appearance of democracy. But it has not died out. It has, in fact, improved enormously in technic, because it is now based on analysis rather than on rule of thumb. And so, as a result of psychological research, coupled with the modern means of communication, the practice of democracy has turned a corner. A revolution is taking place, infinitely more significant than any shifting of economic power.33




 Lippmann’s views are in line with those of Madison and most of the other American founding fathers. His thoughts were further developed by Edward Bernays, who is considered the founder of public relations along with Ivy Lee. Bernays, a nephew of Sigmund Freud, used his uncle’s theories about the unconscious in order to influence the wishes, feelings and thoughts of crowds. He wrote in the introduction to his 1928 book Propaganda:


 
    The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country. We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of. This is a logical result of the way in which our democratic society is organized. Vast numbers of human beings must cooperate in this manner if they are to live together as a smoothly functioning society [...] As civilization has become more complex, and as the need for invisible government has been increasingly demonstrated, the technical means have been invented and developed by which opinion may be regimented.34




 What Bernays wrote sounds like a full-fledged conspiracy theory with dark figures pulling the strings that society dances to. Of course, this image is misleading, and Bernays undoubtedly exaggerated the manipulative possibilities of his profession in order to do some advertising for his line of work. Yet, his analysis of the need to manage complex industrial societies is completely accurate, and the methods he developed have been extremely influential and successful, both for governments and for businesses. In 1917, he (like Lippmann) worked in the Committee on Public Information, a propaganda agency created by the US government that managed to make the nation’s entry into the war palatable to a non-supportive public. The committee commissioned major Hollywood films and wrote up half-true and fake news stories to feed to newspaper editors (who, for a long time, accepted such “news” uncritically). They also sent out an army of volunteers who were trained to deliver “authentic” and positive-sounding four-minute statements for radio and all kinds of public events. Bernays later worked for various US presidents and became an important spin doctor for the tobacco, food, aluminum and auto industries. One of his greatest triumphs was selling the idea of women smoking as a symbol of freedom and independence. Joseph Goebbels studied Bernays’ writings extensively to build his anti-Jewish propaganda machine—a macabre twist, since Bernays himself was a Jew.35


 The ideas of Lippmann, Bernays and the Russian propaganda experts conjured up futuristic notions of total control over citizens’ consciousness and emotions. Some found such a utopia with total social control to be appealing, while others saw it as a nightmare. It was during this period that the great dystopian novels such as We (1920), Brave New World (1932) and 1984 (1948) were written. In reality, however, it was evident that the idea of linear control did not really work. Even Goebbels found that he could not control public opinion unilaterally, but needed spies to tell him what people were secretly thinking and saying in order to fine-tune his propaganda.36 Public opinion does not function linearly, but cybernetically, and system input must always be readjusted in order to achieve the desired system output.


 “Guided democracy” was a response to the strength of social movements and the inevitable expansion of voting rights. One of its most important functions was to limit the scope of what can “reasonably” be discussed so that concepts that are threatening to the system do not gain traction. George Orwell described this phenomenon in his 1943 preface to Animal Farm that was censored by the British Department of Information:



   At any given moment there is an orthodoxy, a body of ideas which it is assumed that all right-thinking people will accept without question. It is not exactly forbidden to say this, that or the other, but it is ‘not done’ to say it, just as in mid-Victorian times it was ‘not done’ to mention trousers in the presence of a lady. Anyone who challenges the prevailing orthodoxy finds himself silenced with surprising effectiveness.37




 To create such a “body of ideas which all right-thinking people will accept without question” is a very complex process in a world where there is neither a Vatican Council nor a Central Committee drawing the lines. Three subsystems play a decisive role here: the university system (as an apparatus of knowledge production and a filter for the “specialized class”), the party system (as part of the filter of representation) and the media. The limits placed on the spectrum of “reasonable” opinions are not primarily based on direct, linear influence by individuals, but on self-regulating mechanisms, of which the market itself is the most important. The way the commercial media function is a good example. As information turns into a commodity, those who have the most money will have the best chance to influence public opinion as they choose. Those with money cannot only place advertisements, but buy whole newspapers, television channels or news agencies and hire the best PR strategists to flood the market with information. They can also hire an army of lawyers to sue critical journalists, and influence the production of background information by commissioning scientific studies, financing university curricula (or even whole universities), as well as setting up NGOs, think tanks and foundations. Journalists who operate within this system inhale these manufactured worldviews daily until they become, at least in part, their own. The seemingly neutral rules of the market prove to be, on closer inspection, a means of systemic self-censorship. Even if this censorship often has gaps, it is still far more effective than state censorship, because it does not appear to be censorship.38


 Nevertheless, this self-regulating system is far from perfect. It actually fails time and again, because, despite everything, people cannot be prevented from thinking for themselves. For this reason, “guided democracy” will always be vulnerable. Whenever it becomes fragile, whenever the “bewildered herd” breaks into the carefully confined realm of experts, then other, more radical methods of system control will be considered as options.


 The German Revolution of 1918–19


 The birth of fascism was a response to the massive anti-systemic movements that emerged at the end of the First World War, especially in Germany and Italy, and could no longer be held down by “guided democracy.” In Germany, it began in October 1918 when sailors in Kiel, emaciated and disillusioned by a four-year war of annihilation, refused to fight in yet another senseless battle. The conscientious objectors formed councils, and despite a lack of central organization, within five days, the revolution had spread across the country from Hamburg to Munich, and Wrocław to Cologne. Companies and entire municipal administrations were taken over by councils, and in a very short time, simple workers and soldiers had managed to effectively self-organize. Despite its best efforts, the paralyzed empire had to watch helplessly as no more soldiers could be rounded up who were willing to shoot at their comrades. Unlike the Russian October Revolution, this revolution was not led by a Bolshevik elite, but by a predominantly social-democratic working class. It did not seek a “dictatorship of the proletariat,” but the abolition of militarism and private capital through the self-administration of workers. Because the insurgents believed that the leaders of the social-democratic party also shared the same basic goals, they could not possibly imagine what was to take place a few months after the start of the revolution. Friedrich Ebert, the first social-democratic president of the German Reich, deployed a protofascist volunteer militia to shoot down the social-democratic revolutionaries. In early 1919, since the majority of soldiers who had fought in the war were still unwilling to fire on their compatriots, Ebert’s only option was to use right-wing radical forces that his defense minister Gustav Noske (also a social democrat) hastily drummed up. In January of that year, the Freikorps marched into Berlin, and by March they had penetrated the working-class districts. In April they destroyed the Bavarian Soviet Republic that had been established in Munich. Thousands of mostly unarmed people were shot, and countless were tortured. Many of the Freikorps soldiers already wore swastika armbands; the nucleus of the fascist movement had been established.39
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 The Fascist Option


 The official founding of the Italian fascist movement took place in Milan at about the same time. In the building of the Associatione degli Industriali Lombardi, the most powerful industrial association in Italy, Benito Mussolini and his partisans founded, on March 23, 1919, a militia-like organization called the Fasci Italiani di Combattimento—later to become the Fascist Party. This was done for many of the same reasons as in Germany. In northern Italy, workers’ councils had occupied large factories and estates after the war, and in cities such as Turin, Genoa, Pisa and Livorno they had proclaimed a “workers’ democracy.” In response, many industrialists and landowners hired fascist goon squads, the fasci, to beat up or assassinate rebellious workers. Some factory owners also hired fascists to officially maintain “factory security.” For two years, “Blackshirts” terrorized the land while officials mostly looked on and did nothing. In 1922, the fascists successfully smashed a nationwide general strike, which, in the eyes of the bourgeois elite, made them eligible to serve in government. In the same year, Mussolini was chosen as head of state.40


 Mussolini’s seizure of power gave rise to a new option: fascism as a method for controlling the Great Machine. At first, this alternative seemed repulsive to some liberal elites, who felt it was a step backwards to a time they thought they had already left behind. Wherever the filters of “guided democracy” no longer functioned, however, and where revolutionary tendencies among large portions of the public could not be kept in check, such extreme measures gradually became Realpolitik options.


 This was not only true for Germany and Italy. Winston Churchill addressed the following to Mussolini at a press conference in Rome in 1927:



   If I had been an Italian, I am sure I would have been entirely with you from the beginning to the end of your victorious struggle against the bestial appetites and passions of Leninism. Your movement has rendered service to the whole world. Italy has shown that there is a way of fighting the subversive forces.41




 And as late as 1938, he asserted:



   I have always said that if Great Britain were defeated in war I hoped we should find a Hitler to lead us back to our rightful position among the nations.42




 Yet, Churchill believed that England did not have to resort to such extreme means because, as he put it, “it has its own way of doing things.” In almost all other European countries, however, parliamentary systems were suspended in the 1930s and early 1940s, whether through elections, coups, civil war or due to Germany’s military conquests. The fascist option was also by no means limited to Europe. Japan, by now highly industrialized, had experienced a severe economic crisis after the First World War and a massive upswing of anti-systemic movements. The response was the rise of “Tennō fascism,” which like the European variants, was very effective in neutralizing system-critical currents.


 In the midst of this darkening world situation, during the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9, the inhabitants of Catalonia, Aragon and other regions made what was probably the most successful attempt to build a true democracy in early twentieth century Europe. George Orwell, who like many thousands of Britons, defied British law and fought as a volunteer for the Republic, wrote about his experiences:



   There was a feeling of having suddenly emerged into an era of equality and freedom. Human beings were trying to behave as human beings and not as cogs in the capitalist machine. And no one owned anyone else as his master.43




 Almost all production in Catalonia was in the hands of the workers, from the tram factory to the hairdressing salon. The absence of bosses in no way led to a decline in production, and in many areas, especially agriculture, production actually increased. The workers were attacked not only by the fascists, but also by the Moscow-loyal Communist Party. Ultimately, with military support from the Germans, Franco’s troops were able to put a brutal end to self-organization and the entire republic. The US government remained officially neutral, but Texaco supplied oil to the fascists, while General Motors and Ford provided them with more than 10,000 trucks. After the war, a senior official in the Franco government said: “Without American oil, American trucks and American loans, we would never have won the civil war.”44


 In most countries, fascism received enormous support from industrialists, bankers and large landowners.45 In Germany, step by step, almost all of big industry and high finance came down on the side of the Nazis, even though not all considered National Socialism to be the most desirable solution. The economic elites in Germany largely abhorred parliamentary democracy, but they were also put off by the radical anti-Semitism and the partly anti-capitalist rhetoric of the NSDAP—at least initially. In his speech to a packed Industrial Club on January 26, 1932, Hitler tried to dispel these concerns and promised that private property would not be touched under his government. In November of the same year, some 20 industrialists wrote a letter to Reich President Hindenburg demanding Hitler’s appointment as Reich Chancellor.46 On February 20, 1933, Hitler and Göring held a secret meeting with leading business representatives and were successful in requesting support for the upcoming election campaign.47 The help received also ensured that there would be no further elections for the following 15 years. AEG, Thyssen, Krupp, RWE, Daimler-Benz, Porsche, BMW, AFA (today Varta), Siemens, Borsig, Osram, Dr. Oetker, Wintershall, Unilever, Bertelsmann, Allianz, Merck, IG Farben (Agfa, BASF, Bayer and Hoechst), and leading bankers from Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank and Dresdner Bank supported the Nazis in a variety of ways and profited from them in two respects.48 On the one hand, the militarized SS state suffocated trade unions and leftist movements more effectively than any parliamentary government could have done; on the other, it later contributed extremely inexpensive and disenfranchised labor to these companies in the form of millions of forced laborers.


 The Nazis also received significant financial support from foreign sources of capital, including Vickers, the largest British arms company, Henry Deterding (General Director of Royal Dutch Shell) and the French Heavy Industry Association.49 Louis Renault was an admirer of Hitler and met with him several times between 1935 and 1939.50 Henry Ford, whose anti-Semitic writings were an inspiration to the Nazis and who received the highest award of the German Reich with personal congratulations from Hitler in 1938, sold equipment not only to Franco, but also to the German army well into the 1940s.


 Despite this massive support from economic elites, however, it would be misleading to view fascism simply as a conspiracy engineered by the upper echelons. Unlike traditional military dictatorships, fascism was a movement. It was able to mobilize a society of traumatized, frustrated and disturbed people and rechannel their hatred of the system in a new direction, with the goal of saving this very system. It offered a “home” to the uprooted with the promise of a mythical national community; and it offered a vision of strength and power to the powerless who had returned traumatized from the battlefields of the Great War. Finally, to the victims of a monstrous economic system, it offered both simple explanations and a program for economic advancement.


 From an overarching point of view, the ultimate function of fascism was to steer much of the anti-systemic impetus back onto a systemic path. To accomplish this, the primary technique that was used by fascism’s most extreme form, German Nazism, was to define a group of culprits onto whom all evils could be projected—in this case, Jews. In doing so, the Nazis could exploit an almost 2,000-year history of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism.51 Building on this grim tradition, and equipped with the propaganda methods of modern public relations, the Nazis set in motion a gigantic mechanism for diverting and redirecting people’s attention. Its purpose was to take the anger, desperation and hatred felt for a monstrous system and redirect it toward a particular group that had been chosen to be the scapegoat.


 What happened next is well known. However, the horrors that were to sweep across Europe remain unfathomable. For six years, the Great Machine was transformed into a gigantic death factory, organized according to the Taylorist model of division of labor. It is often said that National Socialism was irrational, but in certain respects it was exactly the opposite: it was an excess—a running amok—of precisely the form of rationality upon which the Megamachine is based. Like perfectly functioning cogs, millions of people worked at full capacity in a mechanism that was quickly modified from the production of consumer goods to producing corpses. Fascism and National Socialism were not, as is repeatedly claimed, relapses into a “primitive barbarism,” but phenomena of twentieth-century modernity.52 The greatest murder in the history of humankind had its origins in the heart of “civilization.”





  Chapter 10


  Metamorphoses


  The Post-war Boom, Resistance Movements and the Limits of the System (1945–...)


  Everything on this show is for sale.


  FROM THE FILM THE TRUMAN SHOW


  “Little Boy” was only 120 inches long and 28 inches in diameter, an object hardly bigger than a Christmas tree. In its metal casing, however, there was enough concentrated destructive energy to wipe out 80,000 people within seconds, radiate hundreds of thousands more and transform a large city into a lunar landscape. For the surviving Japanese and the rest of the world, the bomb was an epochal turning point. From now on, the extinction of humankind, indeed of all living things in nature, was a real possibility. It only took the push of a button, as effortless as operating a coffee machine.


  The atomic bomb amassed all the accumulated power and destructive energy of the Great Machine. Long before, Leonardo da Vinci, the most innovative armaments engineer of his day, had written about the potential “to create coruscations and winds with dreadful thunder and lightning flashing through the darkness, and with impetuous storms to overthrow high buildings and to uproot forests.”1 The path from Leonardo da Vinci to the “father of the atomic bomb” Robert Oppenheimer reveals the explosive expansion of the metallurgical complex over 400 years. With as many as 100,000 people working on it, the production of the bomb was the largest scientific project of all time. It was also the beginning of industrialized large-scale research, the fulfillment of Francis Bacon’s vision of “big science.”
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  It was not just the size of the project that was extraordinary, but also its secrecy, both internally and externally. No working group was allowed to know what the others were doing, and the employees were ordered not to discuss their work with even their closest family members. The Manhattan Project developed into a kind of large technological parallel universe that was hermetically sealed off from the rest of society and removed from democratic control.


  The atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were by no means the only ones. Worldwide, the nuclear powers have detonated approximately two thousand atomic bombs for test purposes since 1945, with a cumulative explosive force of 34,000 Hiroshima bombs.2 In the deserts of Nevada and Kazakhstan and in the oceans and on the atolls of the South Seas, those at the helm of the Great Machine were waging a world war against planet Earth that was mostly hidden from the public eye.


  During this period, the fantasies of omnipotence harbored by engineers reached a high point, not only within the military, but also in civilian projects. In the Soviet Union, Stalin proposed his “Great Plan for the Transformation of Nature,” which involved redirecting two of Russia’s three largest river systems, with a length of more than 6000 miles, from the Arctic to the deserts of Central Asia. Meanwhile, the United States was working on a plan to use atomic bombs to create a second Panama Canal—the “Pan-Atomic Canal”—through Central America. The German engineer Hermann Sörgel even proposed damming up the Straits of Gibraltar and draining most of the Mediterranean Sea.3 Although these extreme projects were never realized, they were still typical of the thinking at the time. Nature became a malleable object in the hands of a god-like engineer who shaped it according to his fancy.


  THE TRENTE GLORIEUSES


  The 30 or so years that followed after “Little Boy” became known as the trente glorieuses (30 glorious years) or “The Golden Age of Capitalism.” It was a time when the modern world-system experienced the greatest expansion in its history. Western Europe, North America and Japan developed into consumer societies with occasional double-digit growth rates that today are looked back upon with envy. The parliamentary system had been adopted by most of these countries and was supplemented by the establishment of welfare states. Like at the end of the film Metropolis (1927), labor and capital had apparently joined hands to make peace and advance human progress. Furthermore, this progress was finally to be transferred to the Global South in the form of “development.” At last, it seemed that the monsters of modernity had been banished. The miracles of large-scale technology and the nearly inexhaustible energy supply from oil and nuclear fission would create a paradise on Earth in which past conflicts would disappear.


  At least, this was the image drawn at the time by the public relations industry in countless commercials commissioned by governments and companies. By shifting the point of view, however, it is possible to tell radically different stories about this period. For example, from the perspective of indigenous populations, such as the Adivasi in India or the Penan on Borneo, this epoch was marked by a continuation and even acceleration of the colonial destruction of their cultures. The hunger for resources to feed industrial expansion increasingly robbed people of their habitats, with millions forcibly driven from their land for “development projects.” Most ended up in the slums of the exploding megacities.


  For colonial populations, however, this period was also associated with high hopes for political and economic self-determination. After decades-long struggles, almost all African and Asian countries finally achieved formal independence. These successes were nonetheless accompanied by enormous sacrifices. Between 1954 and 1962, in Algeria alone, roughly 300,000 people died fighting against the French colonial rulers, with additional millions being interned, tortured and severely traumatized.4 In sharp contrast to their high-flown promises of “development” and peace, once colonies had gained independence, the former colonial powers continued to intervene in dozens of countries through covert operations in order to remove democratically elected governments and suppress independent development.


  When this strategy failed in Vietnam, the US resorted to an open war, in which more bombs were dropped than during the entire Second World War,5 and 3 to 4 million Vietnamese, Cambodians and Laotians lost their lives. Previously, the Korean War (1950–53) had already claimed at least as many victims. There, the US government waged what it called a “merciless” air war that eradicated about 20 percent of the population. Long before the Vietnam War, napalm had already been deployed against a civilian population on a large scale.6


  If the camera’s point of view shifts once again, this time to the perspective of Earth’s non-human species, then this era looms as the beginning of one of the darkest ages in the history of the planet. Chainsaws wiped out forests at a previously unimaginable rate, heavy equipment ripped open the earth and turned entire regions into deserts, chemical factories poisoned rivers, and industrial agriculture transformed cultivated landscapes into pesticide-soaked monocultures.7 The trente glorieuses mark the start of rapidly accelerating species extinctions that are now threatening to escalate into one of the greatest crises in the history of life on the planet.8 At the same time, for farm animals such as cows, pigs and chickens, it was also the beginning of industrial livestock production and mass slaughter. For the animal world, this was like a macabre echo of gulags and concentration camps.


  From the perspective of the Earth as an integrated living system, this epoch was also associated with a momentous atmospheric change. Driven by the exponentially increasing consumption of coal and oil, global greenhouse gas emissions tripled. In the three years from 1971 to 1973 alone, more CO2 was pumped out than in the entire century and a half from 1750 to 1900.9 With the post-war surge in expansion, the system finally achieved a level of power sufficient to change global meteorological forces: the weather conditions, the water cycle, as well as the air and ocean currents. Until then, such power had only been attributed to 6the gods. However, while a Poseidon in the Odyssey or a Yahweh in the story of the Flood were also able to call a halt to the deluges, the Great Machine has produced irreversible changes that are beyond anyone’s control.


  Constantly Moving Happiness Machines


  Initially, the populations of North America and Western Europe were hardly aware of the boom’s darker sides. Pressured by systemic competition with the Eastern Bloc, which also experienced considerable economic growth, and fearing eruptions of anti-systemic forces similar to those after the First World War, Western governments and companies opted to compromise with the workers. Never before in the history of the modern world-system had workers (at least in the Global North) been able to achieve such an increase in income. Never before had countries devoted so much of their financial resources to public welfare.


  Although the economy was booming, the human realities were not always so glorious. Sixty million people had been killed in the war, and at least as many were seriously injured. For years, countless people had been surrounded by mass death, extreme violence and fear. The German philosopher Hannah Arendt, who traveled throughout Germany in 1950, diagnosed a “blind compulsion to constantly keep busy, and an insatiable desire to do something all day long”:



   This busywork has become their main weapon to defend against reality. It makes you want to scream that this nonsense is not what is real. The rubble is real; the past horrors are real; the dead that you try to forget are real. But these people are living ghosts who can no longer be touched by words, arguments, the look in a person’s eye, or the sadness of the human heart.10




  In Europe, the US and Japan, the consumption of psychotherapeutic drugs became a mass phenomenon. Questionable diagnoses such as “vegetative dystonia” and “dystrophy” suddenly became popular, which in the end were nothing more than euphemisms for post-traumatic stress disorders.11


  In an insidious way, the disorientation and psychological disorganization of populations fit well with the needs of the economic system. The Second World War had produced a wide range of technological innovations that soon went into civilian mass production, including nuclear energy, jets, transistors and computers.12 At the same time, a vast amount of capital, no longer needed for the war economy, was waiting to be utilized. The confluence of these factors was a wave of exponential growth in production, once more focused on the metallurgical complex; in particular the automobile industry. A largely traumatized and disoriented society was now lured by an enormous program of sedation and distraction, with Mickey Mouse waving from his Cadillac and Aunt Jemima serving up pancakes to create a world of anesthetizing amnesia.


  The automotive industry played a central role in this expansion phase. Viewed objectively, individual transport by car is an extremely irrational concept when compared to the railway. It swallows up many times more energy, while enormous areas of land are dedicated to road construction that are no longer available for agriculture, housing, city life or nature. Every year, traffic accidents kill more than 1 million people worldwide (more than in armed conflicts), with another 40 million suffering severe injuries.13 Ultimately, it leads to “hurry up and wait” for those stuck in endless traffic jams from Shenzhen, to Mumbai, to Los Angeles and across the globe. The cultural critic Ivan Illich once calculated that even if you are not sitting in stalled traffic, traveling by car is not faster than by bicycle if you factor in all the time it takes to earn the money needed to buy the car and pay for fuel, repairs, road construction taxes, insurance and traffic fines.14 Despite the absurdity of the automotive system, after the Second World War virtually all governments from Washington and Paris to Moscow and Tokyo favored a “tout voiture” (completely automobile-based) strategy. In the US, car and tire manufacturers engaged in the systematic destruction of public transportation from the 1930s to the 1950s. General Motors, Standard Oil and Firestone bought public transportation companies under pseudonyms in 45 US cities, including New York and Los Angeles, in order to gradually shut down trams and commuter trains. The rail lines were then paved over with highways on which GM cars could drive using Firestone tires and fuel from Standard Oil.15 Concurrently, the industry marketed the car as a symbol of freedom, independence and the embodiment of the American Dream.16 The reason for this was simple: with the introduction of the automotive system, it was possible to sell each individual citizen a new car body, their own drive system and considerably more energy. At the same time, public investment in the highway network contributed a huge economic stimulus package to the construction industry— another significant boost to the expansion of the Great Machine.


  All the same, it was not easy to keep this machinery running for the long term. After a certain time, most households had a car, a television set and a refrigerator. In order to make more money from the accumulated profits, the newly created assembly lines had to keep running. Somehow, people needed to be persuaded to throw away their devices sooner and replace them with new ones. The solution was “planned obsolescence,” the deliberate reduction of a product’s lifespan. The principle had already been developed in the late 1920s, when General Motors put cars into circulation that were intentionally designed to last only a short time.17 Other manufacturers followed suit, and after the war, this concept was applied in almost all industries. With the help of the booming advertising industry, the principle of fashion, which had previously been restricted to clothing, was now applied to all kinds of consumer goods, from sofas to built-in kitchens. Now, a new model was bought because it was new and “modern,” not because the old one was broken. This was yet another point where the constraints of endless capital growth converged with an obsessive suppression of memory.


  As early as 1928, US President Hoover had declared to a group of public relations experts: “You have taken over the job of creating desire and have transformed people into constantly moving happiness machines, machines which have become the key to economic progress.”18 Consumerism as a state religion was complemented by a new magic phrase in politics: “economic growth.” The permanent expansion of the monetary economy (which is what “economic growth” means) has been a systemic necessity since the paradigm of endless capital accumulation emerged in the early modern era. But it was not until the period of the 1930s to 1950s that this growth was measured as GDP, and after the war officially elevated to the pinnacle of national priorities. At the time, the investiture of growth as a central political goal was attacked by many economists and politicians. Joseph Schumpeter, for one, felt that just a single parameter for measuring economic output was a “fiction created by statisticians” and a “meaningless pile of data.”19 A few months before he was assassinated in 1968, US presidential candidate Robert Kennedy gave a speech that summarized his criticism of growth ideology:


 
    Our Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for the people who break them. It counts the destruction of the redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the riots in our cities. It counts Whitman’s rifle and Speck’s knife, and the television programs which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet the gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning and compassion, it measures everything in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.20




  Nonetheless, despite all criticism, GDP growth eventually prevailed throughout the world as the most important indicator of progress and “development,” not only within the economic community, but also in politics and international organizations such as the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development).21 When viewed from the perspective of the common good, this choice was just as irrational as the introduction of the automotive system, but in the logic of the Megamachine, which must expand in order to exist, it made perfect sense.


  INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENTS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH


  The expansion of the system nonetheless met with considerable resistance in other parts of the world. Since the beginning of the century, strong anti-colonial movements had emerged in many African and Asian countries that were striving for independence and that often advocated alternative economic concepts. India was one of the first countries to take steps toward independence, in a way not yet seen in history. Mohandas “Mahatma” Gandhi had developed the concept of satyagraha (“holding onto truth,” which is sometimes mistakenly referred to as “passive resistance”) in South Africa at the beginning of the twentieth century. Gandhi perceived the principle of non-violence not as a weak fallback position, but as a powerful weapon. A tiny minority of British colonial rulers could only maintain their power over India if the Indians cooperated in some way. Gandhi therefore proposed a strategy of active non-cooperation that was aimed at the heart of the colonial machine. The goal was to break the international division of labor that had degraded India to a cheap supplier of raw materials and had destroyed its once highly developed textile production.


  Millions of Indians boycotted British products, stopped paying taxes and tried to revive the tradition of village self-sufficiency, which had been devastated by forced market integration.


  Being confronted with strategies of non-cooperation and civil disobedience, the British faced completely different challenges compared to armed uprisings. In 1930, for instance, the British army fired machine guns at a gathering of nonviolent protesting Muslims in Peshawar, who, despite the hail of bullets, maintained their inner calm: “When those in front fell down wounded by the shots, those behind came forward with their breasts bared and exposed themselves to the fire. Some people got as many as 21 bullet wounds in their bodies, and all the people stood their ground without getting into a panic.”22 Instead of stifling the resistance, such massacres only added fuel to the fire, and Great Britain had to withdraw from India in 1947. Formal independence had been achieved, but as we shall see, the struggle of Gandhi and his supporters was far from won.


  “Development” as Internal Colonization


  Two years after Indian independence, Harry Truman, in his inaugural speech as US president, split the Earth into two halves. There were the “developed” countries of the Global North and the “underdeveloped” countries of the South, which the North, with its superior civilization, was obliged to “free from their suffering.”23 In one fell swoop, 2 billion people and their cultures were branded as “underdeveloped.” The division of humanity into the “developed” and the “underdeveloped” is easily recognizable as the modernization of older pairs of terms such as “Christians” and “pagans” or “civilized” and “savages,” all of which served to justify the myth of superiority of the West and its missionary project.


  In Truman’s logic, history is one-dimensional. All of humanity is marching in a straight line toward the goal of Western industrial society as exemplified by the US. Anything else amounts to stagnation or regression, in short, “underdevelopment.” The consequences of this logic would be the elimination of those cultures and forms of social organization that do not follow the straight line. The South African historian Jan L. Sadie described this situation in 1961:


 
    Economic development of an underdeveloped people by themselves is not compatible with the maintenance of their traditional customs and mores. A break with the latter is a prerequisite to economic progress. What is needed is a revolution in the totality of social, cultural and religious institutions and habits, and thus in their psychological attitude, their philosophy and way of life. What is, therefore, required amounts in reality to social disorganization. Unhappiness and discontentment in the sense of wanting more than is obtainable at any moment is to be generated. The suffering and dislocation that may be caused in the process may be objectionable, but it appears to be the price that has to be paid for economic development; the condition of economic progress.24




  The idea of “development” has dominated the minds of entire generations of politicians, economists and social planners, regardless of whether they were inspired by socialism or capitalism.25 This is true not only in the immediate Western sphere of influence, but also in countries such as India and China, who had originally intended to set out on their own paths. In India, after Gandhi’s assassination (1948), Jawaharlal Nehru’s concept of large-scale, centralized development prevailed, which amounted to a complete departure from Gandhi’s ideas. Abandoning the logic of the Great Machine had been Gandhi’s goal, with the central pillars of his political philosophy being: swaraj (self-administration), swadeshi (local economy) and sarvodaya (the improvement of living conditions for all). Nehru, on the other hand, was determined to imitate the Western model of industrialization. The number of those who fell victim to this strategy was enormous. The Indian author Arundhati Roy estimates that, from the 1950s on, more than 50 million people were forcibly resettled for gigantic dam projects, most of whom ended up in the slums of rapidly expanding cities.26 In large part, these people were members of the Adivasi, the “first people,” who came from remote mountain and forest regions. Even today, there are still millions of Adivasi who are victims of displacement in the name of “development,” especially due to dams and mining. The tremendous richness of their culture is now in danger of being eradicated once and for all. In China, the communists had achieved important successes in the first years after coming to power in 1949. Hunger and civil war were overcome, the mafia gangs defeated, foreign colonial powers expelled and the first pillars of a state social system established.
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  The “century of humiliation” was followed by an era of national unification and reconstruction that was based on a new social contract. Mao’s goals were ambitious; he wanted to outdo the West by its own means, and in 1958 he announced the “Great Leap Forward.” His intention was to reach the industrial level of Great Britain within a few years, with the steel industry seen as key to success. Unlike in the West, however, industrialization was to be organized on a decentralized basis in order to bridge the growing gap between urban and rural areas and to counteract the centralized state’s concentration of power. What began as a meaningful initiative to strengthen rural self-organization took a misguided turn due to the fixation on metallurgical growth. In order to meet the government’s excessive production quotas, people throughout the country were forced to use homemade ovens to melt down all objects made with iron—from shovels to bedframes—for conversion into steel. The result was mountains of useless metal scrap. Much worse was the fact that, due to the steel mania, farmers had neglected the harvest during a period of drought. This led to one of the most devastating famines in China’s history with a death toll in the millions.27


  Eight years later, Mao initiated the “Cultural Revolution” in order to counter the looming refeudalization and bureaucratization of society. This project, however, was also infected by a development concept that called for an abrupt break from all cultural and social roots. The struggle was directed at the “four ancients,” which meant old ways of thinking, old cultures, old habits and old customs. Even if Mao had quite different economic and social goals, there were still obvious parallels to the capitalist ideology of development. Not only the party bureaucracy and intellectuals became the target of this campaign, but indigenous cultures as well. In Tibet, thousands of monasteries were destroyed, and Mongolians, Uighurs and the Dai in Yunnan were persecuted because their cultures were not “proletarian” enough.28


  “Development” as Fata Morgana


  In practice, “development” proved to be a kind of modern sacrificial cult, requiring a portion of the population and its culture to be sacrificed in order to pave the way for the nation’s progress. The bitter irony of this story, however, is that the goal of this sacrifice, “progress,” turned out to be a mirage for most countries. The sacrifices were made, but the development never took place. Wherever governments in the Global South seriously set out to undertake independent development—even if they followed Truman’s straight and narrow pathway—they were attacked by the West using all available means, be it by violent overthrow of the government or with the structural violence of debt. The concept of “development” thus became a typical “double bind” trap: political thinking focused down to a single goal—to emulate the West—but precisely that goal was to remain out of reach for most countries.29


  Truman had promised in his 1949 speech that “the old imperialism—exploitation for foreign profit—has no place in our plans. What we envisage is a program of development based on the concepts of democratic fair-dealing.” However, while politicians like Truman kept making such promises, other elements within their governments were taking pains to quash genuine democracy and development in the Global South. A decisive role was played by the modern intelligence services, which had been created during the Second World War as paramilitary organs with tens of thousands of employees operating in the shadows of the official armed forces. A list of the violent coups they initiated would fill many pages, beginning with the overthrow of Mohammad Mossadegh and his democratically elected Iranian government in 1953.30 The following are just a few examples.


  In the early 1950s, the democratically elected government of Guatemala set out to transform the Central American state “from a backward country with a predominantly feudal economy into a modern capitalist state,” as President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán put it at the time.31 As amenable to the system as this goal might sound, it was still unacceptable to the US, because it meant that the United Fruit Company (now Chiquita), which had previously controlled Guatemala as a “banana republic,” must relinquish power. The Company hired none other than Edward Bernays to launch a PR campaign portraying Arbenz as a closet Stalinist who intended to set up a communist dictatorship. In 1954, the CIA staged a coup that toppled Arbenz from office and installed a puppet government, an event that was celebrated in virtually all Western media under the orchestration of Bernays’ propaganda machine as a victory for democracy. For the next 30 years, Guatemala was ruled by various military regimes that reversed Arbenz’s social reforms and waged a brutal war against the opposition that left more than 200,000 dead.32


  In 1960, the efforts to achieve independence in the Congo had ensured that the Belgians finally left the country they had ravaged for nearly a hundred years. The first free elections brought Patrice Lumumba to power, who, like Arbenz and Mossadegh, sought an independent industrial development of the Congo and who even turned to the US for advice. For Western mining companies, however, this would have meant the end of their business model. Today, we know from the frank admissions of former Belgian and US secret service operatives that they had incited General Mobutu to first place Lumumba under house arrest and then ultimately murder him.33 As confirmed by the US State Department and CIA documents released in 2011, the order came directly from President Eisenhower.34 The international press and the UN mission on the ground looked on passively as Lumumba was mistreated by the military at Léopoldville airport and then bundled onto a plane for transport to the scene of his assassination. Mobutu’s terrorist regime, which came to power in the following years and plundered the country until 1997, was recognized and actively supported by all Western governments. The result is a country that remains largely devastated to this day, marked by civil wars and extreme poverty.


  In Indonesia, President Sukarno, a spokesman for the Non-Aligned Movement, who sought development that would be independent of both the West and the Soviet Union, was overthrown in a coup that led to a veritable genocide. Documents that were released a few years ago show that the CIA received instructions from the highest level to “liquidate Sukarno.”35 For this purpose, the man the Americans relied on was General Suharto. Using a CIA list of leading leftists as well as American weapons, Suharto sent out death squads in 1965 to murder several thousand people. The successes of the operation were regularly reported to the US embassy in Jakarta, and the CIA kept a careful record as the murders progressed. But Suharto went even further, recruiting tens of thousands of young men who were quickly trained to be murderers and sent out “to clean the country of Communists.” Armed with machetes, clubs and pistols, they tortured and killed nearly 1 million people within a few months.36 On the small island of Bali alone, which is now promoted as a South Seas paradise, around 100,000 people were murdered, which was 8 percent of the island’s population.37 Travelers gave reports of rivers that were literally blocked by corpses, making transport by water impossible. The result was a country paralyzed by shock and overwhelming fear among the population. Once Suharto took power, the so-called “Berkeley Mafia” economists—Indonesians educated in the US and sponsored by the Ford Foundation—turned economic policy on its head and opened the door to Western capital. Within only two years, virtually all of the country’s natural resources, especially oil, copper, wood and rubber, had been divided up among transnational corporations.38


  In one country after another, this was how the hopes for independent development were shattered, and how the Non-Aligned Movement, which had emerged between 1955 and 1961, was decisively crippled.


  THE WORLD REVOLUTION OF 1968


  After the Second World War, the second major challenge for the global Megamachine was the massive increase in civil rights protests and student movements that began in the 1960s. They were by no means limited to the US and Europe, but had spread around the world like wildfire, from Japan to Mexico and from Prague to Rio de Janeiro. The “world revolution of 1968” challenged the global system in a much more fundamental way than the now established “old left,” which included communist and social-democratic parties as well as trade unions, who had little more to offer than another variation of system management. The new movements did not seek a mere redistribution of wealth, but a radically different way of life. They were inspired by a cultural movement, the global “counterculture” that encompassed music, theater, literature and film. Especially the young generation was in search of new forms of living together and a common economy beyond the nuclear family, the state and the market. Unlike the “old left” with its orientation toward state socialism, the 1968 movements posed a challenge to all four tyrannies: the tyranny of the market; the physical violence of the state; the ideological power of the media, schools and universities; and the tyranny of linear thinking, technocracy and the idea of total domination over nature. With the advent of the Vietnam conflict, for the first time in the history of the US, an ongoing war was openly rejected by large sections of the population. While the first anti-war events of the early 1960s took place in tiny rooms with barely a dozen participants, by 1965 there were hundreds of thousands out in the streets. Tens of thousands refused military service and publicly burned their draft cards, while musicals such as Hair and the plays of the “Living Theatre” became worldwide symbols of anti-military resistance.


  Not only was the military called into question, but also all other disciplinary social structures that had developed in the modern era and become indispensable to the functioning of the system, such as schools, psychiatry, prisons and, last but not least, alienated wage labor. The “one-dimensional man” (Herbert Marcuse), who had been turned into a cog within the global mechanism, was to be liberated at all levels: economic, political, mental, physical and emotional.


  The movements of the 1960s and early 1970s broke through the facade of a “guided democracy.” Behind the shop windows of the brave new consumer world, they uncovered the bloodbaths being perpetrated around the globe in the name of “Western values.” This was symbolized above all by Vietnam. The myth of a Western mission that promises salvation was publicly shattered, and the filters of representation that had guaranteed the stability of the system since Madison’s time were no longer accepted. Grassroots democratic assemblies, teach-ins and sit-ins sprang up everywhere. Universities were transformed from institutions for producing “technocratically oriented intellectuals” (Samuel Huntington) into forums for open discussions about social change.


  Particularly threatening was the fact that rebellious students joined together with other movements, bringing large sections of a previously marginalized population onto the streets, including the black civil rights movement, the indigenous peoples’ movements and the women’s movement. In 1968, the American Indian Movement was founded, which succeeded in bringing the voices of Native Americans to a wider public. In 1964, the black civil rights movement in the US achieved the abolition of legally institutionalized racist segregation. It then went a step further by joining the movements against the Vietnam War and for the pursuit of a post-capitalist society. A “second wave” of the women’s movement rebelled against the patriarchal foundations of family, politics and economy and also joined with the peace movement and the “counterculture.” Virtually all the institutions on which power and domination had been based in the last 500—or even 5000—years were now faced with enormous challenges.


  The Response to 1968


  The political and economic establishment was confronted with previously unknown forms of resistance. There had been successful strategies for containing the independence movements of the Global South; and, step by step, the “old left” in North America and Europe had also been tamed, especially by giving workers a greater share of the growing pie during the boom of the trente glorieuses. However, none of this was effective against the new movements. They could neither be overthrown by force nor bought off, and rather than a larger piece of the pie, they wanted the entire bakery. In addition, these movements were largely made up of students who were supposed to learn how to run the Great Machine and its countless subsystems, not to dismantle them. It was therefore necessary to put together a new tool kit that would combine old and “proven” instruments with new strategies.


  Among such trusted devices was physical violence, although it was subject to certain limits in the “guided democracies” of the West. In Paris, during the barricaded battles of May 1968, the police deployed tear gas while arbitrarily arresting and beating protesters, thousands of whom were hospitalized. Meanwhile, tanks stood waiting for orders outside the gates of the city. In Mexico City, in October 1968, government snipers shot into a crowd of 10,000 unarmed protesters who had assembled. Hundreds died or were seriously injured. In Berkeley, California, Governor Ronald Reagan ordered the use of live ammunition against a peaceful crowd that had occupied a park, while helicopters dropped tear gas from overhead. The sheriff in charge later admitted that his people had fought “as if against the Vietcong.”39 In Ohio, the National Guard attacked unarmed students and shot four of them to death with dum-dum rounds from a distance of 100 yards. In Brazil, the US-backed military dictatorship arrested, tortured and murdered countless opponents of the regime, and in Czechoslovakia, hundreds of thousands of Warsaw Pact soldiers marched in to bring the “Prague Spring” to a violent end. However, violence was not always successful as a deterrent. After the Ohio massacre, 8 million students across the country went on strike, the largest student mobilization of all time. In France, prompted by police violence, workers showed solidarity with students and organized the most extensive spontaneous strike in French history.


  As the use of open physical force caused public opinion to turn against governments and threatened to further destabilize the system, many states increasingly turned to covert violence. One example is the FBI’s secret “Counterintelligence Program” (Cointelpro). Originally developed against alleged communists, it was now being used against the anti-war movement, Martin Luther King, the Black Panthers, the women’s movement, the American Indian Movement, student groups and anti-war senators. Leaked in 1971, FBI-internal documents show that the program’s purpose was to “discredit, destabilize and demoralize” critical movements, including those that were completely legal and peaceful. The methods ranged from dirty campaigns against movement leaders to the use of agents provocateurs and even to political murder. Anonymous phone calls and letters were used to deliberately incite paranoia among political activists. Martin Luther King, for example, was urged to commit suicide. FBI members planted false reports in the media, printed fake leaflets and organized pseudo-political groups to turn different factions of the movement against each other. The police and FBI broke into the residences of civil rights activists under flimsy pretexts and completely demolished them. Several members of the Black Panthers were shot to death in their own homes.40


  Another example is the Italian “Gladio” network, uncovered in 1986 by the investigating magistrate Felice Casson. This was an organization run by neo-fascists and members of the Italian military intelligence service SISMI together with NATO and the CIA. The network perpetrated numerous terrorist attacks in Italy during the 1960s and 1970s with the explicit aim of placing the blame for the attacks on left-wing groups.41 In response to a parliamentary enquiry, former Italian Prime Minister Andreotti confirmed Gladio’s existence, adding that similar organizations existed in many other Western European countries.42 In 1990, this led the European Parliament to demand an investigation into such secret paramilitary organizations in all EU states and to finally abolish them—but without significant success.43 Today, the state-sponsored terrorism pursued by organizations such as Gladio, with the goal of enforcing repressive policies by creating a state of emergency, has become commonly referred to as the “strategy of tension.”


  The Ideological System is Shaken


  In the early 1970s, especially due to increasing violence, the mood in many countries changed. To a degree, the climate of optimism and high hopes gave way to an atmosphere of fear. Many political groups splintered into conflicting factions, while others withdrew from the political arena to devote themselves to spiritual liberation. Still others opted for the “long march through the institutions” or fled to consumerism.


  Although state violence had contributed to this fragmentation and intimidation, its success turned out to be limited. The ideological foundations of the system had been permanently shaken. With the exposure of American war crimes at Mỹ Lai in Vietnam (1969), and the unveiling of the “Pentagon Papers” (1971), large portions of the population came to realize that a brutal war of extermination had been waged in their name, under the masks of freedom and democracy. It turned out that the American people had been systematically lied to by four successive US governments about the goals of the war and the extent of the killing. The revelations about Cointelpro (1971) and secret CIA programs (1974) showed that the government was not above inflicting massive violence against its own people. Against this backdrop, Watergate (1972) was little more than a historical footnote.


  These revelations shook not only the political establishment, but also the worldview of entire populations in the Western hemisphere. Now, it was no longer just a matter of misconduct by one government or another; the entire political and ideological system began to wobble, with the US at its epicenter. Confidence in state institutions, especially in the military, was permanently damaged.44 This allowed the peace movement in the 1970s to become a strong anti-systemic force, which made warfare more difficult than ever before in the history of modern states. From then on, the military-industrial complex would remain at the center of public criticism and protest.


  An additional new movement also emerged that was closely linked to resistance to the military—the modern ecology movement. Greenpeace was founded in 1970 in Canada as a protest organization against nuclear bomb testing in Alaska. At about the same time, Friends of the Earth was also formed as an anti-nuclear organization. “Earth Day” in 1970 brought 20 million Americans onto the streets to demonstrate for environmental protection.


  The ecology movement drew inspiration from a momentous and far-reaching upheaval in the sciences. In 1972, The Limits to Growth, a report to the Club of Rome, was published. Using computer models, scientists at the renowned Massachusetts Institute of Technology showed that continued industrial growth will lead to a global system collapse by the year 2100, a prognosis that has been repeatedly confirmed in many subsequent reviews and updates of the report.45 In the realms of established physics, chemistry and biology, Ilya Prigogine’s work on non-linear systems shook mechanistic notions of nature.46 In economics, E. F. Schumacher, a former associate of John Maynard Keynes, developed the concept of a decentralized, ecological people’s economy, strongly influenced by Gandhi. Schumacher’s book Small Is Beautiful became an international bestseller. At about the same time, NASA scientist James Lovelock and biologist Lynn Margulis introduced the “Gaia hypothesis,” the first scientific attempt to understand the Earth as a living, self-regulating system.


  This new thinking was in turn reflected in the activities of countless “counterculture” communities that attempted to build a lifestyle beyond the destruction of nature, consumerism and competition (partly following older traditions of Romanticism and “life reform” movements). Yet another major break from the past was to emerge, the importance of which cannot be overestimated: the educational revolution. Since the early modern period, educational methods had prevailed at school and at home with the express aim of breaking the child’s will in order to make it a smoothly functioning part of the family, military and economy.47 Approaches to pedagogical reform that were based on respect for the child had existed for a long time. However, it was only in the period after 1968 that a movement began to develop in parental homes, daycare centers and independent schools that was capable of winning over a majority. Thus, another critical foundation of the disciplinary society was called into question.


  The great political turnaround had failed to materialize in 1968 but the social changes were profound. A critique of the entire ruling structure of modernity and the Western concept of “civilization” was now on the agenda of a global “counterculture” that was penetrating ever deeper into the mainstream.


  The “Moderation of Democracy”


  In 1973, the Trilateral Commission was set up at the instigation of David Rockefeller to coordinate global system management between the US, Western Europe and Japan. Its members included leading politicians from all three regions, CEOs of corporations such as Exxon, Toyota, Fiat, Lehman Brothers and Coca-Cola, as well as union leaders and leading journalists, including the editors of Time Magazine, the Financial Times and the German weekly Die Zeit.


  One of the first reports produced by the commission was entitled The Crisis of Democracy. In the report, Samuel Huntington and his co-authors from France and Japan diagnose an “excess of democracy” as a threat to the stability of the system. Huntington looks back wistfully to the 1950s, when “President Truman was able to govern the US with the cooperation of a relatively small number of Wall Street lawyers and bankers.”48 With remarkable openness, the authors note that “European democracies have been only partially and sometimes theoretically open. Their regulations were built on a subtle screening of participants and demands.”49 Huntington continues:



   The effective operation of a democratic political system usually requires some measure of apathy and noninvolvement on the part of some individuals and groups. [...] Marginal social groups, as in the case of the blacks, are now becoming full participants in the political system. Yet the danger of overloading the political system with demands which extend its functions and undermine its authority still remains.50




  Huntington also complains that advanced industrial societies have produced a layer of “value-oriented intellectuals, who devote themselves to the derogation of leadership, the challenging of authority, and the unmasking and delegitimation of established institutions.”51 The press posed yet another threat: “As a result of the increasing influence of the journalists vis-à-vis owners and editors, the press has taken an increasingly critical role toward government and public officials. In some countries, traditional norms of ‘objectivity’ and ‘impartiality’ have been brushed aside in favor of ‘advocatory journalism’.”52 The new values that were spreading throughout society made it increasingly difficult for governments to “impose discipline and sacrifice upon its citizens.”


  The analyses in this report are some of the most accurate and forceful testimonies by “liberal” political elites about their fears regarding true democracy.53 The report’s final recommendations, however, remain relatively vague. For example, there is talk of restoring “an appropriate balance between the press, the government, and other institutions in society” or relating “educational planning to economic and political goals.” The vagueness of these recommendations further underscores the helplessness that had befallen the establishment in the mid-1970s. The strategies of the “great rollback” were yet to be conceived.


  THE GREAT ROLLBACK


  The political and economic elites who tried to steer the Great Machine through turbulent times had to battle on at least two fronts during the 1970s. On the one hand, there was the challenge of counterculture and anti-systemic movements, and on the other, a global economic crisis. After three decades of boom and expansion, a period of stagnation and contraction began in 1973, heralded by a sharp rise in oil prices, a severe recession and the collapse of the world monetary system (“Bretton Woods System”), including the gold parity of the US dollar.


  The answer to this turmoil was what later became known as the “neoliberal revolution,” although in fact it was more of a conservative reaction. Its aim was to restart the stuttering accumulation machine, push back the counterculture and restore power to the dominant economic classes that had been significantly weakened in the 1960s.54 This “revolution” had several pillars: one was politico-economic, another was ideological-propagandistic and (often overlooked) one was military.


  The drama of the global economic downturn that began in 1973 is now almost forgotten. The US fell into a deep recession, and the price of oil quintupled at times, which not only called the automotive system into question, but the entire fossil-energy-based growth model. At the same time, Great Britain was experiencing a serious banking crisis. In 1976, the country faced insolvency and was forced to accept a loan from the International Monetary Fund on condition of a profound “structural adjustment.” The city of New York also barely avoided bankruptcy in 1975.55 As later in countless African, Asian and Latin American countries, these debt crises were to be exploited as an opportunity for a radical transformation within society. The prototype for this immediately followed the New York bankruptcy, when normal and low-income earners were expelled from Manhattan in order to transform it into an El Dorado for the super-rich.56


  The Economy of Expropriation


  In order to restart the money accumulation machine and restore its threatened power over society, owners of capital relied on a range of strategies typically used during phases of economic contraction. One of these was to make intensive efforts to reduce input costs, i.e. wages, taxes and resource expenditures. The various ways to reduce taxes and wages included: combating trade unions; lowering legal minimum wages and labor standards; relocating production to low-wage countries; financing campaigns to reduce corporate taxes; relocating company headquarters to tax havens; etc.57 As we will see, the debt of the Global South would provide critical leverage for reducing resource prices.


  A second reaction, also typical during contraction phases, was the expansion of speculative activity. Because investment in the so-called “real economy” was hardly worthwhile, capital owners increasingly invested in financial transactions that promised high short-term profits, while also pushing for the abolition of obstructive regulations. It is often said that speculation is ultimately a zero-sum game for all the players, but in practice, this is not quite the case. While profits flow into private hands during the expansion phase of a speculative bubble, once it bursts, the government is usually willing to offset a large portion of the losses and pass them on to the general population. A typical example is the major US banking and real estate crisis of 1982, known as the Savings and Loan Crisis. After the bubble burst, the public sector assumed as much as 124 billion US dollars of the costs, while private companies were only held liable for 29 billion US dollars.58 This pattern has been repeated in countless banking and financial crises since the beginning of the 1980s, right up to the global financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent “Euro crisis.” In order to make speculation profitable in the long term, it is therefore not only crucial that obstructive regulations be abolished, but it is also necessary to ensure that speculation losses are not borne by the speculators themselves. Although this principle is incompatible with neoliberal ideology, it has occupied a crucial place in neoliberal practice from the outset.


  The third strategy amounted to a kind of intra-systemic cannibalism. The system began to devour itself, starting with its own infrastructure. Areas that had, until then, wisely been excluded from capital accumulation and were predominantly state-run or publicly organized were then privatized, such as the health, education and pension systems, transport infrastructure and water utilities. In order to pump up short-term profits, investors often trimmed back on the critical components of these infrastructures. Railway networks were dismantled, water pipe maintenance was neglected, personnel laid off, etc. Examples of such internal decay are legion, from the Argentine railway system, which has now almost disappeared, to the ailing London water supply.


  All three strategies were very successful in generating high profits for individual companies and restoring class supremacy to the upper 1 percent. It was a veritable “coup d’état by transnational corporations” (John Ralston Saul), which rose to become the true sovereigns of the world. At the same time, however, these strategies produced enormous costs for the national economies. First of all, they ruined the infrastructure needed to maintain capital accumulation for the long haul. Secondly, these strategies can only work if more and more debt is accumulated somewhere within the system. When wages are lowered, consumers have to take on debt in order to continue buying up the output of production. If taxes are lowered, then states also have to borrow to continue providing infrastructure. Finally, if speculation is to pay off in the long run, then states will also have to borrow in order to offset losses. Therefore, over time, the neoliberal program will undermine not only the livelihoods of large sections of the population, but also the very foundations of the Great Machine itself.


  Tanks and Propaganda


  By its very nature, the implementation of such a socially destructive program was not an easy task, and it required varying mixtures of ideological, structural and physical violence, depending on the country and continent. The prototypical case of military violence was Chile, where in 1973 the elected government of Salvador Allende was overthrown in a US-backed coup that was meant to pave the way for the shock program of the “Chicago Boys,” followers of the radical free-market economist Milton Friedman. In the great stadiums of Santiago, which were converted into torture and execution arenas following the takeover, the military snuffed out any resistance to the coup in the name of “free markets.”59


  The Chilean model, however, would not transfer well to the North. The option of using tanks and torture was unthinkable here, so other means had to be employed. Thus, in the 1980s and 1990s, a propaganda battle of epic proportions began in North America and Western Europe. It started in the US and Great Britain, where the destruction of infrastructure and social security was sold to the public as personal liberation. The search for individual development and freedom from state intervention, which played an essential role in the “counterculture” of the 1960s, was reinterpreted as market-compliant self-optimization and consumer freedom. With billions of dollars from business interests, countless think tanks and foundations were set up to disseminate their “expertise” through political networks, universities and the mass media. The gospel they propagated was that if people finally took their fate into their own hands—free from the restrictions of the state, trade unions and stifling morals—then the invisible hand of the market would simply increase prosperity for all. Liberation from the state, however, was a fairy tale from the very beginning. While the program did indeed aim to do away with the welfare services that had been hard fought for by social movements, at the same time it relied on a massive expansion of the military, of “security technology” and surveillance, not least to maintain control over disintegrating societies.


  In universities, the media, the arts and political parties, an ideological rollback occurred that Huntington and his coauthors could have only dreamed of. The commercialization and academic strictures placed on universities gradually pushed back critical thinking and promoted the “technocratic intellectual” that Huntington had always wished for.60 A new wave of consolidation in the media sector and the privatization of television—in Germany and France in the portentous year 1984—made it harder than ever for committed journalists to assert themselves against publishers and owners. Sports events and casting shows took over more and more time slots and fulfilled an important ideological function by preparing viewers for a world of total competition. In cinema, monster and fantasy films, starting with Jaws (1975) and Star Wars (1977), replaced the more socially engaged movies of the 1960s and early 1970s.


  Across the political landscape of the 1990s, the social-democratic parties finally abandoned their roots and became the most zealous executors of radical free-market politics, a development that has led to the virtual absence of real political alternatives at the ballot box.


  The Great Rollback in the East


  The globalization of the neoliberal program spared neither the countries of the Eastern Bloc nor China. When Mikhail Gorbachev began to slowly democratize the ossified authoritarian system of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, he knew that he was initiating a risky process, but he had no idea what kind of floodgates he would be opening. His goal was a kind of social-democratic welfare state modeled on Sweden, but as we know, this would never be achieved. The economic downturns that followed the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 were seen by Western advisors and lenders as an opportunity to push through their shock program and prepare the ground for one of the most remarkable exploitive raids in modern history. Western “investors” and local elites snatched the prime cuts of the disintegrating system and earned billions overnight. In 1993, when the Russian parliament refused to give Boris Yeltsin and his kleptocratic regime, which was supported by the International Monetary Fund and Western governments, dictatorial power and a blank check for radical structural adjustment programs, Yeltsin seized the “Pinochet Option.” He had tanks and machine guns shoot at the parliament building until the elected deputies came out with their hands up. The headline of the Washington Post the day after the bloody coup d’état was, “A Victory for Democracy.”61


  In China, head of state Deng Xiaoping had been opening up the Chinese economy to foreign capital and increasing competition since the early 1980s, a process that would eventually lead to the Chinese boom in subsequent decades. Although China’s balancing act between opening markets and state control produced impressive growth figures and raised the standard of living for many people, there were also considerable sacrifices right from the start. An estimated 70 million farmers were driven off their land, and ordinary workers lost virtually all social security benefits. Women, in particular, were forced to accept work under inhuman conditions in the sweatshops of the new special economic zones. Party cadres, on the other hand, appropriated the privatized state-owned enterprises and became multimillionaires within a few years.62 This situation was one of the decisive factors that led to the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. The Chinese leadership’s reaction with tanks and mass shootings is well known. Deng Xiaoping stifled student and worker resistance, which paved the way for radical privatizations during the 1990s, and to China becoming one of the most socially divided nations on Earth.63 It was not until the 2010s that the gap between rich and poor began to narrow somewhat once again.


  However, the most extreme and violent form of neoliberal revolution took place in Iraq in 2003. After the US military had largely devastated the country, Paul Bremer, head of the Provisional Authority, was the first to pass a package of laws that privatized all public institutions and handed Iraqi banks over to foreign control. Since then, the country has grown from one of the wealthiest in the Middle East into one of the poorest in the world. With its public infrastructure destroyed, the country has fallen apart and become prey to rival warlords and religious fanatics.64


  The Power of Debt


  In addition to military and ideological violence, there was yet another way to implement a neoliberal reorganization—the structural violence of debt. By the mid-1970s, enormous amounts of capital, including money from the Arab oil states, had accumulated in major financial centers, for which there were fewer and fewer profitable investment opportunities because of the global recession. One strategy for investing this capital safely and profitably was to offer “development” loans to countries in the Global South. Western bankers, economists and policy advisors fanned out across the southern regions to sell large infrastructure projects to the governments of former colonies that were financed by credits from the North and implemented by companies from the North. As a result, the countries of the Global South went into enormous debt to achieve “development” that, in most cases, was only a chimera. From 1970 to 2000, the indebtedness of the 60 poorest countries rose from 25 billion to 523 billion US dollars.65 Many of the borrowers were dictatorships that had risen to power or were propped up with support from the West. Whether in Indonesia, the Philippines, Brazil, Uganda, Congo or Haiti, there was barely any accountability for how the money was used. Much of it disappeared into Swiss bank accounts and the rest went into oversized and absurd prestige objects, the countless ruins of which still blight the landscape today. Because of government guarantees, private investment risk was practically eliminated, which secured the flow of returns and interest. Countries such as Argentina, Zimbabwe and Mexico are still paying interest on these loans, although they have already repaid the borrowed sum several times over.66 Due to the continuous flow of interest from the South, the poorest countries in the world have been subsidizing the accumulation of capital in the North, especially in the financial centers of New York and London.


  The South’s debt has not only made for profitable business, but it is also a means of political control. Those who take on debt also become susceptible to extortion. Thus, “dirty” military or paramilitary interventions could be replaced by “clean” economic coercion.


  Between 1979 and 1981, the then chairman of the US Federal Reserve, Paul Volcker, shocked the world with radical increases in US key interest rates of up to 20 percent.67 The consequences for the Global South were dramatic, and in a very short time the costs of debt service multiplied, with one country after another headed for bankruptcy. This debt crisis was the gateway for the rising power of the IMF, which was originally created to stabilize volatile currencies. Since the early 1980s, however, the Fund has taken on completely new tasks. Often in cooperation with the US Treasury, it has imposed “aid loans” on over-indebted countries in order to avert imminent national bankruptcy. In exchange for these loans, the IMF has then demanded far-reaching rights of intervention in the legislation and social structure of the borrowing countries. In this way, the IMF has become a kind of new colonial government in large parts of Africa, Asia and Latin America, undermining what had remained of the efforts for independent development after the covert operations of the 1950s to the 1970s. The debt crisis in the South proved to be extremely useful by ensuring a constant flow of capital to the banks, and also lowering the input costs of industries in the North. In return for emergency loans, the IMF required a strong focus on the export of industrial raw materials and agricultural products. The argument was, if you export more, then you can repay your debts faster. Since this prescription was assigned to many countries at the same time, the world market was literally flooded with wheat, rice, coffee, tobacco, sugar, copper, aluminium, coal and oil—and prices fell.68 The crises in the South remained unsolved and further intensified, while processing industries in the North enjoyed lower input costs.


  The Second Devastation of Mexico


  These neoliberal shock therapies plunged most Latin American and African countries and much of Asia into a vicious cycle of debt, impoverishment and violence. A striking example is Mexico. When the national debt exploded as a result of the “Volcker Shock,” the country faced bankruptcy in 1982. In exchange for an aid loan, the IMF and the US Treasury ordered an extensive structural adjustment program, which for the first time included a comprehensive privatization scheme in addition to massive cuts in public spending and deregulation of the financial system. Due to this program, the average real income of Mexicans fell by almost 50 percent. In Mexico City, spending on public services such as the water supply, waste collection and public health fell by about a quarter. In just 10 years, the city transformed itself from one of Latin America’s most tranquil capitals into the continent’s most dangerous metropolis.69 Tenochtitlán had been wiped out by Hernán Cortés’ troops more than 450 years earlier, and now the city was devastated once again; this time by the structural violence of the IMF regime.


  The crisis worsened when Mexico signed onto the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994. Highly subsidized corn imports from the US now destroyed the livelihoods of small farmers, while US companies outsourced large parts of their production to Mexico. Tens of thousands of maquilas emerged on the US border. These were assembly and textile companies where impoverished women in particular worked for starvation wages. The cities of Ciudad Juárez and Tijuana increased their populations tenfold during this period, but when the industries migrated to even cheaper countries, especially China, the jobs dried up. The drug mafia and prostitution took their place. Twenty years earlier, Ciudad Juárez had been a quiet provincial town, and now it was the most violent city in the world with up to 4000 murders per year.70 Today, one in ten of the city’s residents is addicted to drugs. Meanwhile, Mexican entrepreneur and crisis profiteer Carlos Slim, later a co-owner of the New York Times, became the richest man on Earth.


  The New “Others”


  The neoliberal rollback tore up the social fabric and undermined social cohesion in the North, South, East and West. As in the radical free-market phase of the nineteenth century, many governments increasingly played the nationalist (or religious-fundamentalist) card to weld together society. The exuberant patriotism in Thatcher’s Great Britain during the Falklands War, the Reagan era in the US, the rise of fascist Hindu nationalism in India, as well as the nationalist movements in many European countries are cases in point.


  In order to forge an “us group,” or imagined community, from a fractured society, an external enemy—“the other”—is necessary. Until 1989, communism had provided a passable foil for the West, but as soon as the Berlin Wall fell, a replacement was urgently needed. Ultimately, “Islamist terrorism” was tapped to fulfill this function. From 1993 on, the same Samuel Huntington who had promoted the “moderation of democracy” in 1975 had once again become extremely influential by spreading his theses on the “clash of civilizations.”71


  In the year of terror, 2001, ten times more people were murdered in the US by fellow citizens using firearms than by the attacks of September 11. Nonetheless, it was possible to stylize “Islamism” as the greatest threat to mankind and thus justify subsequent wars and a massive dismantling of civil rights. Once again, the enemy of civilization could be located in the East (this time the Middle East). A 2000-year history of “Orientalism” which had set the wild, unpredictable Orient in opposition to the rational, civilized Occident provided a framework already deeply anchored in Western thinking, into which the new image of the enemy neatly fitted.72 The various currents of political Islam, which were broadly subsumed under “Islamism,” were quickly labeled “medieval,” although they have absolutely nothing to do with the Middle Ages and are the product of modern colonial history.


  The macabre point of this development is that the proclaimed enemy of civilization becomes a real one when the military is called in to fight it. Once again, Iraq provides the best example. While there was practically no Islamist-motivated terror there before the 2003 invasion, the alleged “war on terror” has led the country to subsequently fall prey to warlords and terrorist groups.


  THE LIMITS OF THE SYSTEM


  Since the early 1970s, the limitations of the global Megamachine have become increasingly apparent. During the oil crises of 1973 and 1979, people in industrialized countries experienced in concrete terms for the first time what the finite nature of fossil fuels means: fuel rationing, driving bans, panic buying and inflation. The ominous nuclear accidents in Harrisburg (1979), Chernobyl (1986) and finally Fukushima (2011) have severely shaken the idea that nature can be controlled through technology.


  In the 1960s, large sections of the “specialized classes,” from Los Angeles to Tokyo and from Paris to Brasilia, looked forward to a technocratic utopia in which cybernetically optimized humans could relax in quietly humming space gliders. These days, the only prospect remaining is that of a desolate dystopia: a planet torn between extreme wealth and abject misery, racing toward an ecological catastrophe with a huge arsenal of nuclear weapons, collapsing megacities and a dysfunctional financial system. While there are still some steadfast believers who turn their shining eyes toward the promise of large-scale technology and free markets, the collapse of optimism and progress ideologies that have shaped Western civilization for more than 200 years cannot be overlooked.


  Economic Limits


  Since the financial crisis of 2008, the instability of the global economic system has become abundantly clear to all. For large parts of the world’s population, however, crashes and chronic crises have been part of everyday life for decades, from the Mexican crisis in 1982 to the Asian crisis in 1997 to the bankruptcies of Russia (1998), Brazil (1999) and Argentina (2000).


  This increasing instability is not, as is often believed, caused by the unscrupulous behavior of a few leading bankers, but by the fact that the accumulation of capital based on the cycle of production, sales, profit and reinvestment has started to stall on a global scale. The most important reason for this is that the neoliberal rollback was very profitable for only a narrow group, and that it simultaneously weakened demand through wage dumping and job insecurity. People simply no longer have enough money in their pockets to buy up global production at profitable prices, while in the logic of the system, that production must continue to grow. This demand problem is exacerbated by the fact that more and more people have been laid off and are dropping out of the production system. Consequently, they no longer receive any wages with which to make purchases. The system is stifled by its own productivity. Large parts of the agricultural and industrial workforce have already been replaced by technology during the last hundred years, and with computerization, the trend is now spreading to the middle classes and the service sector.73 The result is structural mass unemployment, which is becoming more and more acute, despite being hushed up by manipulated government statistics. While in the 1980s we were still talking about the “two-thirds society,” in which one-third would become permanently excluded from gainful employment, today, on a global scale, we are moving toward a “one-fifth society” in which only 20 percent of the population is needed for production.74 No one knows how the remaining 80 percent will end up nor how social peace and political stability can be possible under such conditions.


  This structural crisis could theoretically be defused by a Keynesian program with extensive taxation of wealth, job creation in the public sector, wage increases, shorter working hours and much more. However, such a program of higher taxes and wages would significantly increase costs for capital owners, and severely cut into their potential profits. Therefore, they resist it with all means at their disposal and thus ultimately intensify the crisis. The more successful they are in accomplishing their short-term goals, the more they undermine the functionality of the economic system that sustains them. Even state actors can hardly be expected to solve this dilemma, because they are caught up in the logic of an intensifying global competition between regions.


  For decades, this systemic crisis has been concealed by the rapidly growing indebtedness of companies, states and consumers. However, debt bubbles have the unpleasant tendency to burst at some point. In 2008, states were still able to cushion the near-collapse of the global financial system by billing themselves and their citizens for most of the costs of the crisis. Whether they can do this again is more than questionable, especially since not only their budgets are dwindling, but their legitimacy is as well.


  The Regression of the State and the End of Loyalty


  Since the 1990s, starting on the periphery of the world-system, more and more states have collapsed and are no longer able to maintain control over their own territories. In the meantime, a corridor of “failed states” about 10,000 kilometers long has formed, stretching from the Congo via Mali, Libya, Sudan and Somalia to Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. Since the global financial crisis of 2008, the collapse of the state has also eaten its way to the edges of Europe. The civil war in Ukraine is a typical example. The categorization of “failed state” is partly arbitrary and is often used to justify “anti-terrorist” interventions, but the phenomenon behind it is real. A significant element in the collapse of states goes back to the debt crisis of the 1980s and 1990s. In many countries, such as Mali, after decades of structural adjustment there is no perspective for young people other than to join one of the rival militarized groups, be it the army, the jihadists or the drug smugglers.75 The result is a war economy similar to the one in Europe during the Thirty Years’ War.


  As in Iraq, some states fail directly due to military intervention. What is striking in these countries is that, unlike in colonial times, the intervening power is no longer able or willing to establish stable state structures. In the case of the US, there are two obvious reasons for this: since the Vietnam War, the population is reluctant to permanently deploy ground troops abroad; and because of the enormous national debt, the US can no longer afford a long-term occupation and reconstruction program along the lines of the Marshall Plan.


  State structures are eroding in certain sectors of industrialized countries as well. Almost the entire modern period up to the early 1970s was characterized by the centralization and state regulation of more and more functions of the system. The goal was to deepen control over populations and territories and optimize the capital accumulation apparatus. Nonetheless, the system has been developing backwards ever since, as clearly evidenced by the switch from conscription armies to mercenary troops and private military contractors, as was typical in the early modern era. In an increasing number of cases, corporations are also resorting to private mercenary armies in order to operate in an increasingly insecure world, just as the first public limited companies did in the seventeenth century.76


  Another aspect of system regression is the disintegration of infrastructure. For centuries, centralized state power built roads, railways, bridges, electricity grids, water and sanitation systems, schools and administrative structures to provide the infrastructure necessary for the smooth functioning of the economy. Since the 1980s, this infrastructure has been disintegrating in many of the wealthiest industrialized countries, with that of the United States declining most rapidly. As early as 2003, the American Society of Civil Engineers stated that “the infrastructure necessary for the functioning of our economy and our quality of life is disintegrating.”77 For years, this organization has been calling for an investment program of over 2 trillion dollars, which, given the budget crisis, remains a pipe dream.


  As the state withdraws from the maintenance of infrastructure and welfare services, it is evolving back to what it was from the start, a purely repressive military and police machine. The US is setting the example: while large sections of the population sink into poverty and struggle to survive amid a dysfunctional infrastructure, the government is concentrating on expanding surveillance systems, prisons and the military. As a result, citizens’ loyalty to their state, which has been painstakingly nurtured since the nineteenth century, is waning. With the denunciation of the historical compromise between capital and labor, which culminated in the welfare states of the trente glorieuses, the possibilities of controlling the system within the framework of a “guided democracy” are dwindling. Citizens are turning away from established politics, options are becoming more radical, and the system is growing even more unstable.


  The Return of Nationalism and Fascism


  When the frustration and anger of the citizens crosses a certain threshold, and the “bewildered herd” (Walter Lippmann) breaks out of its pen and becomes uncontrollable, politics is left with two options. It can either make genuine concessions to the people and create more social justice; or it can protect the interests of the rich and powerful by distracting the herd and channeling their anger toward scapegoats. The scapegoat strategy works particularly well in times of crisis. Uncertainty, fear and latent paranoia are exploited to deliver vivid images of the terrorist Muslim, the criminal migrant, the belligerent Russian, the deceitful Chinese, the money-hungry Jew, the lazy Southern European, the dangerous drug addict, the parasitic welfare recipient and so on.


  The list of such clichés is truly endless and varies from country to country. Political groups with vested interests use them adroitly to distract from systemic questions and distributional conflicts, while elements of the media volunteer to be megaphones for them. Since the 2000s, right-wing demagogues in many parts of the world have succeeded in coming to power by channeling the anger of their citizens toward demonized stereotypes. The fascist Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Donald Trump in the US, Matteo Salvini in Italy, Roberto Duterte in the Philippines and Victor Orbán in Hungary are just a few. As in the Europe of the 1920s and 1930s, it is becoming apparent that segments of big business are financing right-wing extremist networks and political parties because they see them as the last bastion for preserving their privileges. The consequences, however, are disastrous. The shift to the right intensifies all global crisis dynamics, including social divisions, the risk of wars, and a disruption of the natural foundations of life.


  The Ultimate Limitation: The Planet


  In order to function, the machinery of endless money accumulation needs a permanently increasing input of energy and raw materials. Patently, this also translates to an equally fast-growing output of waste and greenhouse gases. The link between economic growth and planetary destruction is so obvious that it only takes your five senses to grasp it. Whoever travels the devastated forests of Borneo or the Amazon, the oil-polluted coasts of Nigeria and the Gulf of Mexico, the contaminated regions around Fukushima and Chernobyl, the gigantic trash vortex in the Pacific Ocean, the regions poisoned by fracking in the US, the landscapes devastated by copper, gold, bauxite and uranium mining in Papua New Guinea, India, Ghana or Chile, or the islands of Puerto Rico and Jamaica, which have been destroyed by extreme hurricanes, does not really need to read all the scientific studies about the ruin of the biosphere that fill entire libraries. This small, random selection from the totality of planetary devastation is already sufficient to realize that a system that destroys its own life-supporting foundations at such a fast pace has no future. The end of cheap oil (“peak oil”) and the foreseeable shortage of strategic raw materials such as copper and uranium also place material and energy limits on continued expansion.78


  The repeatedly raised objections to these findings are that resource consumption and monetary growth are two very different things; that there has only been a false approach to growth so far; and that we just need to switch to a “green” and “sustainable” form of expansion. The magic word here is “decoupling.” It means that as we continue to accumulate money, we must and can consume fewer and fewer resources per dollar earned. Decoupling has in fact been applied in all industrialized countries for centuries, simply because companies have always had an interest in reducing input costs, which also leads to conserving resources. In the logic of the Great Machine, however, companies never let savings disappear into a piggy bank, but reinvest them to expand production (or speculation). And for every dollar or pound saved by consumers, a purchase is made elsewhere, a phenomenon known as the “rebound effect.”79 Even those who do not spend all their money but deposit it in the bank will still end up reinvesting it in the cycle, because the bank “works” with it. In this way, the concepts of decoupling and resource efficiency are being reduced to absurdity.


  Every human society, along with its economy, is a subsystem of planet Earth. It lives from a stream of substances provided by this superordinate system; from its ability to provide water, breathable air, food, minerals and somewhat stable weather conditions.80 The Earth can easily do without human societies and economies, but these societies and economies cannot exist for a fraction of a second without the Earth’s ultra-complex life-giving system. If the primary system breaks down, the subsystem will also collapse. For this simple reason, it is absurd to think that human economy and technology can dominate nature. A subsystem can never control the superordinate system on which it depends.


  It is also impossible for a subsystem to infinitely grow within a superordinate system. If it exceeds certain critical thresholds, functions of the superordinate system collapse, which in turn undermines support of the subsystem. This has been experienced by many societies, from the inhabitants of Easter Island, who cut down their forests to the last tree, to the Maya and the Vikings.81 The collapse of these cultures, however, has always been local. With the tremendous expansive and destructive power of the worldwide Megamachine, we have now reached global thresholds that affect virtually all systems critical to human life: soils, forests, seas, climate, biodiversity and fresh water cycles.


  In the history of life on Earth, there have been five mass extinctions, also known as the “big five.” Industrial civilization has set in motion the sixth mega-death, the largest since the dinosaurs were exterminated 66 million years ago. The UN warns that the dramatic loss of species is at least as dangerous as climate change, and also threatens human survival.82


  Almost a third of all arable land has been lost since the Industrial Revolution; most of it during the last 40 years. Industrial agriculture erodes soils 10 to 100 times faster than they can regenerate, and on average, 1 percent of the world’s arable land is lost every year.83 In addition, there is a rapid increase in the amount of surface area being sealed over and in the poisoning of soils by pesticides, factory farming and heavy metals. The dwindling fertility of depleted soils can only be counteracted by artificial fertilizer. Its production using the Haber-Bosch process, however, requires considerable amounts of fossil oil, which is slowly becoming scarce and therefore expensive. Equally critical to the existence of agriculture is the supply of phosphorus. Progressive erosion is washing it out of the soil, and economically extractable deposits are dwindling, for example, in Europe.


  The outlook for water is not any better. Only about 2 percent of the Earth’s water volume consists of fresh water, of which a considerable part is still bound up in the ice masses of the polar regions. Portions of the ice are already melting. Industrial agriculture swallows up about 90 percent of the usable sources, not only from rivers and lakes, but also from underground water reservoirs (aquifers). The Ogallala aquifer in North America, for example, in which large reserves of fresh water were formed over millions of years, is being tapped by millions of pumps from Texas to South Dakota and will likely run out in the next 20 to 30 years. It is still unclear as to where the American Southwest will then obtain its water,84 and the same problem applies to the large aquifers in Mexico, North Africa and the Middle East. In China, more than half of the groundwater is contaminated with industrial and agricultural residues.85 The northern part of the country is already suffering from a structural water shortage, which is exacerbated by the Gobi desert’s eastward advance toward Beijing. The Chinese government is trying to counter this crisis with one of the largest infrastructure projects in human history, a pipeline and canal system that pumps water from the Yangtze River over thousands of miles up to the north. However, if the water level in the Yangtze falls below a critical level, the flow will dry up.


  These crises have been considerably aggravated by climate change. The large Himalayan glaciers are already melting, and when they disappear in a few decades, the major rivers, Huanghe (Yellow River), Yangtze, Brahmaputra, Indus and Ganges, will carry very little water during summer months to southern China, Bangladesh, Pakistan and northern India. No one knows how the 1.5 billion or so affected people will manage.


  Nor can anyone predict what happens when governments are faced with the choice of turning off water and electricity to either their industries or their own people. In any case, under these conditions, between blackout, humanitarian catastrophe and revolt, stable system management is out of the question.


  As life-giving fresh water threatens to disappear from the mountains, sea levels are rising. A quarter of the world’s population lives in low-lying coastal regions, while the ice masses of Greenland and Antarctica are melting much faster than researchers assumed just a few years ago. A rise in sea-level of only 20–40 inches by the end of the century (a very optimistic estimate) would mean that megacities such as New York, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Calcutta, Dhaka, Mumbai, Jakarta or Lagos would no longer be sustainable for the long term. Not only is the average sea-level rising, but devastating storm surges such as Hurricane Sandy (2012), Typhoon Haiyan (2013) or Hurricane Harvey (2017) are increasing disproportionately and destroying infrastructures.86 In Bangladesh, the rising salt water is already contaminating fresh water sources, causing entire regions to become uninhabitable long before they are permanently flooded.


  When combined, these various factors—species extinction, loss of fertile land, dwindling fresh water sources, declining oil reserves, as well as climate-induced droughts and floods—may result in the collapse of global food production by 2040. This is indicated not only by the updated scenarios of the Club of Rome but also in a study commissioned by the insurer Lloyd’s.87


  The ecological limits of the system that we are about to reach cannot be separated from social and political limits. When more of the natural fundamentals of life are destroyed, then social conflicts intensify, which in turn can easily transform into political upheavals, from revolutions to authoritarian power grabs and wars. Ecological crises can also trigger major population migrations, which then exacerbate social conflicts and destabilize entire states. Moreover, ecological limits cannot be separated from economic limits. For example, it is possible for a blackout in Chinese industry to trigger a crash of the already unstable world financial system.


  Ultimately, it is pointless to map out such scenarios, because unpredictability is precisely the decisive feature of the great systemic crisis into which we are moving ever more deeply. No one can say which subsystems will fail first, and in which part of the system, or when it will happen, or what the knock-on effects might be. We only know that the probability of such failures will increase rapidly if the Great Machine continues to operate. With every successful attempt to overcome a systemic limit and expand further, the impact on the next limit will be all the more calamitous.


  Despite this fundamental unpredictability, security strategists and international think tanks have been obsessively hypothesizing various doomsday scenarios for years with the hope of still finding ways to control the system. It has not yet sunk in that the era of control is over. The vision of global system management—“global governance”—is disintegrating before our eyes and giving way to panicky ad-hoc measures. Here, it is military action taken against “rebels” and “terrorists,” and there it is a rescue package for “zombie banks”; or perhaps there is jubilation about a new oil field in the melting Arctic, or an abstruse geoengineering plan from the files of Dr. Strangelove. The Great Machine is hitting a wall in slow motion, and those at the wheel are only making things worse by haphazardly yanking on all the levers. Ultimately, the only devices that could possibly help now were never installed in the first place—a brake and a reverse gear.




  Chapter 11


  Possibilities


  Exit from the Megamachine


  The stones on the Moldau’s bottom go shifting


 In Prague three emperors molder away


 The top won’t stay top, for the bottom is lifting


 The night has twelve hours and is followed by day


  BERTOLT BRECHT


  The origins of people ruling over other people date back at least 5000 years. Whether this fateful invention will ever be banished from planet Earth is unclear, but we do know that all specific forms of domination have a limited life span. No social system is forever. This also holds true for the modern capitalist world-system that has conquered the Earth during the last 500 years. The growing instability and the possible disintegration of this system present an opportunity for change that has not existed for centuries. Under the right circumstances, the farther a complex system strays from equilibrium, the greater the impact that even small movements can have, just like the famous butterfly that triggers a tropical storm.


  The transition from a complex, hierarchical social system such as the Megamachine to another that is either less or more hierarchical usually passes through a phase of disintegration followed by further phases of reorganization. Such a process can last decades or even centuries.1 Disintegration, or collapse, often translates into chaos, but not necessarily an apocalypse. The often mourned “downfall of the Western Roman Empire,” for example, was certainly not the end of the world, and it actually brought considerable relief to most of the population by ending slavery and freeing peasants from crushing taxes.


  Compared to 1500 years ago, however, there are three reasons why present conditions are much more dangerous: first, we live in a world with approximately 15,000 nuclear warheads and 600 million small arms that threaten our survival; second, the rapid disintegration of planetary ecology is undermining the livelihoods of much of the world’s population; and third, a globalized industrial society is more vulnerable to deteriorating supply mechanisms that threaten our existence. In Rome’s agrarian society, reorganization was much easier. Therefore, today’s transition strategies must not only deal with economic reorganization, but also with the question of how to respond to sudden system failures, supply bottlenecks and the spread of violence.


  Essentially, it is impossible to predict where the coming changes will lead. What is certain, however, is that in the chaos looming on the horizon all our actions will count. The world-system theorist Immanuel Wallerstein puts it this way: that which occurs will be the result of an infinite number of individual decisions, made by an almost infinite number of people during an infinity of moments.2 Even if we are often hit by feelings of ineffectiveness and powerlessness when faced by an overwhelming destructive system, everything that each of us thinks and does (or does not think or do) is of significance for how things will turn out in the future. Ultimately, whether new authoritarian systems, mafia syndicates, warlord networks or structures of democratic self-organization will get the upper hand, will depend on how we are prepared for the systemic ruptures that lie ahead. This means we must already begin our exit while the Great Machine is still operating.


  There are two aspects regarding a breakaway from the current system. On the one hand, it is necessary to put up determined resistance against the destructive forces of the Megamachine, which even in its decline is trying to appropriate the last avail-able resources; on the other hand, new social and economic structures must be built that allow us to gradually live and operate outside the logic of the Machine.


  The good news is that this exit has been in progress for quite some time, both in resisting the old and in building the new. All across the planet, thousands of battles are being fought daily against mining projects, oil drilling, fracking, pipelines, mega-dams, highways, nuclear power plants, land grabbing, privatization, expulsion, militarization and the power of the banks. These defensive struggles are just as important as building alternatives, for without them, even the best grassroots projects will ultimately be overrun by the voracious Megamachine or by chaotic violence.


  There is more to defensive struggles than just putting up a defense. They bring isolated people together and overcome the barriers of education, class and background. This was the case, for example, when nurses, pensioners and students staged the occupation of Wall Street in New York, or when Native Americans are demonstrating with other environmental activists from all over the country against an oil pipeline at the Standing Rock Reservation in North Dakota. Resistance reinforces feelings of solidarity and self-efficacy, transforming people from powerless, isolated spectators of a global crisis drama into combative fellow citizens who organize and dare to oppose power.


  Often, alternative forms of organization emerge from defensive struggles, such as the Zapatista movement, which began in 1994 in resistance to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In the past 20 years, despite considerable repression, the movement has established remarkable self-governing structures. A map of all these larger and smaller pockets of resistance shows that the seemingly impregnable system has long had countless holes and cracks into which other ways of life and economies have settled.3


  These pockets also include, for example, new cooperative movements, solidarity economy networks, movements for free software and hardware, worker-run factories, transition towns, the “degrowth” movement and countless initiatives of peasant self-organization from India via Mali to Brazil. People all over the world are looking for new ways of life and new ways to work together outside of the destructive logic of global competition and endless growth.


  All these movements and initiatives have drawn important lessons from the failure of state-socialist projects in the twentieth century: they do not believe in one-size-fits-all, drawing-board solutions, but in an organically growing variety of pathways; they seek forms of democratic self-organization instead of hierarchical cadre structures; and they have given up on the idea of dominating nature.


  Revolution Without a Master Plan


  It is often claimed that there are no well-developed alternatives to the existing system, but these innumerable movements and initiatives prove that just the opposite is true. People are perfectly capable of taking control of their own lives as a community if they are not hindered by the structural and physical violence of states, economic actors or criminal networks—or sometimes by their own conditioning. As we will see in this chapter, there are plenty of alternatives, whether in the areas of goods production, energy supply, transport, technology, agriculture and food, money or health care.


  What does not exist, however, is a master plan for a single global system that will replace the old one. Not only is there no such plan, but most people do not believe that it is even a good idea to have one. This skepticism should not be confused, however, with the disappearance of utopias. On the contrary, for many people, their vision of utopia would be a garden-like world with an endless variety of biotopes rather than a manicured palace park in the style of Versailles. Instead of a master design, it is rather a mosaic; a patchwork of varying approaches that are adapted to local and cultural conditions. The exit from the Great Machine also means a departure from universalist thinking, which—from the Christian mission to the project of world communism—has laid claim to “the one truth” and “the one reason” (see Chapter 5). Therefore, the lack of a master plan is not a shortcoming, but an example of learning from the disasters of past centuries.


  Nonetheless, this pluralism can also turn out to be a fatal weakness if it does not connect the various struggles at strategically critical points and occupy political spaces where systemic breaks appear. The World Social Forum, founded in 2001 as a counter-model to the World Economic Forum in Davos, was associated for a long time with the hope of being able to offer alternative forms of political organization. In recent years, however, it has suffered a noticeable loss in significance. Yet, at the same time, we do see the emergence of new structures, such as in the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement, the global climate movement and Black Lives Matter. The forms taken by the resistance currently resemble a constantly changing network with shifting nodes.


  Despite fluid configurations and a diversity of approaches, however, there are core principles for change that can be identified. I will concentrate on four in this chapter: the exit from the logic of capital accumulation, the shrinking of the metallurgical-fossil complex, the search for genuine democracy, and the departure from the domination of nature.


  Heads are Round so our Thoughts Can Change Direction


  The exit from the Great Machine begins in our minds and imagination. Since childhood, we have been conditioned to assert ourselves against others in a competitive system. We are graded, evaluated, sorted into categories, and we must constantly compete for a place in the world. Our idea of life has been narrowed down to earning more points than others in the game of prestige and income. In this game, to be upgraded means that someone else must be downgraded. Therefore, the Great Machine creates artificial shortages, not only of goods and money, but also of attention and affection. Celebrities attract the attention of millions, while we don’t give a second thought to the neighbors next door, even though they may be much more interesting people. We sit in partitioned cells and turn our eyes upward. An exit from the machine in our heads begins with unlocking our gaze, directing our attention beyond these cells, tearing down the cardboard walls and turning off our telescreens, so we can actually see those standing right next to us and stop staring up to “the top.”


  Once we have accomplished that, we can begin to imagine a society based on cooperation instead of competition. It could be a system that creates a good life for all, instead of affluence for few and scarcity for most; one that does not have to fill the emotional void with an ever-increasing amount of goods; and one in which people can unfold their personalities and their relationships with one another instead of driving the engines of accumulation.


  It is only at first glance that the Great Machine appears to be a machine. The closer you get, the easier it is to see that it is actually made up of people who are disguised as machine parts, and of various small and big decisions that are masked as practical constraints. To leave the Machine, one must cease, step by step, to function as a cog and realize that, behind the facade of constraints, there are human decisions that can be changed. The machine will only run as long as we operate it. As Gandhi rightly recognized, even the mighty British Empire could not maintain control over India if its subjugated population simply ceased to participate.


  BREAKING AWAY FROM CAPITAL ACCUMULATION


  In discussions about dealing with global crises, politicians, entrepreneurs and many NGO representatives have talked a lot in recent decades about “corporate responsibility,” “green economy,” as well as “win-win” and sustainability strategies. The idea has been to bring together business interests, environmental protection and social justice. While talking, however, they also carefully overlooked the enormous elephant in the room. It is an obvious fact that the principle of endless capital accumulation—making money just to make more money—is the primary reason that our economic system is on a crash course with the planet. However, every effort has been made to suppress this reality as much as possible, even by those with good intentions. Clearly, to remove the elephant has seemed too monstrous and unrealistic a task to undertake. The results of real (Soviet-style) socialism were too discouraging, and the radical free-market ideology that had prevailed since the 1980s was too dominant to even discuss abandoning capital accumulation. However, because fiddling about obviously yields no progress, and more than just a few extra “guard rails” are needed to truly transform the economy, the nearly forgotten elephant is slowly moving back to the center of attention. More and more people are starting to realize that a serious social-ecological turnaround can only happen once we begin to abandon the logic of capital accumulation.


  If one tries to imagine this exit in the form of a major revolutionary event, however, it seems to be an unattainable fantasy. Where does one get a hold on such a beast? Which Winter Palace, which Bastille should be stormed? If the transition, however, is seen as a decentralized process that extends over decades and takes place in parallel at various locations around the world, it becomes apparent that work has already started on a global scale.


  No society has ever been completely impregnated by the logic of accumulation. There have always been areas, large and small, that are characterized by solidarity and orientation toward the common good, from the family and neighborhood level, to non-profit associations, to providers of public health and water supplies. Large parts of humanity, who have been left behind by the world economy, are only able to survive with the help of solidarity networks.4 Taking leave from capital accumulation means defending, expanding, reinventing and cross-linking these areas. It is a matter of gradually withdrawing society’s production and supply systems from the Megamachine, which will make small grassroots initiatives just as important as major political struggles.5


  The Battle over Property Rights


  A central sticking point is the question of ownership. When people fight to prevent the privatization of their water and power plants, their public transport, their hospitals and universities, and when they occupy buildings to stop real estate speculators from hijacking their cities, they also work to contain the voracious accumulation machine and deprive it of sustenance. In Paris, Berlin, Naples, Budapest, Buenos Aires and many other cities, for example, citizens have achieved a remunicipalization of water utilities.6 In Bolivia and Uruguay, the ban on privatizing public goods has even been enshrined in their constitutions. Around the world, thousands of smaller and larger struggles against the various forms of “accumulation through expropriation” are taking place every day. In dozens of countries from Peru to Madagascar, there is resistance to the purchase of large estates by transnational corporations (“land grabbing”).7 Cities have also become the scene of increasingly intense conflicts about whether private investors or citizens should own and control public spaces and residential areas. Since 2013, hundreds of thousands have taken to the streets of Brazil against the privatization and expulsions that were enforced in the context of major sporting events such as the soccer World Cup and the Olympic Games. Rapidly rising rents in many metropolitan areas provide constant fuel for protest. Hundreds of thousands of apartments are owned by global real estate funds such as Brookfield or Cerberus (also the name of the hellhound in Greek mythology). In many large cities, people now have to spend half of their income on rent, which is akin to working as serfs to ensure a return on the real estate agencies’ investments. In order to jump off the absurd treadmill of wage labor and accumulation, it is therefore of crucial importance to separate housing from the money machine and put it in the hands of the residents themselves. Wherever this is accomplished, in the long run, an enormous amount of time and energy will be freed so that people can devote themselves to tasks other than feeding the Cerberuses of this world. One way to achieve this is the establishment of housing cooperatives that permanently withdraw real estate from the market. In order to provide the necessary funding, solidarity-based financing models such as the German Mietshäusersyndikat (Apartment-House Syndicate) are already being developed in many places.8 However, the establishment of housing cooperatives will not be enough as long as large parts of our cities are still owned by real estate funds and other private owners who set the prices. In Berlin, this situation has prompted an initiative for a public referendum to expropriate around 200,000 apartments from large real estate companies and transfer them to common ownership.


  The frontline of disputes over ownership and property rights also runs right through the world of science and genetics. When people take up the fight against the patenting of seeds and “biopiracy,” or against international agreements on “intellectual property rights” (e.g. ACTA), the issue at stake is whether or not private companies will ultimately be granted total disposition over life and human culture.


  Shrinking the Metallurgical and Fossil Fuel Complex


  Mining and fossil fuels, together with their dependent enterprises (chemicals, automobiles, aircraft, armaments, nuclear power, cement, etc.), are, by far, the most destructive industries in the world. Whatever a social-ecological transformation may look like, it can only succeed if these industries are radically shrunk and portions of them are completely shut down. Since metallurgy and fossil energy have been the material backbone of the Great Machine for centuries and still are, it is not surprising that there is enormous resistance to downsizing them. There are nonetheless signs of hope. After decades of struggle, the German anti-nuclear-power movement has been pivotal in pushing through a program to phase out nuclear power—an indication that even such powerful institutions are vulnerable.


  However, governments, which usually act in defense of their national industries, cannot be expected to take initiatives to shrink them. Even progressive governments like Bolivia’s continue to rely on extractivism, especially when it comes to oil, gas and mining. To exit this process requires the citizens themselves to take matters into their own hands, and in many parts of the world they are already doing just that. A decisive role is played by the blockade of local resource grabbing. Whether in Ecuador, Nigeria, the US, Canada or Germany, people everywhere are resisting the destruction of their land caused by the expansion of opencast mining, oil drilling or natural gas production. In 2014, the citizens of Peru succeeded in stopping the opening of the world’s largest copper and gold mine—at least temporarily—despite the government having declared a state of emergency to push through the project with military repression.9 With great success, activists in Germany have been occupying a forest for years to halt the expansion of Europe’s largest opencast lignite mines.10


  With regard to the financing of extractivism, a global “divestment” movement has been founded, which calls on institutional investors such as pension funds, universities, churches, insurance companies and municipalities to withdraw their investments from fossil energy. Thousands of professors and tens of thousands of students in the US have already joined this campaign, and city councils, such as Oxford’s, are starting to withdraw from financing fossil industries. The success of the movement lies not only in the divestment itself, but also in the discussions it triggers at universities, in religious communities and in political bodies.11


  No less important than resistance to extractivism is the development of alternatives in the field of energy supplies and raw materials. The remunicipalization of power stations and their transfer to cooperatives that rely on local renewable energies is a very successful model, especially in Germany, which is already being emulated by many other countries. The crucial point here is that the generation of energy is being decentralized and will no longer be concentrated in the hands of large energy companies.12


  The Fight Against the Structural Violence of Debt


  Debt has been a primary means of “accumulation by expropriation” for 5000 years. Debtors often lose land, property and freedom to their creditors as soon as they have difficulties in making payments (see Chapter 1). The structural violence of debt has always been one of the decisive reasons for the concentration of property and power in the hands of a few. Since the capitalist world economy has been in a permanent crisis since the mid-1970s, there have been two ways that the debt economy has become a key method for continuing accumulation. First, the growing indebtedness of states and private households ensures a steady flow of money to property owners.13 Second, debt provides a means of appropriating mortgaged goods from states and individuals. Whether in Greece, Ireland, Spain, Slovenia, Poland, Mexico, Egypt or Thailand, public debt has continually been used as leverage to force the sale of public goods to private investors (see Chapter 10). The expulsion of more than 10 million Americans from their homes since the 2008 financial crisis is another example of this modern form of “original accumulation.”14 Debts are also a means of exerting pressure for social conformity and obedience. High university fees, for example, require students to take on massive debts, so that, after graduation, they will have to take on work even under the most adverse conditions in order to service their creditors.15


  In principle, there are two ways out of the debt trap, the most direct of which is to simply refuse to pay all or part of the debt. Ecuador, for example, has followed this path, with the government setting up a commission to review foreign debt in 2007. It concluded that 70 percent of the debt was “illegitimate,” and creditors were subsequently forced to settle for an average of 30 cents on the dollar.16 In the area of private debt as well, there are numerous initiatives to curb creditors’ power, such as resistance to evictions in Spain and Greece, and the “Strike Debt” movement in the US. All these movements are striving to ensure that the human right to livelihood takes absolute precedence over debt servicing.


  The second solution is to use the enormous assets of the wealthy—which are simply the reverse side of the mountains of debt—to relieve those debts, for example, through taxes or property levies. Naturally, owners of great wealth are resisting this as hard as they can, but the pressure on governments to resort to this obvious solution is growing.17 In the 1930s, under massive pressure from the labor movement, the Roosevelt government did exactly this by raising income tax for the rich to as high as 79 percent and inheritance taxes to 77 percent. In 1933, Roosevelt even went so far as to confiscate private gold assets to finance his social programs. The wealthy had to stand by and watch as state inspectors opened their bank vaults and walked off with their gold bars.18


  Exit from Below: New Ways of Self-Organization


  The driving engine of the Great Machine is the use of money to make more money, regardless of whether the associated activities make sense, or not. To break out of this logic requires us to reintroduce the question of what purpose our economic endeavors serve. Instead of asking how we can stimulate the economy or create jobs, we need to reverse the point of view and ask, why are we making these things at all? What do we really need? And how can we produce and distribute those products that we really need? What can we do without? How should we go about making decisions about what and how we produce?


  The founders of the Cooperativa Integral in Catalonia asked themselves precisely these questions and set out to find practical answers. The cooperative is a network of more than 5000 participants whose aim is to produce as many of the most vital necessities as possible in a self-organized manner. In contrast to traditional cooperatives, they focus not only on working together to organize specific areas such as housing or shopping, but also on building up an entire corresponding economic and social system. The cooperative is not built as a community in which everyone lives and works together, but as a network that extends geographically across Catalonia and also maintains numerous global links, for example, in software development. In order to facilitate the exchange between individual members and the various elements of the network, the cooperative has created its own “social currency,” the eco. In addition, it is building networks for health care, education, transport and housing. The aim of all these undertakings is not to retreat into isolated self-sufficiency, but to transform society with social innovations.


  The appeal of this approach also lies in the fact that it allows smooth transitions between wage labor outside the cooperative and collaboration within it. In this way, the network can grow and learn step by step without the burden of immediately providing a complete livelihood for all members.19


  In Brazil, such approaches are even more advanced. The rapidly growing network of the “Solidarity Economy” currently comprises 22,000 initiatives with more than 1.6 million participants and a turnover equivalent to 4 billion dollars. This also includes approximately one hundred community banks that issue their own currencies. This network is based on self-governing groups and companies, with neither bosses nor employees, that have joined forces to organize the production, exchange and consumption of goods on the basis of solidarity and ecological principles. The pioneers of this “liberation economy” dream of a future when such structures will transform the entire economic system.20


  The Rediscovery of the Commons


  For at least 20 years, another remarkable example of self-organization has been observed in the field of software development. In a loose, low-hierarchy network of hundreds of thousands of volunteers, the open source movement has been successful in developing patent-free software. A good example is the Linux operating system, which is now used by such public institutions as the French Parliament.


  Free software is an example of the rediscovery of a principle much older than markets and patents: the principle of the commons. Instead of competing against each other in the market and facing off over scarce goods, people cooperate to produce and use goods together, whether in agriculture or software development. In the case of computer codes or other intellectual inventions, this is relatively simple, because they are so-called non-rival goods. Even when already in use, other people may also use them. A banana can only be eaten once, but a computer program can be used an infinite number of times. Patents create an artificial shortage in the area of non-rival goods, which promotes the accumulation of capital in the hands of a few, while putting up unnecessary barriers to their access.


  The situation is somewhat different when it comes to rivalrous (individual) usage, as in the case of land, fishing grounds, water sources or forests, since overuse can lead to shortages. Even in these areas, however, common ownership has been a tried and tested form of management for thousands of years, from pasture farming, as it is still found in Switzerland today, to the use of large river systems by neighboring residents or administrative entities. Commons should also not be falsely seen as providing unregulated access to resources.21 On the contrary, as Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom has pointed out, functional commons contain a whole series of rules and limitations.22 Unlike with private property, however, it is the collective users who set down these rules for themselves in order to guarantee the fairest and most sustainable use possible. Therefore, commons are more than just goods in common possession, they are a form of human self-organization, of “commoning.” This also distinguishes them from public goods, whose regulation and administration are usually delegated to bureaucracies.


  Durable Products Instead of Disposable Goods


  One of the most damaging and absurd consequences of the logic of endless capital accumulation is the ever-increasing production of goods that turn into mountains of rubbish in ever-shorter cycles. For decades, manufacturers of consumer goods, such as computers, mobile phones and other resource-intensive devices, have been designing their products to be more quickly thrown away and replaced by new ones (see Chapter 10). In the logic of competition and endless capital accumulation, this is inevitable to prevent their business model from coming to an abrupt end. However, if one takes a step outside this logic to ask, what is it that we really need (instead of how can we pump up growth, profit and jobs), then completely different perspectives open up. Disposable goods can be replaced by products designed for maximum longevity. Incomprehensible blueprints that are protected by patents can be replaced by open, modular designs that anyone can easily understand and maintain. Inspired by the successes of the open source software movement, a worldwide network for the development and manufacture of patent-free hardware has emerged that develops and produces exactly such construction plans to be freely available, from solar cells to tractors. As in the case of software development, this work is being carried out by volunteers who organize themselves in open networks around the world (“peer-to-peer production”). To ensure that P2P networks actually work for the common good, and that their ideas are not simply exploited by commercial providers, they must be integrated into cooperative structures with regulations that are oriented toward the common good and that set down corresponding usage rights.23


  The average Central European or US citizen requires about 100 “energy slaves,” owns an extensive array of machinery and travels more than 9000 person-miles per year. In view of these dimensions, it would be illusory to believe that a switch from throw-away goods to durable and easily reparable products would permit this current lifestyle to continue unchanged in a post-fossil-fuel future. The automotive system is one of the most obvious examples. Even extremely durable, energysaving cars powered by electricity from renewable sources still manage to swallow up considerable resources for production and operation. They also require exactly the same road system as fossil fuel guzzlers.24 Therefore, shrinking the metallurgical-fossil-fuel complex is about much more than repairing, saving and exchanging energy sources. It is also about reorganizing our social life, both in the city and the countryside. Bicycles, intelligent public transport and shorter distances to work do not necessarily require sacrifices, and may well lead to an increase in quality of life and “time prosperity.”25 The same applies to leisure activities. Consider fighting your way through rush-hour traffic with a two-ton paramilitary vehicle in order to jog on an electrically powered belt in the gym and watch commercials for even bigger cars on a 4K screen. It would be a lot healthier and more stress-free to bike a few laps through the streets of a car-free city. A comprehensive model for the ecological-social reconstruction of urban spaces has been developed by the initiative “Neustart Schweiz” (Restart Switzerland). The focus is on neighborhoods of about 500 inhabitants, where life and work are close together and transport costs are minimized. Nearby links to regional agriculture and local repair workshops also ensure an enormous reduction in the ecological footprint.


  The Revival of Communities


  In 2006, Rob Hopkins initiated an attempt at self-organization from below in the small English town of Totnes. His “Transition Town” movement now boasts more than 400 member communities worldwide. The idea is to find ways to free communities and municipalities from dependence on fossil fuels and global supply chains in the face of peak oil, climate change and financial crises. From a transition perspective, the current crises are not only threats, but may also be seen as opportunities for economic, social and cultural change that breathe new life into local communities. In Transition Towns, people can share their otherwise untapped knowledge and creativity with each other, whether to convert their city’s energy supply to renewable sources, to jointly manage gardens or to build local trade networks with regional currencies.


  A central principle of Transition Towns is to build resilience. In ecological terms, this means the ability of living systems to maintain their basic functions even in the face of changing environmental conditions or shock events. Applied to communities, this means, for example, producing as much as possible regionally so that any failures of supra-regional supply chains can be absorbed. It also means building social relationships based on solidarity that will enable a community to handle crises without falling apart. A decisive factor for this is diversity. Monocultures (in the broadest sense) easily break down under external stress, as shown by the history of forestry (see Chapter 8) or the collapse of industrial cities such as Detroit. Resilience comes from a broad diversity of life and economic forms, whether for social systems or ecosystems. Because systemic breaks are to be expected, resilience is of crucial importance for a successful socio-ecological transformation.26


  The Role of Markets


  As the British economist and growth critic Tim Jackson put it, the currently dominant economic system creates “a perverse set of incentives” for investment. It rewards all those who succeed in ruthlessly exploiting people and nature while externalizing their costs. At the same time, it hampers ecologically and socially meaningful investments, due to lower or non-existent private profits.27 In order to reverse this, a number of initiatives are starting to work on changing the legal framework for entrepreneurial activity. These include, for example, the Austrian project Economy for the Common Good, which has gained the support of numerous companies worldwide. The idea is to shift the structure of legal incentives for companies away from competition and striving for profit toward cooperation and efforts on behalf of the public welfare. Instead of a financial balance sheet, companies present a Common Good Balance Sheet based primarily on social and ecological criteria. Those who do well in this respect receive legal advantages such as lower taxes, favorable loans or priority in public procurement. In the model, the ownership of an enterprise changes according to its size. The larger it is, the more workers and other stakeholders take over control. In order to function, however, this model requires comprehensive legal regulation and a fundamental about-turn in tax, economic and trade policies.28


  The various approaches to leaving behind the logic of profit and accumulation suggest quite different views of the role that the market and money should play. While some are focused on completely and permanently doing away with the logic of markets and money, others lean toward giving markets and currencies new functions to perform. Despite these differences, a common denominator is emerging: the elements most essential to life must be freed from market control. For housing, food, water supply, energy, health, education, culture, communication and transport, it is a matter of creating forms of production and distribution that are based on solidarity. This might occur within cooperatives, nationwide networks or via public institutions. In this context, there are also a number of approaches to further develop and restructure public social security systems. Proposals for a solidarity-based citizens’ insurance system that includes all people and income types are already being widely discussed, as are various concepts for a basic income.29


  Ending Life Support for Transnational Corporations


  All approaches to eliminating capital accumulation will sooner or later have to confront the power of large corporations that comprise the Megamachine. The 500 largest corporations on the planet now control a good 40 percent of the gross world product. They dominate a considerable portion of political decision-making processes, knowledge production and the media, and the trend is upward. Despite their obvious power, however, these giants have a weakness that is often overlooked—most could not exist without state support. The much-vaunted “free market” never really applied to them; on the contrary, their power and wealth are largely based on collusion with the state.


  Large corporations and modern states have been interwoven and developed in a co-evolutionary manner since their inception in the early modern era (see Chapter 6). Even today, they remain closely intertwined. Key sectors such as coal, oil, automobiles and industrial agriculture are protected and substantially bankrolled by virtually all governments, whether through direct subsidies, tax breaks or trade privileges. According to the International Energy Agency, the oil, gas and coal industries alone receive 300 billion US dollars in subsidies every year.30 There are additional subsidies for road construction, military safeguarding of pipelines and other transport routes. The global financial system, in turn, would have ceased to exist without trillions in government funding. Not only do big banks benefit directly from bail-outs and interest-free loans provided by central banks, but also from the implicit guarantee of immortality (“too big to fail”) that affords them enormous competitive advantages.31


  Additionally, there is a special form of subsidy that excuses large companies from liability, either partially or completely, in the case of ecological and social damages they have caused. The chemical disaster in Bhopal (1984), the fire at BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil platform in the Gulf of Mexico (2010) and the Fukushima meltdown (2011) are typical examples. Climate chaos is probably the most dramatic form of this subsidy. Because states refuse to protect their citizens by setting serious limits on the burning of fossil fuels, many of the world’s largest companies are free to continue with their business models.32


  Even so-called free trade agreements usually contain hidden subsidies. In hundreds of international agreements, governments have granted private investors the right to sue them before private arbitration tribunals if these latter believe that environmental or consumer protection laws would deprive them of future profits.33 Ultimately, this is nothing more than a mechanism created by states to subsidize investors.


  There are various ways of cutting the corporate umbilical cord to state subsidies. In the case of another global financial crisis, it would mean no more unconditional bank rescues. Although good arguments can be made for counteracting another complete system crash in order to avoid consequences like those in 1929, this does not mean that the zombie banking system must continue to be fed. Legal options already exist for dismantling major banks that are failing; for securing existentially important deposits such as pensions and for sending certain creditors into well-deserved bankruptcy.34 Whatever remains of such banks could then be transferred to alternative legal entities that are committed to the common good instead of shareholder profit.35 These financial institutions could then provide funds for converting the energy system to one with decentralized renewable sources. Although civil society missed the opportunity for this kind of restructuring during the 2008 crisis, the situation might well change with the next crash. The people’s appetite for financing further bail-outs is practically zero, which will put governments under considerable pressure.


  There are also sharp conflicts in other cases that involve direct and indirect subsidization. In England, for example, hundreds of thousands of people have protested in recent years against the de facto tax-exempt status of many large companies.36 At the same time, thousands of people around the world struggle daily to hold companies liable for the damages they cause. In Ecuador, where Texaco (a subsidiary of Chevron) has polluted large parts of the rainforest and is responsible for a huge increase in cancer rates, a court has already ordered the company to pay out 19 billion US dollars. Since Chevron refused to pay the sum, and the company had few assets in Ecuador that were vulnerable to seizure, the plaintiffs took their case to an Argentine court. In 2012, the court ordered the freezing of Chevron assets in Argentina worth exactly $19 billion—a unique historical occurrence.37


  From a systemic perspective, all these struggles, which at first glance seem unconnected, do converge at a common vanishing point. They all throw sand into the gears of the accumulation machine. More importantly, they are crucial to preparing us for the inevitable systemic ruptures to come. Although a soft, controlled transformation from the current predatory system to an economy serving the common good is certainly desirable, it is also unrealistic. When massive economic collapses, large-scale bankruptcies with substantial job losses and political chaos do occur, everything will depend on how capable people are of organizing themselves, what arguments and discussions they have had in previous years and what visions for the future they may have already developed.


  As long as the system functions fairly smoothly, many of the resistance activities may seem like tilting at windmills. However, as soon as the system enters chaotic phases, which is precisely what seems to be happening at the moment, the learning experiences from the “troubles of the plains” (Bertolt Brecht) become decisive. A society that for decades consisted of passive television viewers will not know what to do with a sudden power vacuum and will acquiesce to the next demagogue that comes along. On the other hand, politically alert and well-organized citizens have a real chance to use systemic crises as a starting point for social reconstruction that leads us out of the destructive logic of accumulation.


  THE SEARCH FOR TRUE DEMOCRACY


  Representative systems, such as the one conceived by the founding fathers of the US, are now seen by an increasing number of people as a blockade to far-reaching socio-ecological change. There are various reasons for this. For one, the global system crisis reveals the fundamental deficiencies of a model that focuses on short-term goals such as elections and was designed from the start to keep systemic issues out of the debate (see Chapter 9). Secondly, the neoliberal rollback of recent decades has undermined many hard-won democratic achievements.38 In the US, for example, the political system has now been largely eroded by the legalized corruption of elected representatives.39 In Europe, non-elected institutions such as the EU Commission and the European Central Bank, which are permeated by industry lobbyists, determine a considerable part of the political agenda. The austerity programs they have imposed with an iron hand are well on their way to destroying the project of an integrated Europe.40


  Representative democracy’s loss of credibility has two faces. On the one hand, in many places, anti-democratic currents that rely on authoritarian solutions are gaining momentum. The rise of new right-wing extremist movements and political parties all over the world is a typical example; the triumph of theocratic fundamentalists is another. Calls for an eco-dictatorship or technocratic world government are also growing louder.41 On the other hand, a search for new forms of democracy has also begun around the world in an effort to overcome the filters of representation, money, debt and manipulated public opinion. “Occupy,” the Spanish “15-M movement,” the “African Spring” and many Gandhi-influenced movements in India are cases in point.42 Representative democracy is no longer seen by such groups as the ultimate goal, but as an intermediate step on the road to genuine self-determination and self-organization.


  Going beyond representative democracy, however, does not mean giving it up. However imperfect and incomplete they may be, the rights fought for within the framework of the representative system for more than 200 years are a critical bulwark against forces that are eager to turn back the historical clock. It is therefore a matter of defending parliamentarism against authoritarian forces and the “corporate coup d’état,” while also building new grassroot structures to gradually overcome the limitations of representative democracy. This dual strategy is all the more important because democratization from below is still in its infancy and will take time. Grassroots democracy is already being successfully practiced in many local structures, from self-organized daycare facilities to cooperatives. However, how such principles can best be transferred to larger forms of organization is for the most part still an open question.


  Although there is a whole series of theoretical proposals, in the end, the question will not be answered on the drawing board, but in practice.43 It is worth taking a cue from history, which shows that the representative system was by no means the only one that has been tried. In the Paris Commune, in the early days of the Russian Revolution, in the German Revolution of 1918–19, in the Spanish Republic, in the Prague Spring of 1968 and in Chile before the 1973 coup, workers organized themselves into councils. None of these council democracies failed because they were unworkable. On the contrary, it was precisely because they did work that they were all wiped out by military force.


  The council concept is based on people organizing themselves and making decisions together in local units, such as production plants, universities, apartment blocks or urban districts. Where decisions are needed at a higher level, for example, for an entire city, the councils send delegates. Unlike representatives, these delegates are bound by a specific mandate and can be recalled at any time. An advantage to this approach is that the artificial divide between the economic and political spheres is eliminated at the root. Whenever people do or use something together, they also decide together.44


  These historical models still inspire many initiatives today. Since 2013, for example, the predominantly Kurdish-speaking inhabitants in the northern Syrian province of Rojava have created autonomous administrative structures based on village, community and regional councils amid the turmoil of the civil war. The decisive factor here was a move toward economic democracy. Business enterprises in the region were reorganized in the form of production cooperatives in which workers determine the nature and content of their own activities.45 This remarkable effort toward self-organization, however, is in severe danger. The Turkish army has already invaded the city of Afrin and threatens to overrun other parts of the province. The Syrian Kurds’ situation exemplifies the ambivalence that occurs when central state structures disintegrate. The loss of control by the Syrian government has opened up new possibilities for Kurdish self-government, but this breakdown has also opened the door for warlords and religious fanatics. Central states are often one of the greatest obstacles to genuine democratization because of their authoritarian grip on territories and populations. Nevertheless, they can be indispensable in preventing the outbreak of chaotic violence or foreign invasions. Therefore, on the path to expanding and deepening democracy, both issues must be addressed: decentralized structures must be built from the bottom up, and centralized state structures must be transformed to permit more democracy.


  Demilitarizing Society


  The development of the modern world-system over the past 500 years has been marked by unprecedented militarization, which has also been used to overpower egalitarian movements. Today, more than 1.7 trillion US dollars are spent every year on the military worldwide (which corresponds roughly to India’s total economic output), an increase of 70 percent since 1998.46 The police are also expanding their armaments. New crowd control technologies such as observation drones, sound cannons and microwave weapons are in development, some of which are already in use.47 In many countries, “SWAT” (Special Weapons And Tactics) teams that are similar to military combat units have also emerged in the last decades.48 Police violence against peaceful protests is increasing at an alarming rate worldwide, according to a study by the International Network for Civil Liberties.49


  Every prospective social transformation must confront the reality of a world jam-packed with weapons, since even the best initiatives can be quickly overrun by tanks or suffocated by tear gas. This was experienced up close by demonstrators in Cairo, Bahrain, New York’s Zuccotti Park, Syntagma Square in Athens and in Istanbul’s Gezi Park. The brutal smashing of the Occupy movement in New York and other US cities in autumn 2011 was, as leaks from internal FBI documents show, coordinated centrally by the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security with representatives from Wall Street banks.50 Government agencies, intelligence services and local police functioned as the de facto enforcement arms of private corporations. This case shows that as soon as movements cross a certain threshold and become systemically relevant, they can very quickly be confronted with overwhelming paramilitary violence, even in formally democratic states.


  On the physical level, activists and social movements usually have little with which to oppose such force. Therefore, their most important defensive weapon is the public delegitimization of violence, presuming that the public is made aware of the violence in the first place. In the 1960s and early 1970s, the disturbing images of the Vietnam War and police violence against students played a decisive role in delegitimizing governments and limiting the spread of violence. Since then, the Great Rollback in the media (see Chapter 10) has led journalists to curb their inclination “to side with humanity rather than with authority and institutions.”51 In this situation, a decisive role is being played by alternative media that document the abuse of power, such as the US channel “Democracy Now!” and organizations such as Wikileaks. By publicizing violence, they force governments to make concessions to public opinion and thus give emancipatory movements more breathing room. This is all the more important as modern surveillance systems have now created “all the ingredients for a turnkey totalitarian state,” as Wikileaks founder Julian Assange put it.52


  The Role of the Peace Movement


  In the long run, peace, or at least the absence of war, is probably the most important prerequisite for the success of approaches to transformation that are described in this chapter. The peace movement therefore has a key role to play. In this context, a decisive question will be whether or not the US will peacefully give up its role as a global hegemon, a position that can no longer be sustained in the twenty-first century. For as long as the modern world-system has existed, the decline of one world power and the rise of another have always been fought out through decades of war. In times of crisis, conflicts were also often exploited as welcome opportunities to justify the authoritarian governance of the Great Machine and to put internal conflicts on ice (see Chapter 9). However, it is possible to prevent new outbreaks of such wars, and the chances for this might even be somewhat better than in earlier phases of the system.


  One reason is that as the disintegration of the Megamachine begins, no new superpower has risen that can assume the role of the US. Instead, we might be heading for something like a multipolar world.53 The economic weights are increasingly shifting toward China, which will become the world’s largest economic power in the foreseeable future. But unlike Western countries, China does not rely on military conquest and dominance, but above all on trade, as it has done in past centuries.54 One of the objectives of the largest infrastructure project in history, the “New Silk Road,” which will connect China with Europe and Western Asia, is to prevent military confrontations with the US in the South China Sea. In addition, there are an increasing number of voices in the US calling for a reduction in the enormous amounts spent on arms. Giving up its imperial role could bring significant advantages to the broader US population, since the financial wherewithal would be freed up for a socio-ecological reconstruction, which is sometimes referred to as a “Green New Deal.” To this end, the peace movements in the US can play a decisive role. Above all, there is an urgent need to dismantle the nuclear arsenals that pose an acute threat to our survival. In 2017, 122 of the 193 member states of the UN voted for a Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. However, the nuclear states themselves did not participate in the negotiations, and nearly all NATO members boycotted the UN measure at the request of the Pentagon.


  GIVING UP CONTROL OVER NATURE


  From the outset, the emergence and expansion of the Megamachine was closely linked to the idea of man’s domination of nature (see Chapter 7). Just as a king commands his subjects and an almighty God rules over his creatures, the modern homo faber controls nature and shapes it according to his wishes. Encouraged by the miracle technologies of the metallurgical-fossil complex, the misguided idea that we can manipulate the living world just like metals and hydrocarbons and make it bend to our will has become entrenched during the past centuries. The dreadful errors caused by this thinking are legion, from the “Green Revolution,” to genetic engineering, to nuclear power and the idea that the Earth’s ultra-complex climate system can be controlled by geoengineering.55


  Since the 1970s, the devastating results from large-scale technology and linear thinking have inspired important new technological concepts that rely on cooperation with nature instead of control and domination. These approaches have been focusing on a variety of decentralized, small and medium-sized solutions adapted to local conditions (“appropriate technology”).56


  Technology not only deals with the relationship between humans and nature, but it also shapes interpersonal relationships and social structures. The cultural critic Ivan Illich coined the term “convivial ” technology, which is suitable for enabling self-determined and resource-saving human communities and for freeing us from the alienating, destructive structures of large-scale technology.57 However, a discussion about which technology to apply for which purposes can only be meaningful when we abandon the paradigm that increased productivity and efficiency are the only valid criteria for its development and use. Care robots may increase productivity in the care sector, but from a social perspective, there is certainly no gain. To escape the tyranny of efficiency, in turn, we need cooperative economic structures instead of competition. Under the conditions of competition in “free” markets, technologies that one-sidedly lean toward maximizing short-term output will always tend to prevail. Cooperation between people and cooperation with nature are, therefore, two sides of the same coin.


  The Art of Cooperating with Complex Living Systems


  One example of this dual cooperation is the irrigation system used by rice farmers on the Indonesian island of Bali. For more than a thousand years, it has guaranteed extremely efficient, socially just and ecologically sustainable water distribution.58 The special feature of this system is that it functions neither through central planning nor through market mechanisms, but through a form of decentralized self-organization in which the people’s social sphere is linked to ecological rhythms. All rice farmers, whose irrigation depends on a common source, are united in a subak, which roughly translates as “water network.” The subaks are organized on a grassroots democratic basis, with leaders elected for a set period. Hierarchies that are based on caste affiliation or property are suspended in the subaks. The rhythm of the festivals held in subak temples serves at the same time to regulate the schedule of flooding and draining of the fields. The irrigation pattern produced in this way leads to the stabilization of a very complex local ecosystem and at the same time guarantees an equitable distribution of water.


  In the 1970s, a group of Swiss engineers were contracted by the Indonesian government to convince the Balinese farmers that their system was inefficient and irrational, because it wasted too much time on pointless rituals and discussions and left the fields fallow for too long. They proposed that farmers should in future plant rice as often and as quickly as possible, regardless of the temple calendar, while using pesticides, artificial fertilizers and high-yielding varieties to maximize their harvest. The result was a disaster. Large portions of the crop were eaten by pests, soil fertility declined and chaos reigned. The government was eventually forced to return to the subak system.


  This example shows the crucial role cultural practices can play in the vital regulation of human relations with nature. What the Swiss engineers dismissed as “religious,” as illogical mumbo-jumbo, ultimately proved to be an indispensable part of an intricate, self-regulating system. This is precisely what the Balinese concept of tri hita karana (three causes of well-being) expresses, which underlies the subak system and has since been recognized by UNESCO as part of the world’s cultural heritage. It is a dynamic equilibrium that connects ecosystems with the material and spiritual needs of human beings.59


  From this perspective, the issue of technology goes far beyond technical questions. It is a matter of re-cultivating our economic practices and our social institutions, which in recent centuries have become severed from their cultural contexts. Understanding the entirety of social life as culture (not confined to just an evening concert or theater visit) means rediscovering work as a cultural activity that not only produces things, but also creates relationships and meaning. It also means understanding education as something that involves the development of the whole personality, not just the preparation of humans to become smoothly functioning parts within the economic machinery. There is actually no area of our life that does not urgently need re-cultivation. The quality of the alternative worlds we might create will not only be measured by whether they are ecologically sustainable and socially just, but also by the festivals we celebrate and the songs we sing.





  Afterword


  The Shadow of the Hydra


  Pandemics and the Limits of Expansion


 While the English and French editions of this book were being worked on, the corona pandemic spread across the earth. Many governments reacted to it with drastic measures: a massive restriction of basic rights, the decreed isolation of citizens and a shutdown of large parts of the economy. Only a good ten years after the world financial crisis of 2008/2009, the corona crisis has once again shaken the global megamachine to its foundations, with economic impacts that in some countries are more serious than those of the Great Depression of 1929. The long-term political consequences are not even foreseeable. Although the causes of these crises are very different, they have in common that they demonstrate the vulnerability and increasing instability of the modern world-system.


 Pandemics and Biosphere Crisis


 One aspect that has been little noticed so far is the connection between pandemics and the rapidly progressing destruction of the biosphere. Already since the 1970s, new and sometimes fatal pathogens have appeared with increasing frequency, spreading rapidly all over the world, thanks to globalized goods and passenger transport. These include HIV, the Ebola and Zika viruses, the causative agents of avian and swine flu, and various types of corona viruses, including the SARS virus and SARSCoV-2, which is responsible for Covid-19. Around 75 percent of these new diseases originate from animals, of which about two thirds come from wildlife and one third from factory farming.


 Since humans became sedentary and especially with the emergence of the first urban civilizations 5000 years ago, animal breeding brought a number of new diseases to our species, including measles and tuberculosis (from cows), whooping cough (from pigs) and influenza (from ducks). Vaccinations and antibiotics were able to contain some of these diseases during the 20th century. However, with the spread of industrial agriculture and the caging of billions of farm animals in a confined space, a breeding ground has developed for diseases that are increasingly beyond control. The attempt to regain control through the excessive use of antibiotics only leads in the long term to the spread of multi-resistant pathogens which are no longer manageable. In such an environment, viruses—against which antibiotics are not effective anyway—are given the opportunity not only to mutate very quickly, but also to transfer to the human organism and adapt to it. The H5N1 avian flu virus, for example, has occasionally already been transmitted to humans, where it developed an average mortality rate of around 60 percent—many orders of magnitude worse than the corona virus that caused the panic of 2020. Many epidemiologists assume that it is only a matter of time before such germs become much more easily transmissible through mutations than ever before.


 Even more frequently than by farm animals, modern epidemics are caused by wild animals. The main reason for this is that the habitats of these animals are being destroyed more and more, for example by deforestation. Ebola, for instance, originates with bats, and in the 2017 epidemic, it occurred mainly in areas of Africa where deforestation was particularly rapid. As a result, homeless animals are moving closer and closer to human settlements, and their excrement is entering human food chains. The situation was similar at the end of the 19th century, when the Belgian colonial rulers cleared forests in the Congo, established rubber plantations and had railway networks built to transport copper from the mines to the ports. At that time, macaques driven from their habitat invaded human settlements, where they spread a certain Lenti virus that slowly adapted to the human body. Today we know it as HIV.


 From this perspective, pandemics are a consequence of the colonial domination project of modern times. The attempt to subject nature to human control, and the entire planet to the logic of endless accumulation of capital, produces unforeseen reactions that can strike back at the system and ultimately even bring it down. Pandemics are an example of the shortsightedness of linear thinking (see Chapter 1), which is based on the misconception that the living world can be controlled by linear cause-and-effect chains, that is by the exercise of power through the pattern of command and obedience. But natural systems cannot be controlled and regulated like technical machines. They react like the Hydra in the Heracles saga: for every head cut off, many more grow back. Everything that lives is based on non-linear circular processes, in which every effect is at the same time the cause of countless other processes, most of which are incalculable. The pioneers of the timber industry experienced this in the 18th century, when, unaware of the complex cycles of forest ecology, they sought to maximize timber yields temporarily through monocultures, but some time later were confronted with the forest system’s collapse (see Chapter 7). Similarly, industrial civilization as a whole is increasingly setting ecological chain reactions in motion in the 21st century. Sooner or later, these will cause yields to collapse, at first temporarily as in the Corona crisis, but eventually, as the rhythm of the crises becomes more intense, permanently. This is the typical fate of failing civilizations.


 The term “ecological limits” is misleading in this context, because it suggests that, like a growing plant in a room, you would at some point bump into a ceiling that limits growth. But the “limits to growth” we are dealing with are of a completely different nature. They are more like a deeply sleeping dragon that you are confronting with noise. Up to a certain point, nothing will happen except maybe a sleepy growl or twitch. But once a certain tipping point is passed and the dragon awakes, there is no going back to the previous state.


 Many of these tipping points are currently being reached—noticed by the general public at best only marginally—and are setting in motion long-term distortions that are many orders of magnitude more serious than the corona pandemic. The breakup of the West Antarctic ice sheet, for example, which alone will cause a long-term sea-level rise of about seven meters, may already be irreversible. The Amazon rainforest is on the verge of collapse due to deforestation, fires and global warming, and can rapidly transform itself from the world’s most important CO2 reservoir into a gigantic source of emissions. In the northern polar regions, the permafrost soils are melting and releasing more and more of the extremely powerful greenhouse gas methane. At a certain point, this process will become irreversible and can lead to “runaway climate change” that could make the planet largely uninhabitable.


 The Structural Irrationality of the System


 The corona crisis has revealed a structural schizophrenia in the system: While governments resorted to extreme means to contain Covid-19—even a temporary shutdown of the economy—virtually nothing has happened in relation to the climate crisis for four decades. There are no binding reduction targets that are even remotely compatible with the two-degree target, nor is there a serious plan for the rapid restructuring of infrastructure and the economy. This is despite the overwhelming scientific consensus that accelerating climate chaos is many orders of magnitude more dangerous than the corona virus. Our political systems respond to short-term crises with panic and ad hoc measures, while long-term disruptions are de facto ignored—apart from occasional soapbox speeches. The highly praised “knowledge society” proves in this situation to be a chimera: for it is precisely here, where prognostic knowledge is the most relevant for the survival of humankind, namely in the climate issue, that it remains politically inconsequential. But how does this schizophrenic, irrational behavior come about?


 The first answer to this question is relatively obvious: biosphere collapse is a long-term problem, while our political systems are short-term in nature. When a third of Bangladesh is flooded in a few decades, when large parts of the Middle East and Africa are no longer habitable due to overheating, and when European forests dry up completely, then almost all of the politicians who are setting (or not setting) the agenda today will have long since left office and most of them will already be dead.


 The second answer lies in the structural racism of the system. The victims of climate chaos are above all the poorest people on earth, especially in the Global South. The corona virus, on the other hand, has not stopped at the barriers of class and nationality. Although poorer people have been hit much harder, the upper classes in the industrialized countries have also been at risk. While around the clock thousands of cameras sent pictures from corona intensive care units, giving us a doomsday feeling, hardly anyone cared about the many millions of inhabitants of the Mekong Delta, whose harvests are already being destroyed by the rising salt water.


 However, the reasons for these very different reactions to the corona pandemic and the climate crisis reach even more deeply into the economic, political and ideological structures that form the foundation of the megamachine. The overarching principle of this system is the endless accumulation of capital. The most powerful economic institutions on earth, the large corporations that control around half of the world’s economic output, all function according to this principle. They can exist only by constantly expanding and making more money from money, because that is their only purpose. Although the shutdown in the Corona crisis also hit the balance sheets of these corporations, it very quickly became clear that the states would rescue them with aid packages worth billions, as governments had done in almost all previous crises. This is neither new nor surprising, for the modern world-system has never been based on free markets, but on a close intertwining of state and capital (see Chapter 6). Some corporations, such as Amazon, have even profited massively from the Corona crisis, because their competitors were swept off the market. Small and medium-sized companies, which employ by far the largest proportion of the world’s workers, are disproportionately hard hit by the measures and are usually not rescued in the event of insolvency. The result is what economists euphemistically call a “market shakeout”: The monopolistic or oligopolistic structures are further consolidated. The Corona crisis has also been successfully used by technology companies like Google and Microsoft to push for further digitalization of all areas of life, thereby considerably increasing surveillance possibilities as well as profits in this sector.


 Against this background, it is clear why the economic lobbies’ resistance to the corona shutdown was limited, despite occasional objections, and why states were able to take such massive action. The overall economic contraction was only temporary, the losses were more than royally compensated, and the basic structures of the megamachine were not only maintained, but in some cases even strengthened.


 The situation is quite different, however, with the crisis in global life-supporting ecosystems. For if we take it seriously, it forces us to question the very foundations of our economic system: endless expansion and money multiplication. The business model, indeed the raison d’être of the most powerful economic players on earth, would inevitably be called into question if serious ecological restructuring were to begin. This also applies to the deeper causes of pandemics: in order to prevent their emergence and spread in the future, the economic expansion and the destruction of natural areas it causes would have to be halted. But that would mean questioning the foundations of the capitalist order. It is not surprising, therefore, that in recent decades all the stops have been pulled out to prevent these issues from being put on the agenda. This is quite consistent with the short-term self-preservation logic of the system. In the long run, however, this will only accelerate the path to global collapse.


 The Worsening of Global Inequality


 The Corona crisis has further exacerbated extreme social inequality both within most countries and between rich and poor nations. While corporations were provided with generous rescue packages, and the upper classes with their financial cushions were not existentially affected by the shutdown, millions of poor people, whether in India, southern Europe or the US, were struggling to survive. In addition, in many countries, broken and privatized health care systems were barely able to provide basic care for the population. Yet Covid-19 is not even a particularly dangerous virus compared to H5N1, for example.


 For refugees, the closure of the borders to passenger traffic meant a further deterioration of their already miserable situation. On the Greek island of Lesbos, for example, 20,000 people had to languish in the misery of the Moria camp, which is designed for only 3,000 people. The other EU states were not even prepared to accept a few thousand of them. The situation of the refugees clearly shows how governments are gradually establishing a global apartheid system in order to prevent the victims of climate chaos, war and impoverishment from reaching those parts of the world that are still humanely inhabitable. Not only the USA and the EU seal themselves off from the South with massive military force. India has already built a four-meter high fence around Bangladesh—supposedly to curb the drug trade. But in the long term, the aim is to prevent people who will lose their land to rising sea levels from entering the country.


 The global apartheid system, which bars the victims of the system from entering rich societies and locks them up in camps, generates despair and trauma, and finally anger and hatred. More and more people are left with no other possibility to survive than to join mafias and other armed organizations. The resulting violence destabilizes entire regions of the world and leads the system further and further into chaos.


 The Corona Crisis as a Model of Authoritarian Control?


 The more chaotic the system becomes due to social, economic and ecological upheavals, the more pressing the question becomes as to how to control the big machine in such turbulent times. The dilemma that the economic and political elites were already facing at the beginning of the 20th century (see Chapter 9) is reappearing in the 21st century in a more acute form. The option of authoritarian control is as obvious today as it was then. Indeed, the corona crisis and the social shutdown could be a foretaste of how governments will try to control an increasingly fragile system in the future: through a crisis mode that suspends democracy, initially temporarily, and eventually permanently.


 In order to take back hard-won democratic rights from citizens, strong legitimacy is needed, and the best justification is always a powerful external enemy that must be fought with all means. Since 2001, the “war on terror” has served this purpose. Although every year in the EU about 1000 times more people die from car accidents or multi-resistant hospital pathogens than from attacks, some politicians and journalists have managed to frame terrorism—especially when it is attributed to “Islamists”—as the greatest threat to civilization. We were regularly admonished that we must defend “our Western values” by all means, including war and the restriction of our civil rights. This has made it possible to enforce comprehensive surveillance laws, to increase military budgets and militarization of the police—and last but not least, to further reduce the protection of refugees. The fear of terror has also been extremely useful in diverting attention from those far greater threats that do not come from imaginary barbarians from the Orient, but from the heart of Western civilization itself: the biosphere crisis and the growing danger of nuclear war.


 In this respect, the Corona crisis and the biopolitical state of emergency have replaced the war on terror, which had already lost a great deal of its power of persuasion, as a reason for legitimizing authoritarian measures for a certain period of time. The rhetoric in both cases is astonishingly similar: Heads of government such as Emmanuel Macron (France), Pedro Sánchez (Spain), Giuseppe Conte (Italy) and Donald Trump have declared a “war against the virus”. “The enemy”, said President Macron, “is there, invisible, intangible, and it is advancing. This requires our total mobilization. We are at war.” The pattern is familiar: The nation must pull together in the face of a treacherous and ruthless enemy, putting aside internal conflicts, civil rights and all other issues in general.


 It is not a matter of questioning whether states should take protective measures in the face of a pandemic like Corona. However, it is obvious that, beyond sensible strategies to prevent infection, the crisis has been used by many governments to reinforce the already discernible tendency towards authoritarian structures. The measures in 2020 have made it clear to all citizens that their democratic rights can be very quickly withdrawn by the state. For many politically sensitive contemporaries, it was as if a window had suddenly been opened through which the icy wind of a rising dictatorship passed for a moment. Even if this window is successfully closed again: We now know what it could feel like when our rights are suspended overnight (an experience that people in many countries of the global South have already had more than enough). The enemy to be fought, the catastrophe which makes any means legitimate, will probably be different. But the mode of shutdown has already been practiced, including house arrest, bans on assembly and demonstration, total surveillance, control of social contacts and denunciation of dissenters.


 The End of Truth and the Instability of Ideological Power


 While it is evident that representative democracies in many parts of the world are becoming increasingly unstable, there is at the same time no reason to assume that the authoritarian structures that partly replace them would be any more stable in the long run. The constantly changing legitimations for the state of emergency also give them a certain volatility. Declaring war, sometimes against terror, sometimes against a virus, then again against migrants, wears off over time. Changing the enemy too frequently is irritating and exhausting—especially since for most people, fighting all those enemies in no way brings about any improvement in their own living conditions. On the contrary: the social downward spiral continues on. Permanent political stability can hardly be achieved in this way.


 Added to this is the growing fragility of ideological power. Many authoritarian governments that have come to power since 2010 have propped up their rule on the targeted dissemination of fake news, both through social media and through major television stations and newspapers that are in line with their political ideology. Now, lying is nothing unusual for governments, even in relatively democratic countries. It is part of everyday political life, and it is always the task of a vigilant public and press to expose these lies. Dictatorships that violently suppress a critical public have always bolstered their power with propaganda. What is new about the current situation, however, is that the very concept of truth is being shaken. And this for several reasons. One is the established media’s massive loss of credibility, and the other is the systematic attack on the sciences, especially climate research, by some governments and the lobby organizations behind them.


 The relationship between power and science has always been ambivalent in the history of the modern world-system. On the one hand, capital owners and rulers needed science to develop new technologies for their economic and military expansion; for this reason, they massively funded a certain type of research. The birth of modern science in the 17th century cannot be understood without this connection (see Chapter 7). On the other hand, however, the sciences have also revealed some highly inconvenient truths, such as the fact that burning fossil fuels ruins the climate, that deforestation causes pandemics, or that the use of pesticides causes cancer. The strategy adopted so far to deal with these troublesome findings has been to ignore them for as long as possible. Where this was no longer possible, scientists were invited as advisors or, as in the case of climate conferences, elaborate meetings were held with them every year to give the impression that something was being done—only to continue business-as-usual without any change thereafter. This has been a way of formally preserving recognition of the sciences, while de facto, they were at best selectively acknowledged and often even completely ignored.


 The preservation of this facade was and is crucial for the stability of the modern world-system for a specific reason: because the ideology which holds up the megamachine is based on the assertion that it is the most rational and in every respect superior system in human history. But if it becomes apparent that this supposedly rational civilization is completely blind to the most important information essential for survival, then the governors of this system face a serious dilemma: either they have to attack the sciences head-on and deny their findings, thus exposing rationality, one of the foundations of this civilization, as a myth. Or they react appropriately to the research and immediately begin a deep socio-ecological restructuring of society.


 But since the second option seems too terrible, even unthinkable in the logic of the system, the only last resort is to sacrifice the claim of rationality. And this is exactly what the political leaders of the new Right, such as Jair Bolsonaro or Donald Trump, instinctively do. The success of their attack on scientific authorities is fed by the widespread feeling that the majority of people have long been systematically lied to by the “establishment”. This impression cannot be dismissed: didn’t neo-liberal economists spread false prognoses and promises with their pseudo-science for decades, thus exposing society to downright plunder? Have not many of the politicians and media who complain about fake news today themselves justified wars of aggression (for example against Iraq) with fake news? Hasn’t mankind been steered into one economic and ecological crisis after the other by a self-adulating establishment that touts itself as having no alternative?


 The deep insecurity that has arisen from these experiences in large parts of the population can easily be diverted into anger towards scapegoats. It is a politically extremely clever move by the new right to choose science for this purpose, because it kills two birds with one stone: on the one hand it can distract from systemic issues, and on the other hand it can remove obstacles to further expansion of the economic machinery. This is why scapegoating science is so attractive to powerful economic groups.


 But this strategy also means that there is no longer any foundation for truth. With the rationality viewed as a facade, any lasting trust in a firmly established order collapses. We know from history that a certain ideological stability, with a frame of reference that is generally accepted and not called into question, is essential for social systems to endure. But where is this stability to come from when more and more people feel that order in the world is eroding and that there is no longer any criterion for truth—except the loudest megaphone?


 Chances for Social Restructuring


 In the disintegration of the current order, unexpected junctions are opening up again and again, where societies can take different paths. In the corona crisis, for example, there was certainly a window of opportunity not to channel the billions in rescue funding back into destructive sectors such as Wall Street and the aircraft and car industries, but instead into sustainable areas such as public transport and decent health care for all. But such conversion projects need very strong social movements that intervene in a coordinated and rapid manner in the political decision-making processes. Progressive civil society in most countries is too divided and weakened by decades of neoliberalism to be able to fulfill this function.


 But this does not have to remain the situation in the long term. Crises can set long-term learning processes in motion. And there are indeed some important lessons to be learned from the corona crisis.


 First, it has been shown that if they want to, states are quite capable of acting and can very quickly make far-reaching social decisions, including massive interventions in the economy and even in property structures. For decades, calls for effective climate protection measures have been dismissed with the argument that “free market forces” cannot or should not be interfered with. Ban short distance flights? Impossible! Ban SUVs in city centers? Unthinkable! Phasing out fossil fuels by 2030? Endangers jobs! Cut back on meat consumption? Eco-dictatorship! Convert car companies to build public transport? Communism! A trillion-dollar public investment program for social-ecological reconstruction? Too expensive!


 But with the virus, suddenly almost anything was possible. Air traffic, for example, was simply shut down by decree. Money, which was supposedly never there for social-ecological restructuring, suddenly flowed in almost unlimited amounts. A sharp increase in national debt, which was inevitable as a result, was suddenly no longer a problem, whereas previously the dogma of austerity seemed untouchable. The myth of the weak, incapable state has finally collapsed, and one of the most urgent tasks of the global change movements is to translate this insight into political action and develop a comprehensive transformation program (see Chapter 11). In the long term, the historical task is to free the state from its interdependence with big business and to make it an institution obligated to serve the common good.


 The second lesson is about how we deal with shrinking economies. Pandemics, financial crises and, above all, the collapse of life-sustaining ecosystems will inevitably force the economies of the rich countries of the North to contract in the long term. The corona crisis is an important learning experience for this: how must institutions be restructured, how must wealth, income and work be redistributed in order to make a dignified life possible for everyone? What is necessary to develop resilience and to detach the supply of vital goods and services from the global chains of capital valorization? How can resistance to state repression be organized in times of crisis? The need to ask these questions and test them in practice has become unmistakably clear to more and more people, due to the rapid succession of economic collapses since 2008 (financial crisis, “Euro crisis”, corona crisis) and the escalating ecological catastrophes. The cumulation of crises that the megamachine is globally unfolding can no longer be watched on TV from a comfortable armchair, as has been the case in most Western countries up to now. It is breaking through into our reality.
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  1977: Great Britain almost bankrupt; IMF structural adjustment programs launched


  1981–today: Media empire of Rupert Murdoch (The Times, Fox, News Corp. and others)


  1982: Beginning of the Savings and Loan Crisis in the US


  1982: Mexico crisis; first extensive privatization programs under the direction of the IMF; start of the debt crisis in the Global South


  1984/85: Beginning of the privatization of broadcasting in Germany and France


  1989: Suppression of the Chinese opposition to political repression and deregulation of the economy


  1989–95: Collapse of the USSR and neoliberal shock programs in Eastern Europe


  1994: North American Free Trade Agreement; beginning of the Zapatista Movement in Mexico


  1997–2000: Series of financial crises (Asian crisis 1997/98, Russia 1998/99, Argentina 2000, Dotcom 2000)


  1999: Mass protests against World Trade Organization; start of the “anti-globalization movement”


  1999–2017: Left-leaning governments in Latin America; partial emancipation of the region from the IMF and the US


  2001: First World Social Forum in Porto Alegre (Brazil)


  2001: Attacks on New York and Washington; declaration of the “War on Terror”


  2003: Iraq war (“Third Gulf War”) under US leadership; Iraq subsequently becomes “failed state”


  2007–2009: World financial crisis; since 2009: “Eurocrisis”/neoliberal shock programs in Southern Europe


  2009: Foundation of the BRIC Group (Brazil, Russia, India, China)


  2010/11: Arab and African Spring; revolutions against authoritarian regimes


  2011/12: Occupy Wall Street; mass protests against austerity programs in Southern Europe


  2013: Foundation of the Belt and Road Initiative („new silk road“) by the Chinese government.
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