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			INTRODUCTION

			Few people have had as much effect on the recent direction of the world as Tina. In virtually every major policy decision considered in just about every country on the planet, Tina has been the one to shape the debate. It’s Tina who tells people what they can, and can’t, talk about.

			How come you’ve never heard of Tina or seen her picture in the press? Because Tina isn’t a person, but an idea. Or perhaps more accurately, a killer of ideas. TINA is the acronym of the famous statement made by Margaret Thatcher in 1980, “There Is No Alternative,” as she pushed through an unyielding assault on the delicate balance between government and private enterprise that had evolved in Great Britain since the end of the Second World War.

			But the underlying creed of TINA was not limited to Thatcher’s Britain. Following the ascendancy of Ronald Reagan to the presidency of the United States, the duo unleashed onto the world an ideology that had been incubating for decades, and has since become the de facto governing doctrine of virtually every aspect of human endeavor, infiltrating its core beliefs into areas as wide-ranging as politics, finance, culture, education, technology, and agriculture. This ideology, generally referred to nowadays as neoliberalism, holds that humans are individualistic, selfish, calculating materialists, and because of this, unrestrained free-market capitalism provides the best framework for every kind of human activity.

			A decade after neoliberalism took hold of the world, the Berlin Wall fell, signifying the end of the Cold War that had defined global politics for nearly half a century. It was a jubilant moment, liberating millions from the ruthless grip of a morally bankrupt regime. In the battle between capitalism and communism, capitalism had won. As one triumphant commentator infamously proclaimed, it was “the end of history.” There was no longer any alternative. Game over. TINA now reigned supreme.[1]

			Since that time, neoliberal adherents have succeeded in transforming the world into a gladiatorial arena where markets have become the ruling force of human activity. Regulations have been shredded across the globe. Billions of people are malnourished while mega-billionaires vie for planetary domination. Profit-seeking corporations have surpassed nation-states in economic power. Animal populations have been decimated worldwide. And each year brings our civilization ever closer to the cataclysm of climate breakdown.

			People increasingly intuit that the system is not working for them. Angry and desperate, they turn to the only voices that seem to recognize their plight—extremist authoritarians promising to dismantle the structures that have immiserated them.

			Yet, most people—even those concerned about the dire state of the world—accept TINA unquestioningly. The only way to structure society, it is assumed, is in the form of growth-based consumer capitalism—a system in which corporate profits ultimately drive the decisions that affect the lives of everyone on the planet, the health of the living Earth, and the destiny of future generations. Virtually all policy proposals under serious consideration to fix our grave problems work within the framework of the current system rather than examining the system itself.

			This book constitutes the dethronement of TINA. There is, in fact, an alternative.

			A FAULTY OPERATING SYSTEM

			
				The alternative we’ll be exploring, though, is not the kind that Thatcher, Reagan, and countless adherents of market-based capitalism had been railing against. Back in those days, and in fact throughout the entire twentieth century, the battle lines were clearly drawn between capitalism on one side and socialism (or, in its extreme form, communism) on the other. A society could either be organized primarily by the market or by the state. There were, of course, many countries that attempted a blend between the two, most notably European nations after the Second World War that explored possibilities of a welfare state with a meaningful safety net for those who fell through the holes ripped open by the market. In the United States, after FDR’s New Deal, the state played a significant role in people’s lives. But the choice was always between the poles of market and state, closing off any other possibility for organizing human activity.

			Surprisingly perhaps, these opposing sides shared considerable common ground. Both prized their particular ideology over the dignity of normal human lives: Submit, people were told, either to the invisible hand of the market or the authoritarian fist of the state. Both worshiped at the altar of economic growth as the supreme aspiration of policymaking. And perhaps most consequentially, both viewed the entire Earth as nothing more than a resource to exploit in the interest of pursuing that growth.

			This pursuit of endless growth on a planet with limited resources has propelled human civilization onto a terrifying trajectory. The uncontrolled climate crisis is the most obvious danger: Even as we reel from the impact of little more than one degree Celsius of global heating, the world’s current policies have us on track for a staggering three degrees increase by the end of this century—and climate scientists publish dire warnings that amplifying feedbacks could make things far worse than even these projections.

			But even if the climate crisis were somehow brought under control, continued untrammeled economic growth in future decades will bring us face-to-face with a slew of further existential threats. Our civilization is already running at forty percent above its sustainable capacity. We’re rapidly depleting the Earth’s forests, animals, insects, fish, freshwater, and even the topsoil we require to grow our crops. Animal populations worldwide have declined by a staggering 73 percent since 1970. In the oceans, coral reefs are on track to be virtually annihilated by the middle of this century. At this rate, we’re well on the way to causing the sixth great extinction of species since life began on Earth—except this is the first driven by the actions of a single species. Surveying this devastation across the board, in 2017 over fifteen thousand scientists from 184 countries issued an ominous warning to humanity that time is running out: “Soon it will be too late,” they wrote, “to shift course away from our failing trajectory.”[2]

			Rather than shifting course, however, we’ve been going pedal to the metal full speed ahead. The growth imperative underlying this juggernaut of destruction is built into the very fabric of our global economic system. Because of this, even in the face of this despoliation of the living Earth, global production and consumption levels are projected to more than double by 2060. Yet there is virtually no discussion in the mainstream media about this conundrum. Even those policymakers who profess to care about our civilizational crisis propose solutions that merely tinker with specific elements of the system rather than considering the system itself as a whole.

			We can think of our entire economic and political setup like a faulty operating system with multiple bugs. Each time the software engineers fix a bug, it complicates the code, leading inevitably to a new set of bugs requiring even more heroic workarounds. Ultimately, it may become clear to someone that the problem isn’t just the software: An entirely new operating system is required. But nobody wants to hear that, because they’re all so busy working on their particular piece of the puzzle.

			It doesn’t, however, take a software engineer or even a PhD in economics to see what’s wrong. Like the folk tale of the emperor who had no clothes, it just takes someone with the courage to call it out. Someone like fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg who told world leaders at a UN Climate Conference in 2018, “If solutions within this system are so impossible to find, maybe we should change the system itself.”[3]

			A CIVILIZATION BASED ON LIFE’S DESIGN PRINCIPLES

			In this book, we’ll begin answering Greta Thunberg’s call. We’ll embark on a journey of discovery to map out the contours of a fundamentally different way of organizing human activity—one that is so far-reaching that it encompasses not just economics but every major domain of modern civilization.

			At first sight, this might seem like a daunting task, akin to exploring an uncharted wilderness, but in fact we’ll have plenty of guides to help us. Around the world, activists, changemakers, scholars, and community organizers are assiduously laying down pathways toward a life-affirming future. In many cases, they may not see themselves as part of a larger movement, but they’re driven by a shared set of core human imperatives to care for others around them, nurture the living Earth, and leave a healthy world for future generations to inherit.

			Increasingly, people are putting a name on this burgeoning global movement that might just have the potential to become the greatest collaborative human project in history: a transition toward an ecological civilization. In the chapters that follow, we’ll home in on these diverse strands of visionary ideas, grassroots movements, and community initiatives, and see how, in every domain of society, life-enhancing alternatives exist that, woven together into a cohesive fabric, could intertwine to form a fundamentally different society.

			What does it mean to change the operating system of the entire world? We’ll discover how our civilization is based on a foundation of extraction, exploitation, and elite wealth accumulation. These are not unfortunate side-effects of our way of doing things—they are founding principles. An ecological civilization, by contrast, would be one that’s designed from the bottom up on life-affirming principles, setting the conditions for all people to flourish on a thriving, living Earth.

			As its name implies, an ecological civilization (or “ecocivilization” for short) takes its inspiration from the principles of life itself. Without human disruption, ecosystems can thrive in rich abundance for millions of years, remaining resilient in the face of adversity. Clearly, there is much to learn from nature’s wisdom about how to organize ourselves. This is a central idea underlying an ecocivilization: using nature’s own design principles to help us reimagine the basis of our own world system.

			One central principle of life is known in biology as mutually beneficial symbiosis. Living systems are characterized by both competition and cooperation. However, the major evolutionary transitions that brought life to its current abundance were all the results of dramatic increases in cooperation through symbiosis: the process by which both parties in a relationship give and take reciprocally, reflecting each other’s abilities and needs. There is no zero-sum game with this type of symbiosis: The contributions of each party create a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. We’ll see in the pages ahead how the pursuit of mutually beneficial symbiosis naturally leads away from extractive and exploitative behaviors, and toward life-enhancing policies and practices throughout society.

			Look around the natural world, and you will see fractal patterns everywhere. From microscopic living structures to the entire Earth system, nature uses a fractal design with similar patterns manifesting at different scales. You can see them in the shapes of tree branches, coastlines, cloud formations, lung brachia, and neural networks, to name just a few. Ecologies are themselves fractal, with tiny cells that are part of an organism, which is nested in a population, which is embedded in an ecosystem, which is integrated into the living Earth. In all cases, the long-term health of the larger system requires the flourishing of each of its parts. This universal principle of fractal flourishing inspires the ultimate objective of an ecocivilization: to create the conditions in which the flourishing of each of us naturally contributes to the greater wellbeing of the systems in which we’re embedded.

			Within an ecosystem, every species has its evolutionary niche: a particular constellation of conditions and behaviors that give rise to its unique form of wellbeing. As humans, we have our own evolutionary niche. We didn’t evolve to find happiness in taking orders from the boss, eating Big Macs while stuck in traffic, or gazing for hours at a screen. We spent 95 percent of our species’ history in nomadic hunter-gatherer bands, where our welfare depended primarily on how well we got along with those around us. Over many thousands of generations, we evolved to become a highly cooperative species, thriving in egalitarian communities that valued fairness and generosity. As a result of our evolutionary heritage, most of us continue to prize qualities that are core principles of an ecocivilization, such as justice, respect for others, mutuality, and dignity, along with a sense of belonging both within our community and as part of the living Earth.

			LET’S GET REALISTIC

			Go ahead, say it. By now, if a part of you feels inspired by the idea of a civilization actually designed for human welfare, there’s probably another part saying something like: “Nice idea, but seriously…This is so far from our present reality that there seems little point in even considering it. Let’s get realistic.”

			There are two ways to think about the meaning of “realistic.” One way is to begin with what’s happening right now, and try to improve things a bit. If fossil fuels are burning up the Earth, maybe it’s realistic to attempt to use less and invest in renewables. If vast inequality is ruining most people’s lives, perhaps it’s realistic to advocate for higher taxes. But if we find that, in spite of our best efforts, the very situation we’re trying to fix is continually getting worse, then it’s not “realistic” to believe things will magically get better if we keep doing the same thing. We cannot continue to expect infinite growth on a finite planet, and yet that’s what passes for realistic in today’s mainstream discourse.

			The other way to think about “realistic” is to sketch out the conditions that might realistically allow human civilization to prosper into the indefinite future, and then do all that we can to achieve those conditions. The word used for this process in planning circles is backcasting. This approach is very different from imagining some utopian paradise and hoping that it might just happen. The framework for an ecocivilization we’ll be charting in these pages is based on grounded research, empirical studies, and efforts that have already delivered successful outcomes. But by focusing attention on a genuinely desirable future and then working backward to see what’s needed to achieve it, we avoid constraining the imagination into the narrow parameters of what appears possible from where we now stand.

			This is what Greta Thunberg was referring to when she spoke truth to power at that UN Climate Conference in 2018. “Until you start focusing on what needs to be done rather than what is politically possible,” she declared, “there is no hope.” That’s what this book focuses on: what needs to be done for humanity to experience a sustainably flourishing future.

			As we focus attention on what’s required for that desirable outcome, we’ll come across some remarkable possibilities that exist beyond the reach of our daily feed of TINA-constrained options. We’ll find out how societal institutions we all take for granted as if they were naturally ordained, such as law, money, and education, were designed from the outset to reinforce the power of wealthy elites, and can instead be redesigned for the benefit of us all. And we’ll discover alternative modes that communities may use to function, with venerable pedigrees going back millennia, that naturally evoke our better qualities rather than selfishness and greed.

			We’ll see how advanced technology can be reconfigured to empower each of us rather than a few mega-corporations, how cities can be redesigned to promote wellbeing rather than consumerism and traffic, and how democracy might be reconceived so that regular citizens, rather than wealthy oligarchs, can thoughtfully determine the best policies for society. We’ll envisage a world where corporations have been legally restructured to work for people and the planet rather than merely profits, and where enforceable Rights of Nature legislation looks out for the welfare of the other sentient beings with whom we share our world.

			This is the kind of hope that Greta, along with the millions of other young people around the world inheriting the mess left by earlier generations, is calling for. It’s a directional beacon in the darkness of our times that’s based on a grounded realization of what’s possible rather than a wistful yearning for an ideal utopia.

			But let’s be clear—it’s not a “hopium” dream filled with encouraging aromas of optimism telling you not to worry, that somehow everything’s going to turn out okay. The gap between the beckoning future of an ecocivilization and today’s grim repertoire of suffering is only too clear. As the juggernaut we’re on accelerates ever closer to the precipice, we might ask whether structural societal transformation is even possible before civilization comes apart. When we discuss this crucial question in the final section, we’ll see how, to the extent meaningful hope does arise, it emerges out of the very ruptures of our present breakdown. As the weave of our dominant system unravels, possibilities emerge to reweave our societal fabric into a new design.

			A leading systems scientist, Ilya Prigogine, once famously described how complex systems transition from one stable state to another. At first, things look very messy, like the mush inside a cocoon comprising the dissolved flesh of a caterpillar. But within the mess, inklings begin to appear of a new stable state into which the system might transform. Prigogine called these inklings “small islands of coherence in a sea of chaos” which, he explained, had “the capacity to lift the entire system to a higher order.”[4]

			We’ll chart some of these islands in the pages ahead. Whether they can rise high enough from the sea of chaos to combine with each other and form a new landmass will only be known on the other side of the turmoil that lies ahead in this century. But if we can map them out, and join with others in the grand project of weaving them together, we just might succeed in laying the groundwork for a new chapter in humanity’s story—an ecocivilization that could allow humans and our nonhuman relatives to flourish together into the indefinite future.
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				CHAPTER 1

				CAREENING TOWARD A PRECIPICE

			
			It was Christmas Eve, back in 1968, when something extraordinary happened, first to a small group of people, and then to all humanity. Three astronauts on board Apollo 8, the first piloted mission to orbit the Moon, had completed their day’s task of photographing the Moon’s surface. When they turned around the spaceship, suddenly Earth appeared in the window. “Oh my God,” Frank Borman exclaimed, as he became the first human being to see his entire home planet floating, alone and tenderly fragile, in infinite space.

			The picture they sent back, known as “Earthrise,” has since become iconic. It offers a tantalizing hint of the awe many astronauts experience when they come face to face with our only home—a profound experience so widespread that the Overview Effect, as it’s now called, has become the subject of academic study. “The Earth,” in the words of the Chinese astronaut Liu Yang, “is like a vibrant living thing…I said to myself: this is the place we live, it’s really magical.”

			Along with awe and wonder, many of those granted the precious gift of this spectacle are struck by what the Russian cosmonaut Yuri Artyukhin describes as “a strong sense of compassion and concern for the state of our planet and the effect humans are having on it…You are standing guard,” he felt, “over the whole of our Earth.” German cosmonaut Sigmund Jähn concurs: “Before I flew I was already aware how small and vulnerable our planet is; but only when I saw it from space, in all its ineffable beauty and fragility, did I realize that humankind’s most urgent task is to cherish and preserve it for future generations.”[1]

			If this is, indeed, humankind’s most urgent task, so far, we have been failing miserably. The “pale blue dot” that is our home planet is the only place we know of in the universe where life exists. Life emerged early in our planet’s history, about four billion years ago, and over untold millennia of evolutionary trial-and-error, it gradually unfurled into the dazzling plethora of its present abundance, filling virtually every nook and cranny of the planet with its splendor in innumerable forms of flowers, trees, fungi, bacteria, birds, fish, dragonflies, lions, elephants, and gazelles.

			Into this panoply of abundance, in the most recent episode of Earth’s epic chronicle, modern humans emerged. If we imagine Earth’s entire history compressed into a day, our species has been around for just a second or so. And yet, in that infinitesimally small flicker of time, the amount of damage we have wrought on our home is staggering.

			There are many hopeful, even inspirational, ideas and initiatives that we’ll encounter in this book. But before we get there—and to understand why an ecocivilization is not only desirable but necessary for humanity’s future welfare—it’s essential that we first delve into the darkness and come face-to-face with the havoc our civilization has wreaked. As we take these initial harrowing steps, you may feel a sense of despair at this dismal state of affairs. If so, you’re not alone. It’s an appropriate response to our current situation. Hold it; feel it—but don’t let it overwhelm every part of you. You’re beginning a journey that will take you through some dark patches, but there are powerful beacons beckoning on the other side.

			LURCHING INTO THE ANTHROPOCENE

			Most likely, you already know about the devastating effects of climate breakdown. Nowadays we regularly see extreme climate events that used to be called “once in a century.” It’s impossible to avoid the drumroll of record-breaking heatwaves, droughts, fires, and floods that now make up a sizable portion of our daily news feed. What is rarely discussed in mainstream media, though, is how much worse things will get as the world heats up further.

			What is perhaps most terrifying is that these disasters are all happening at a global temperature that is destined to keep rising. Although the world’s nations had agreed in Paris in 2015 to target a maximum of 1.5° global temperature rise this century, we’re already breaking through this ceiling, and it’s widely believed by climate scientists that a minimum two-degree rise is already locked in by the inaction of the world’s leaders. The pledges made to reduce emissions have us on track for a temperature rise between two and three degrees this century, but our governments are nowhere close to achieving even those inadequate commitments.

			In a two-degree world, the sporadic disasters that now emblazon news headlines will become the grim, continuous backdrop of an ever more precarious daily struggle for survival. Billions of people will suffer severe water shortages with protracted droughts becoming ever more common, and frequent widespread floods and famines will stress global food supplies to breaking point, while marine life dwindles in hot, acidifying oceans. The most alarming aspect of a two-degree world, though, is the increased likelihood of triggering climate tipping points that take us even further into a hellish future.

			A climate tipping point is the term scientists use for a condition that kicks off a new set of reinforcing feedback effects making the climate emergency even worse. The melting of permafrost in the Arctic, for example, releases methane, which is a greenhouse gas thirty times more potent than carbon dioxide. When ice melts in the oceans, it reduces the reflection of sunlight, which further heats the water. As the Amazon rainforest dies back, it goes from being a carbon sink to a new source of carbon emissions. Out of fifteen known tipping points, scientists believe that nine have already begun to be activated. What’s the worst thing about a tipping point? You guessed it—it increases the risk of further tipping points, leading to what scientists call a “tipping cascade,” potentially driving the climate into freefall, and turning our planet into an unrecognizable world that scientists have grimly termed “hothouse Earth.”[2]

			The climate emergency is bad enough. But if we pause for a moment and look around at the bigger picture, we see that, even with its terrifying implications, it’s merely a symptom of a far larger predicament: the pervasive and accelerating devastation of the living Earth caused by the unrestrained activities of modern civilization. Nature is unraveling all around us, and rather than try to halt the damage, our entire system is organized to increase the destruction.

			Wherever we look—the atmosphere, oceans, forests, wetlands, or rivers—the basic components of Earth’s life support systems are all under severe pressure, and in many cases are approaching breaking points. Several of the world’s largest rivers now fail to reach the ocean, and when they do, their waters are frequently so polluted with fertilizer runoff that they cause massive dead zones in the ocean through algae overgrowth suffocating all other life. Around the world, we’re experiencing “insectageddon” with insect populations crashing, sometimes by as much as 90 percent, primarily from overuse of insecticides. Rainforests are vanishing everywhere, with the Amazon rainforest alone disappearing at the rate of an acre every second. But of all statistics, perhaps the most mind-boggling is that, at current rates, by the middle of this century there will be more plastic by weight in the ocean than fish. At this point, we’re well on the way to causing the sixth great extinction of species since life began on Earth—except this is the first driven by the actions of a single species.[3]

			The vast majority of this destruction has taken place since the end of the Second World War, as the modern world system emerged and began what Earth scientists have called The Great Acceleration—an explosive increase in just about every measure of human enterprise. The scale of human impact has become so massive that our actions rival or exceed the great forces of nature. The weight of all the material we produce—such as concrete, steel, and plastics—now surpasses the weight of all living biomass on Earth. Many geologists agree that we have launched a new epoch in Earth’s history: No longer are we in the Holocene—the twelve-thousand-year period of relatively stable climate that gave rise to agriculture and civilization—but we have now entered the Anthropocene, an inherently unstable period characterized by massive disruptions in the planet’s ecology. Millions of years from now, if another intelligent species were to examine the archaeological record, they would quickly realize that something unprecedented in Earth’s history occurred during our time here.

			GREEN, SMELLY WATER…AND BILLIONAIRES

			If you live in one of the world’s more affluent countries, there’s a good chance that, apart from the emotional impact of reading about distant disasters, you have so far experienced only relatively manageable effects of this onslaught on Earth’s life-support systems. Perhaps you’ve experienced smoky days from forest fires burning in the distance, endured unpleasantly hot nights during a heatwave, or had your basement flooded from an unusually heavy storm. Maybe you’ve been taken aback by the high price of fresh fish as the oceans empty out. Or you drove for hours through the countryside in the summertime and realized you didn’t need to clean dead bugs from the windshield—because there weren’t any.

			The barely mentioned truth underlying our global crisis is that, while it’s been caused primarily by the consumption of the wealthiest nations—frequently referred to as the Global North—the harmful effects are suffered overwhelmingly by those who live in the Global South, which people are beginning to call the Majority World, since that’s what it is. Because many of those who live in the Majority World have very little to buffer them against adversity, abnormal weather and degraded ecosystems can wreak havoc on their lives. Floods may wipe out the crops they rely on for subsistence and obliterate their homes. Droughts may cause starvation and death. The resulting chaos may lead to the terror of armed violence.

			There is an equally striking contrast in the relative responsibility of the Global North and Majority World for causing this growing cataclysm. When economists analyzed carbon emissions by country to determine which nations have contributed the most to increasing greenhouse gases above safe levels, they discovered a shocking disparity: The Global North has been responsible for 94 percent of the excess emissions since 1970. On this basis, large countries such as India, Nigeria, and Indonesia bear no historic responsibility whatsoever for climate breakdown, since the amounts of carbon they have emitted is still below their “fair share” of what would be a sustainable level.[4]

			To the billions of impoverished people barely eking out a living in the Majority World, however, the dire effects of the climate crisis are often difficult to distinguish from the many other sources of ecological devastation and economic hardship that comprise their daily existence. Even though the world produces enough food to sustain the entire human population, roughly two billion people go hungry every day, while about 4.6 billion people—roughly 60 percent of humanity—earn less than the minimum considered necessary for a child to have a reasonable chance of surviving to their fifth birthday and reaching normal life expectancy.[5]

			As we’ll see in the next chapter, this is not a natural condition of humanity, but rather the result of a systematic centuries-long program of exploitation that has led to the greatest inequality in history. The gap between the wealthy elites and the rest of humanity has grown to such astronomical proportions that is difficult to fully grasp. While most people in the world face a daily struggle to keep a roof over their heads and food in their stomachs, a mere couple of dozen billionaires own as much wealth as half the entire world’s population. The richest one percent of humanity possesses more wealth than the other 99 percent—and the gap is only increasing. Since 2020, the richest one percent have captured almost two thirds of all new wealth. Another way of looking at it: For every dollar of new global wealth gained in this period by someone in the bottom 90 percent, one of the world’s billionaires gained $1.7 million.[6]

			Around the world, inequality has increased dramatically in recent decades. Within individual countries, the gap between the average incomes of the top 10 percent and the bottom half of the population has almost doubled. In the United States, along with many other countries, the gains in wealth and income have gone overwhelmingly to the richest one percent (earning on average about $1.3 million/year), and within that group, the ultrarich—those in the top 0.001 percent—have been getting wealthier at triple the rate of the other one-percenters.[7]

			It’s important to understand that—just like the impoverished conditions of most of humanity—this chasm between rich and poor is not an inevitable part of the human condition. It is a political choice. From the early decades of the twentieth century until roughly 1980, income and wealth inequality were consistently shrinking in most countries. By 1980, the share of national income claimed by the top one percent had declined dramatically from about 20 percent in 1920 to about seven percent. But with the rise of neoliberal ideology, led by Reagan and Thatcher telling us “there is no alternative,” the trend line moved powerfully back in the other direction.[8]

			This massive recent accumulation of wealth by the elites has come, not just at the expense of other individuals, but also by sucking public wealth into private hands. National institutions such as health services, education, and public transport have been starved of the very same funds that have fed the extravagant lifestyles of wealthy elites. In 1980, among Global North countries, the wealth held by public institutions was about one fifth of the amount in private ownership. Since that time, while private wealth has roughly doubled, public wealth (the sum of all assets held by governments net of debt) has dwindled toward zero and, in many cases, negative territory. States have become penniless, forced to borrow to fund public services, while new billionaires get minted at the rate of one every thirty hours.[9]

			Statistics are a necessary tool to grasp the outlandish state of inequality in our world, but ultimately, it’s the quality of life experienced by most human beings that is being eroded. A comprehensive study by the social scientists Kate Pickett and Richard Wilkinson reveals that societies with a more equal wealth distribution are predictably healthier and happier. It may not surprise you that greater inequality in a country leads to lower life expectancy, poor health, and higher rates of depression, violence, and infant mortality. But what’s remarkable is that it benefits almost everyone to live in a more equal society, not just the poor. Even wealthier people in more equal countries, such as the Scandinavian nations, report higher levels of wellbeing than equivalently wealthy people in unequal countries. Above a certain threshold of economic attainment, the level of equality in a society is a much stronger predictor of social wellbeing than national income.[10]

			But let’s not forget that those who suffer the most from inequality are the billions of people worldwide who don’t have access to the bare necessities of life. Every day, unnoticed among the headlines of celebrity antics and political bluster, twenty-five thousand people around the world die from starvation and malnutrition. Many live in the slums that have grown up around the world’s major cities, such as São Paulo, Jakarta, and Lagos. Often forced by hunger and desperation to leave their dying villages, they set up flimsy shanties in the unstable hillsides, garbage heaps, toxic dumps, and railroad sidings that no one else will go near, to endure what a Baghdad slum dweller describes as a “semi-death.” This is what these statistics ultimately mean. In the words of Lovly Josaphat, a resident of Port-au-Prince’s largest slum, Cité Soleil:

			
				
					I’ve suffered a lot. When it rains, the part of the Cité I live in floods and the water comes in the house. There’s always water on the ground, green smelly water, and there are no paths. The mosquitoes bite us. My four-year-old has bronchitis, malaria, and even typhoid now…The doctor said to give him boiled water, not to give him food with grease, and not to let him walk in the water. But the water’s everywhere; he can’t set foot outside the house without walking in it. The doctor said that if I don’t take care of him, I’ll lose him.[11]

			

			The fear in Lovly Josaphat’s heart about losing her four-year-old, and the love she feels for her child, is just as deeply felt and matters just as much as that felt by an affluent mother in the Global North who has the luxury to give her children all they need for a life of health and prosperity. Why should Lovly, and the billions of others like her, have to endure this suffering in a world of plenty? How did we arrive at this grotesque situation? Where did humanity’s path go so wrong?

			We can’t begin to formulate a vision of an ecocivilization without answering these questions, and to do so, we need to turn our attention to history. Not the history of presidents, diplomats, and glorious battles you’ll find in the standard textbooks, but a different kind of history—the chronicle of how small groups of powerful elites systematically stole Earth’s abundance from the common people. We must confront head-on the history they didn’t teach you at school.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

				THE HISTORY THEY DIDN’T TEACH YOU AT SCHOOL

			
			Cecil Rhodes was worried. He was one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the world at the pinnacle of imperialist fame and fortune in the year 1895. As the owner of the De Beers diamond monopoly, Prime Minister of the Cape Colony in southern Africa, and basking in such popularity that Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) had just been named in his honor, he could do virtually anything he wanted. Yet, Rhodes was beside himself with worry.

			He had just returned from a meeting of unemployed workers in the East End of London where, he confided to his diary, he had listened to “wild speeches, which were just a cry for ‘bread! bread!’ ” The mass impoverishment of most Britons as a result of the Industrial Revolution was coming to a head, and Rhodes feared the onset of a “bloody civil war.” What could he do to save himself and the elite class to which he belonged? The master plan he envisioned would help define the next century, while continuing to haunt us to this day. “I became more than ever convinced of the importance of imperialism,” he wrote, as he laid out what he called his “cherished idea.” “We colonial statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, to provide new markets for the goods produced in the factories and mines…If you want to avoid civil war, you must become imperialists.”[1]

			Powerful as he was at that time, Rhodes was merely one link in a chain of oppression that had materialized centuries earlier and continues to structure the world we inhabit. His “cherished idea” is notable, not because it led to a directional shift in the strategy of the British Empire, but because in a lucid moment of fear, he crystallized the dynamic that had driven European imperialism for generations into a simple logic: Exploit those around you as much as you can; when the pressure gets too great, find others more vulnerable to exploit further, then dole out just enough of the bounty to relieve the threat from those closer to home.

			This logic, in one form or another, is the essential driving force underlying five centuries of conquest and devastation that European imperialists wreaked mercilessly on the rest of the world. There’s a reason why they don’t teach it at school: It’s a disturbing story that subverts core beliefs about the virtue of Western civilization that the dominant culture holds sacrosanct. Even worse, it’s a history that bleeds uncomfortably into the present. Once we become aware of it, the harrowing implications stare us in the face through virtually every aspect of our lives, peeking through every cup of Starbucks coffee, every cheap vacation in the tropics. It calls for a moral reckoning—one that would be most inconvenient for business as usual.

			This is, however, the very reason why any authentic consideration of an ecocivilization must begin with an accounting of the inequities that brought us here. Only by recognizing the historical forces that underlie our current global system can we begin to conceive of changing them.

			THE GREATER FELON

			Where does the story begin? Every story has a prequel, but a natural place to start is a surprising one: the Black Death that erupted in Venice and Genoa in 1348 and quickly spread like wildfire throughout Europe, wiping out about a third of its population.

			Europe at that time was a cultural backwater compared to the wealth and sophistication of China, India, and the rising Ottoman Empire. Following the fall of the Roman Empire, it had settled into a mostly feudal system, in which a landed gentry maintained a regime of patronage over peasants compelled to work on their overlord’s land while subsisting on whatever they could cultivate for themselves. For most common folk, life was tough. Diet was limited, disease was ever present, and life expectancy short. But it was manageable, and offered a rich experience of belonging in community. Peasants had access to the land they needed for subsistence, either through ownership, usage rights, or management of shared land—the “commons.”

			However, the relationship between landlords and peasants, generally a stable if uneasy one, was transformed by the demographic disaster of the Black Death. With far fewer peasants now available to work on the aristocracy’s land, the balance of power shifted to the common people. Peasants, often united with craftspeople, joined waves of popular uprisings demanding compensation for their labor, freedom from taxes and tithes imposed by the nobility and the Church, and greater self-determination. Across Europe, armed rebellions threatened the entire feudal system, inspired by the calls of radical preachers such as John Ball, who famously declared, “Now the time is come in which ye may (if ye will) cast off the yoke of bondage, and recover liberty.”[2]

			For a while, it looked like they might succeed. In cities across Europe, such as Bruges, Ghent, and Florence, commoners took control of their own governance, temporarily establishing egalitarian communities until they were eventually crushed by well-armed militias. But the peasants continued to struggle, and by the middle of the fifteenth century, their power had grown further. In places such as England, serfs became free farmers, wages doubled or tripled, workers bargained for shorter hours, rents declined, and nutrition improved. As a result, this period has been called by one historian “the golden age of the European proletariat.”[3]

			Not surprisingly, the nobility was less than enamored of developments. “The peasants are too rich,” wrote one in the early 1500s, “and do not know what obedience means; they don’t take law into any account, they wish there were no nobles…and they would like to decide what rent we should get for our lands.” This sentiment catalyzed a backlash by the elite that would reverberate to this day. Using brute military force, they evicted peasants from their land and fenced off the commons that had previously been collectively managed for the benefit of the whole community. This process, known as “enclosure,” has been aptly described by the historian Karl Polanyi as “a revolution of the rich against the poor.” Jettisoning ancient customs, through organized violence and intimidation, the elites stole land from the peasants, left them destitute, and then harshly punished those who had dared to take back their heritage. In the words of a popular rhyme from that period:

			
				The law doth punish man or woman

				That steals the goose from off the common,

				But lets the greater felon loose

				
					That steals the common from the goose.[4]

			

			The peasants were far from willing to accept this incursion on their ancestral rights. Across Europe they put up fierce resistance lasting for generations, but eventually they succumbed to the ruthless violence of the aristocrats’ armed forces. In Germany, a large-scale peasants’ revolt in 1525 ended in the massacre of over a hundred thousand commoners. In England, several major rebellions took place over the course of a century in London, Norwich, and the Midlands. Each one ended in the mass slaughter of the peasants who had dared to defend their rights to land and subsistence.

			It is hard to overstate the magnitude of the enclosure movement. While there have been numerous cases in history of powerful elites taking land from those more vulnerable, the scale of this expropriation was unprecedented. In England, where it was most pronounced, it led to the privatization of tens of millions of acres over a couple of centuries, displacing large swathes of the population and destroying over a thousand villages.

			By the seventeenth century, the English monarchy, concerned by the transformation of the nation, tried constraining the nobility’s power in an attempt to protect what was left of the commons. By this point, however, the balance of power had shifted to the landowners. A civil war ensued, culminating in what became known as the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, which severely weakened the monarchy and entrenched the authority of the landowning class through their control of Parliament. Now, the organized violence of the enclosure movement was given the imprimatur of the law of the land. In thousands of separate acts of Parliament over the next two centuries, about seven million more acres—the final one-fifth of England’s land still available for commoners—were enclosed. The expropriation was complete. As a result, in Britain today, half the land is owned by a mere twenty-five thousand landowners representing just 0.06 percent of the population.[5]

			A MODEL FOR THE WORLD

			
				The millions of peasants who were forced off their land, losing their communities and means of subsistence, faced a grim reality. Starving, homeless, and bereft of any support system, they were refugees in their own country. Quantifying the magnitude of this catastrophe, economic historians estimate that wages declined by as much as 70 percent between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, causing average life expectancy at birth to deteriorate from 43 years to the low 30s.[6]

			New words such as “poverty,” “paupers,” and “vagabonds” became commonplace in the English language to describe the results of this cataclysm. But rather than responding compassionately, the authorities classified these new categories of destitution as crimes requiring draconian punishments. Vagabonds (defined as anyone who could work but chose not to) were to be whipped for a first offence, with capital punishment for a third offence. In Germany, a simple theft would lead to cruel forms of execution such as quartering or being burned alive.

			Along with the physical devastation came a loss of community. Old-style peasant villages had made up for their meagerness in material wealth with a richly complex fabric of relationships based on established customs of mutual aid and cooperation. Now these were gone, leaving people unmoored both materially and spiritually. Prisons and mental hospitals—unneeded in traditional rural communities—were invented in the late eighteenth century as holding pens for those whose lives had been pulverized by their newly desperate circumstances.[7]

			For the peasants who remained on the land, the old patronage relationship with the landlord was replaced by a new system of market leases, allocated only to those who were the most productive. In a process known as “improvement,” peasants had to compete with each other to extract more produce from the land to satisfy the landlord and avoid being evicted. As the anthropologist Jason Hickel points out, here was the beginning of capitalism: a system in which maximizing the return on capital investment became the governing imperative, eclipsing any consideration of human welfare.[8]

			For the desperate millions evicted from their land, there was frequently only one alternative to starvation and death: moving into an urban slum and surrendering oneself to the misery of factory employment. In the “dark Satanic Mills” of William Blake’s depiction, families including small children were forced to labor, often for sixteen hours a day, in dangerous, noxious conditions, to earn just enough for their bare survival. This was the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, described by Polanyi as “a veritable abyss of human degradation.” On the other hand, for the industrialists enriching themselves from this misery, there was a double benefit from their workers’ plight. Because of their desperation, they could pay them starvation wages, keeping maximal profit for themselves; and since the newly landless workers could no longer provide for their own food, clothing, and housing, they now depended on the market economy for virtually every aspect of their survival, thus becoming what Hickel calls “the world’s first mass consumer population.”

			Through this bleak process of violent dispossession, landowners and industrialists had stumbled upon a model, known as “artificial scarcity,” that would be replicated and perfected as Europeans expanded their control through the world. Until the advent of enclosure, peasants were mostly self-sufficient. They might choose to work extra hours for their lord to bring in some extra funds, but they might also prefer to spend any spare time they had with their families or gathering with friends in the village square. They would certainly never dream of uprooting their lives to work for long hours in a grimy factory.

			How then, could they be forced to relinquish their lives for the enrichment of landlords and industrialists? Brute force was one way, but was inefficient if it had to be continually applied. A far more effective approach turned out to be creating scarcity by removing the peasants’ original source of livelihood, driving them to such desperation that they had no choice but to sell their labor for sheer survival.

			By the eighteenth century, this had become a conscious, widely discussed strategy. The agriculturalist Arthur Young declared in 1771 that “everyone but an idiot knows that the lower classes must be kept poor, or they will never be industrious,” while Reverend Joseph Townsend concurred in 1786 that “it is only hunger which can spur and goad them on to labour.” Hunger, he concluded, “will tame the fiercest animals, it will teach decency and civility, obedience and subjugation to the most brutish, the most obstinate, and the most perverse.” The Scottish merchant and magistrate Patrick Colquhoun saw artificial scarcity as the foundation of civilization:

			
				
					Poverty is therefore a most necessary and indispensable ingredient in society, without which nations and communities could not exist in a state of civilization…It is the source of wealth, since without poverty, there could be no labour; there could be no riches, no refinement, no comfort, and no benefit to those who may be possessed of wealth.[9]

			

			
				This odious doctrine was not confined to academic theorizing but became the driving force of social policy. In rural Berkshire in 1795, a group of kindhearted justices held an emergency meeting to respond to widespread hunger among the people. Oblivious to the theorizing of Townsend and Colquhoun, they instituted a policy of financial subsidies for the poor based on the price of bread, known as the Speenhamland Law, designed so that no one should go hungry. The policy proved so popular that it quickly spread through the countryside and factory towns. However, the industrialists, with increased political power in Parliament, would have none of it. In 1834 they abolished this policy, substituting it with a Poor Law which the historian Rutger Bregman has called “perhaps the most heinous form of ‘public assistance’ that the world has ever witnessed.” Now, rather than receive a subsidy for bread, impoverished folk were committed to virtual slave labor, forced to perform meaningless work such as breaking stones, spouses separated from each other and their children, and kept in such hunger that inmates would gnaw on bones that were meant to be ground for fertilizer.[10]

			Buoyed by their success in using artificial scarcity to force dispossessed commoners into soul-destroying work, Europe’s landowners and industrialists learned to apply this model to other parts of the world. As they colonized India and Africa, European imperialists faced a similar obstacle to that presented by villagers back home. How could they force Indian peasants, who were satisfied with their lives, to break their backs producing cash crops such as cotton, indigo, or opium? Colonists in Africa similarly pondered what they called “the Labor Question”: How could they drive contented villagers underground to mine copper, gold, and diamonds for them? In each case, artificial scarcity provided the answer. Just as they had done back home, but with even greater brutality, they forced peasants off their land, dismantled their systems of mutual aid, and imposed taxes that could only be paid in European currency, thus mercilessly turning people into commodities for colonial expansion.

			HOW THE COLONIES DEVELOPED EUROPE

			Throughout most of recorded history, the pinnacles of civilization in Eurasia could usually be found in China, India, or the Middle East. This began changing dramatically a few hundred years ago. The story taught in most schools today is that the Age of Enlightenment, originating in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, generated spectacular and unprecedented progress for humanity. Europeans, we are told, brought material, economic—and even moral—development to the rest of the world.

			It is certainly true that Europe’s Scientific Revolution, followed by the Industrial Revolution, transformed the world, engendering many beneficial developments. What is frequently left out of the conventional history, though, is the vast devastation unleashed by Europe’s increased power on the rest of humankind. Europe’s scientific and industrial advances gave them a military edge over other societies, but the ascendancy of the Global North to dominance in wealth and power resulted primarily from how they took advantage of that military edge to conquer, enslave, and plunder other nations.

			Until they were assaulted by European powers, most people in the world lived longer, healthier lives than European norms. Asia in particular enjoyed better sanitation, higher levels of nutrition, health, and literacy, more sophisticated cities, and superior transportation systems. China and India alone accounted for about two-thirds of the world economy. Europe’s relentless onslaught would change all that. European conquerors engaged in a centuries-long, worldwide campaign of looting the wealth they discovered, subjugating and enslaving populations, expropriating their resources, and forcing them to organize their societies around European priorities at the expense of their own sustenance.

			The magnitude of this global theft is monumental. To focus on just one commodity: The amount of silver stolen from South America from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, if invested at historical interest rates from 1800 to the present, would now be worth $165 trillion—about one third of the world’s total private wealth. The havoc caused by European colonists was equally prodigious. In the Americas, in the sixteenth century alone, close to 100 million Indigenous people died through slaughter, starvation, or disease. Fifteen million Africans were transported over three centuries from their homelands to suffer the torment of slavery. Living standards in India and China collapsed—their combined share of the global economy shrinking to 10 percent while the European share tripled to 60 percent. As Jason Hickel pithily remarks, “Europe didn’t develop the colonies. The colonies developed Europe.”

			When Rhodes came up with his “cherished idea” in 1895, he was merely describing a system of global appropriation that had been developed over centuries. When the British first colonized India, for example, their fledgling textile industry was a minnow compared with India’s, which was world renowned for its fine cloth. The British used a plethora of dirty tactics to turn things around, sometimes brazenly destroying looms and even crushing weavers’ fingers. Most significantly, they established protective tariffs on imported Indian textiles, while flooding the Indian market with their own. As a result, India’s share of the global textile market collapsed from over 25 percent to a mere three percent by the end of British rule. When Dacca, the capital of Bengal and center of the textile industry, was conquered by the British in 1757, it was a wealthy, bustling city as large as London. A hundred years later, having lost 80 percent of its population, it had become a hotbed of malaria and jungle fever. Today, it is one of the most impoverished cities in the world.[11]

			Frequently the wealth transfer to the colonists took the form of unbridled plunder. In one particularly egregious episode, when Clive of India defeated the rulers of Bengal, he loaded the entire contents of their treasury onto a hundred boats, sending them down the Ganges to the Calcutta headquarters of the East India Company—a for-profit company that was given license by the British to rule the territory as absolute despot, killing, stealing, and even waging war for the benefit of its shareholders back home.[12]

			One of the most devastating aspects of colonization was how systems of collective care, developed over untold generations, were demolished to make way for a market economy. In India, property rights were usually held informally by villagers who managed their land as a collective commons, allocating critical resources such as water through long-established traditions, and storing grain reserves communally as a buffer against lean years. Applying the principle of artificial scarcity, the British replaced this system with one of private ownership, extracting rent from the peasants and forcing them to convert to cash crops. The results were calamitous. During a series of droughts over two decades in the late nineteenth century, nearly 30 million Indians are estimated to have died unnecessarily from starvation. India was producing enough grain to feed its population even during the drought years, but the wheat was kept in heavily guarded silos before being exported to Europe, enriching traders speculating on rising prices while indebted, starving peasants were unable to find the two cents a day they needed for survival.

			There were no apparent moral limits to the mayhem Europeans were willing to inflict for profit. The British desired Chinese products such as tea, porcelain, and silk, but couldn’t afford enough silver to buy them at the prices the Chinese set. So, they entered the narcotics trade, growing opium in India to sell illegally on China’s black market, using the funds to buy the goods they wanted. When the Chinese understandably curbed this illicit trade, the British initiated a series of attacks that became known as the Opium Wars, sending the first steel, steam-powered ships with cannons to terrorize the Chinese, and culminating in the destruction of the Imperial Summer Palace in Beijing. Thus began a century of China’s humiliation at the hands of Western powers. Forced to pay “reparations” that bankrupted the nation, and wracked by warring drug lords, China devolved into a vortex of a failed state, enduring a bloody civil war that took the lives of up to 30 million people, while tens of millions became addicted to the opium now supplied plentifully by the British.

			The brutality of the European imperialists was rivaled only by their boundless hubris. As European nations began competing with each other to extract the prolific natural resources of Africa’s interior, they agreed in the Berlin Conference of 1884 to coordinate their assault by parceling out the entire continent for each colonizing nation to exploit. The arbitrary lines they drew on the map to delineate territories frequently conflicted with traditional ethnic boundaries, leading to a jumbled outcome whereby some populations were split, while other dissimilar groups were forced into a political fusion—a disarray that haunts Africa to this day.[13]

			Freed to focus on their own territories, the European powers now had a new continent to ravage. The copper Europe needed for the electrification of its infrastructure came extensively from land in Rhodesia that belonged to the Ndebele tribe. When the Ndebele rose up to protect their ancestral land, they were helpless against the newly invented machine guns of the British, which Cecil Rhodes’s private army utilized to massacre sixty thousand tribespeople. In the Congo, which King Leopold II of Belgium claimed as his private possession, the prized material was rubber to make tires for the booming automobile industry. Leopold stopped at nothing to maximize production. Enslaving much of the population, his military would chop off the hands of those who didn’t meet their production quotas. Another diabolical tactic was to take women as hostages, shooting them if their men didn’t fulfill their allotment. Ten million Congolese—about half the country’s population—died under Leopold’s vicious regime.

			By the time colonialism reached its denouement, at the end of the Second World War, it had set in place the defining structures of the world we inhabit today. Western nations had amassed vast wealth and power at the expense of most of the world’s population, who were left impoverished and bereft of their ancestral cultural and economic traditions. With the horrors of colonialism now foregone, there was hope that a new order might be built to more equitably organize and distribute the world’s wealth. Could that be possible?

			MAINTAINING “THIS POSITION OF DISPARITY”

			
				Even before the Second World War was over, the United States and its allies were hard at work organizing the new world order. At the Bretton Woods conference in 1944, plans were finalized for the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to enable the global economic system to grow smoothly from the ruins, avoiding the mistakes that had led to the Great Depression before the war.

			In his 1949 inaugural speech, two years after India’s independence, President Harry Truman struck a hopeful note, ushering in a new global era defined by a fresh watchword: development. “We must embark on a bold new program,” he declared, “for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas” filled with people “living in conditions approaching misery. Their food is inadequate. They are victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stagnant.” No mention was made of the centuries of colonial oppression that had brought them to this misery. Rather, the prevailing sentiment was that the enlightened, advanced Western powers could apply their social, political, and technological superiority for the betterment of what became known as the Third World, and help them develop their societies in the model of their superiors.

			There was another dark side to this aspirational vision. Truman went on to emphasize the importance of supporting “freedom-loving nations against the dangers of aggression,” announcing plans for the formation of NATO and offering “military advice and equipment to free nations which will cooperate with us in the maintenance of peace and security.” The Cold War was coming out of the shadows.

			In fact, the prime directive of the postwar era had been more clearly elaborated the previous year by the US diplomat and Cold War strategist George Kennan in a memorandum to colleagues, using the kind of straight talk that was unfit for presidential speeches:

			
				
					We have about 50 percent of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3 percent of its population. In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relations which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity. To do so, we will have to dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national objectives.[14]

			

			The IMF and World Bank were set up with these “immediate national objectives” in mind. Voting power in both institutions was structured on the basis of financial ownership, giving majority control to the wealthiest nations and allowing the US to veto any decision. The institutions enjoy legal “immunity” status which means they cannot be sued for any reason, and their leaders are not elected but appointed by the US and Europe.

			Even the most high-minded strategies of the victorious Americans were arranged “to maintain this position of disparity.” The Marshall Plan, a $13 billion aid program to fund the reconstruction of post-war Europe, dubbed by Churchill the “most unsordid act in history,” was designed to facilitate a partial takeover by American corporations of the European economy. By the 1960s, American firms controlled large portions of Europe’s markets in industries ranging from petroleum to farm machinery and telecommunications. American-controlled investments in Germany accounted for more than half the value of the entire German stock exchange.[15]

			Elsewhere, American forces were less “unsordid” in their efforts to maintain the disparity. Whenever leaders of “developing” nations attempted to throw off the shackles of domination by Western nations and pursue their own path of development, they were met with violent opposition. Using a combination of bribery, economic coercion, and clandestine military assistance, the US ensured that only its model of development remained supreme.

			Iran was one of the first countries to experience the new world order when its democratically elected leader, Mohammad Mossadegh was overthrown in a military coup in 1953 masterminded by the US. Mossadegh had drawn the Americans’ ire with a series of reforms intended to improve the welfare of his nation: introducing unemployment compensation, abolishing forced agricultural labor, raising taxes on the rich and, most egregiously, attempting to regain ownership of the country’s oil reserves. His replacement, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, was installed as the Shah of Iran, a friend of Western oil interests, who ruled for decades in absolute power supported by a military government.

			The next year, it was the turn of Jacobo Árbenz, democratically elected president of Guatemala, who attempted to nationalize tracts of unused private land for distribution to starving, landless peasants. Half a million acres of this land was owned by the United Fruit Company, to which Árbenz offered full compensation for its purchase. This was, however, unacceptable to their executives, who worked with the CIA in what was code-named Operation PBSuccess to bomb the capital and install a military dictator in his place. Thus began four decades of military rule in Guatemala, coupled with brutal suppression of the indigenous Mayan population systematically forced off their land, some two hundred thousand of whom were killed over decades of resistance.

			Country by country, continent by continent, the Americans and their European allies ensured that the massive economic and political disparities established by colonialism would not be dislodged. The first elected president of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, succeeded initially in nationalizing mines, investing in manufacturing infrastructure, and providing free healthcare and education to the people. As a visionary pan-African leader, he called for continent-wide unity and cooperation. A year after his iconic book, Neo-Colonialism, was published in 1965, which denounced continued meddling by the Americans and Europeans in the developing world, Nkrumah was ousted by a CIA-backed coup. The military junta they installed reversed his reforms, crushing the welfare of ordinary Ghanaians by an estimated 80 percent, and invited foreign corporations to return to Ghana to mine resources for export.[16]

			President Sukarno of Indonesia, newly independent from Dutch rule, suffered a similar fate. In response to his policies to nationalize Western-owned oil and rubber operations and redistribute wealth to the poor, the CIA backed General Suharto in a bloody coup, resulting in the deaths of nearly a million of Sukarno’s supporters. The new regime, guided by economists trained in the US, gave up the country’s natural resources for Western corporations to exploit as they pleased.

			Overall, it’s estimated that the US has attempted to overthrow approximately seventy governments since the end of the Second World War. But it’s important to realize how powerfully the effects of these violent interventions were felt even in those countries that avoided direct attack. In Confessions of an Economic Hitman, whistleblower extraordinaire John Perkins describes the arsenal of nefarious practices—including fraudulent financial reports, payoffs, and extortion—routinely used by a cadre of highly-paid professionals to coerce Majority World political elites into doing what the US wanted. He describes how he and others would darkly point to the violent ends of leaders in neighboring countries, while motivating them with kickbacks to open up their nations for extraction by Western corporations.[17]

			In spite of this rigged game, many Majority World leaders continued to be driven by the urge to relieve their countryfolk from grinding poverty. Even though the IMF and World Bank were controlled by Western powers, their activities were guided by Keynesian economics, which saw governments and markets as balancing each other, and regarded decent wages and workers’ rights as important aspects of economic development. To a moderate degree, this worked. Through the 1950s and 1960s, economic growth was unprecedented, while inequality decreased markedly throughout the world. Inspired by a vision of independent development, a group of nonaligned nations proposed what they called a New International Economic Order, claiming the rights for developing countries to nationalize foreign-owned assets if necessary, protect their economies with tariffs, and regulate transnational corporations. When the General Assembly of the United Nations passed their proposal in 1973, it seemed that perhaps a new dawn had indeed arisen.

			Alarmed, the Western powers created their own economic alliance, which came to be called the G7, to counteract this threat to their dominance. Additionally, they had a new secret weapon to wield, one that had been quietly developed in academic institutions and think tanks over decades and was now ready for release onto an unsuspecting world. The opportunity for its deployment would present itself later the same year in Santiago, Chile.

			“GREED IS GOOD!”

			
				Chileans at that time were enjoying the first fruits of what the New International Economic Order was striving for. Their president Salvador Allende, elected in 1970 on a Socialist platform, delivered on his promises with a minimum wage, free school meals, expanded low-income housing, and nationalizing the copper mines. He capped private land ownership at eighty hectares, fully compensating owners, and redistributed the land to peasant farmers. While wages and school enrollment rose and poverty declined, this was unacceptable to the US. After three years of economic and financial intimidation to no avail, they backed General Augusto Pinochet in a violent military coup culminating in bombers shelling the presidential palace. Following Allende’s death, Pinochet murdered or imprisoned up to a hundred thousand of Allende’s supporters, and brought in a group of economists educated at the University of Chicago, dubbed “the Chicago boys,” to unveil their new secret weapon—neoliberalism.

			Five decades after these events, we are so immersed in the precepts of neoliberalism that it’s hard to realize how bizarre they appeared when they were first unleashed in Chile. Neoliberalism was the name given to a set of ideas that had their origins in a meeting, held in Switzerland in 1947, of a group of economists, historians, and philosophers who called themselves the Mont Pelerin Society. Concerned that developments such as the welfare state in Britain and the dominance of Keynesian economics would lead inexorably to communism, they set out to promote a diametrically opposed doctrine based on the principle of individual liberty. In the ensuing decades, through a transatlantic network of academics, businessmen, and journalists, and supported by wealthy backers who funded university departments and a collection of think tanks, they refined and advanced their ideology.[18]

			The defining characteristics of neoliberal ideology began with the twin concepts of the individual and liberty, which together are viewed as towering above all other values. An individual’s drive to outcompete others is considered supremely virtuous, while liberty is the elimination of any constraints on achieving his or her success. “Greed is good!” in the phrase immortalized by the fictional Gordon Gekko in the 1987 movie Wall Street, encapsulating the subversive view of morality first popularized by the novelist Ayn Rand decades earlier.[19]

			These precepts lead to a fundamental belief in the value of unrestrained competition, with free markets, free trade, and minimal rules or restrictions. Private property is paramount, and the role of government, whether through regulation, market intervention, or state ownership of assets, should be eliminated to the greatest extent possible. Wealth is the ultimate measure of achievement, as manifested in personal riches, business profitability, or a nation’s gross domestic product (GDP). Inequality, therefore, far from being pernicious, is a sign of a society’s health, because it permits those who are most accomplished to be maximally rewarded.

			Neoliberal economics is built on classical economic theory from the nineteenth century, which models a “perfect market” composed of greedy, selfish, lazy individuals who act rationally to maximize their material consumption above any other consideration. Based on a selective reading of Adam Smith’s eighteenth-century classic The Wealth of Nations, neoliberals argue that encouraging people to act in this way leads to the best possible outcome for society. However, as many experts have demonstrated—and as will be discussed later in the book—this view of humans and society is fundamentally wrong. The only people who act to maximize their desires without regard for morality, empathy, mutual care, or social norms, are clinical psychopaths, who represent no more than one percent of a normal population.[20]

			When these ideas were first advanced in the 1950s and 1960s they were dismissed as ludicrous in any serious economic conversation. But over decades of assiduous effort, the Mont Pelerin Society and allies succeeded in shifting what became known as the Overton window—the set of ideas that are considered acceptable discussion topics in mainstream political discourse.

			By the time of Allende’s demise, they were ready for action. One of their founding members, Milton Friedman, had built a neoliberal command post at the University of Chicago, and along with his Chicago Boys he became a key advisor to the Pinochet regime. Chile was an experimental subject for them, presenting an opportunity to apply their radical, untested theories to an entire nation. They privatized nearly five hundred state companies, sold the public schools and social security system to private investors, removed tariffs, eliminated subsidies, and removed price controls. The results were catastrophic for ordinary Chileans. Unemployment shot up from three percent under Allende to as high as 35 percent. With average wages down and the minimum wage 42 percent lower, the poverty rate reached 41 percent and hunger was rife. But for the wealthy elites, the experiment was a splendid success. Even as poverty became rampant, their share of national income soared dramatically, causing Chile to become one of the world’s most unequal nations.

			With their first quarry bagged, the next challenge the neoliberals faced was how to roll this model out to the rest of the world. The same fateful year of 1973 dealt them another hand that they skillfully turned to their advantage.

			THE RACE TO THE BOTTOM

			“Only a crisis,” Milton Friedman famously wrote, “produces real change.”

			
				When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop alternatives to existing policies…until the politically impossible becomes the politically inevitable.

			

			
				The crisis he was waiting for materialized just a month after the coup in Chile, when Arab nations attacked Israel in the Yom Kippur War. Once the Israelis successfully counterattacked, threatening Damascus and Cairo, the Arabs discovered how to wield an entirely new weapon—oil. The embargo initiated by the oil cartel OPEC caused seismic upheavals through the global economy, kicking off years of stagflation which in turn led to a new series of international disruptions.[21]

			As they kept raising the price of oil through the 1970s, OPEC nations found themselves awash in cash (known as petrodollars) which, in return for security guarantees from Washington, they invested in the United States. Other developing countries, unable to afford the high price of oil, now turned desperately to the US banks for those petrodollars as loans to keep their economies going. The Iranian Revolution in 1979, which led to a second oil price shock, further exacerbated these imbalances. Developing countries’ debt quadrupled in a decade to $1.6 trillion. The fact that the interest on this debt was denominated in dollars delivered a final blow when the US Federal Reserve raised interest rates up to 20 percent to fight inflation back home. Countries around the world could no longer afford interest payments and hurtled toward bankruptcy.

			Friedman and his comrades had, not just one, but multiple intersecting crises to work with. In the US and UK, Keynesian economics had fallen from grace, and the radical neoliberal alternative boosted the popularity of leaders such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Meanwhile, the desperate straits of nations teetering on the verge of bankruptcy opened them up to the same kind of structural disembowelment that had been foisted on Chile, without having to fire a single gun or bomb a presidential palace.

			In place of soldiers in combat fatigues wielding machine guns, Western powers could now rely on bankers in pinstriped suits wielding loan agreements. But the results were every bit as devastating, if not more so, to the lives of billions of people across the world. The IMF and World Bank were repurposed from their relatively benign earlier role of stabilizing the global economy to become enforcers of neoliberal policies throughout the developing world. Their ammunition was a set of requirements called Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) that they foisted on countries facing bankruptcy in return for further loans.

			Countries were forced to redirect most of their assets and cash flows toward servicing the debt. This meant selling public assets such as railways or mines to private investors, eliminating subsidies on food and farming, and cutting expenditures on healthcare and education. They were also required to open their markets to foreign corporations, cut tariffs, eliminate capital and price controls, and weaken workforce and environmental regulations. Any cash flow remaining after debt service had to be invested in export-oriented industries—cash crops such as wheat, rice, or coffee, and commodities such as copper or aluminum—to earn the foreign exchange required for continued debt service. As these requirements were applied worldwide, markets were flooded with oversupply of raw materials leading to lower prices. This, in turn, created a reinforcing feedback loop: The financial crisis of the Majority World worsened while wealthy countries enjoyed lower raw material costs which curbed inflation and further enriched them.

			The test case of Chile proved a reliable indicator for the rest of the world. As the Global North reaped the benefits of enhanced access to the markets and commodities of the developing world, the lives of regular people in those countries were decimated. In the 1960s and 1970s, economies in the Global South had been growing at an annual rate of over three percent. Over the next two decades, those rates plunged to just 0.7 percent, and in sub-Saharan Africa (where a total of 31 SAPs were imposed) per capita income actually declined by 0.7 percent per year, doubling the number of Africans living in extreme poverty. Structural adjustment, in the words of Jason Hickel, “turned out to be the greatest single cause of impoverishment in the 20th century,” leading to an increase of over a billion people subsisting on less than $5 per day. Global inequality widened even further: In 1965, the per capita income of the G7 countries was twenty times that of the poorest nations; by 1995 it was thirty-nine times larger—and is over fifty times larger today.[22]

			Effective as the SAPs were in spreading neoliberal policies worldwide, they had a limit: They could only be imposed piecemeal on nations facing bankruptcy. However, by the 1990s, a new delivery system was devised that would complete the job, leaving virtually no country immune from the neoliberal takeover. The wealthy nations imposed on the world a new entity under their control called the World Trade Organization (WTO), which developing nations had to join to avoid being shut out of the world economy. The price of membership, though, was to agree to essentially the same package of economic disembowelment that the SAPs had enforced. The scope was now expanded to include intellectual property rights which, among other things, banned poor countries from producing their own low-priced generic pharmaceutical products. While other countries were required to eliminate agricultural subsidies, the US and EU applied a blatant double standard, continuing to pay massive subsidies to their own farmers (mostly large corporations) which allowed them to undercut farmers in the rest of the world with cheap food exports.

			The launch of the WTO signaled the beginning of globalization: the opening up of the world into one seamless playing field for large corporations and financial institutions. With impediments to the free flow of capital eliminated, corporations could choose where to invest for the highest returns. Workers, however, did not have the same mobility. As a result, nations now found themselves competing against each other, offering lower wages, tax breaks, and stripped-down regulations to entice corporations to invest in their region. This kicked off what became known as the “race to the bottom” as states and municipalities vied with each other in a downward spiral of concessions. It also transformed the relationship between corporations and their employees in the developed world: Workers became more compliant, knowing that, if they demanded too much, their employers could simply move their operations elsewhere.[23]

			We can get a feeling for the effects of globalization from the example of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) which eliminated most tariffs between Canada, Mexico, and the United States in 1994. Subsidized corn from the US flooded the Mexican market, undercutting domestic farmers and driving two million out of business over the next ten years, vacating millions of hectares of farmland that transnational corporations bought up cheaply for industrial agriculture and mining. Instead of cheaper corn reducing food prices for ordinary people, deregulation of retail markets caused the cost of tortillas to nearly quadruple, resulting in widespread hunger and malnutrition. Like the European peasants driven off their land by enclosure centuries earlier, displaced farmers had no choice but to accept low-paying factory jobs in the tariff-free maquiladora factories set up near the US-Mexico border. Before long, though, the jobs dried up as corporations relocated to even cheaper Asian sites in the race to the bottom. As desperate workers struggled to survive, criminal drug cartels swooped them up, becoming the second biggest industry in Mexico, while millions of others sought a better life by crossing the border, leading to the surge in undocumented immigrants that spurred the rise of xenophobic nationalism in US politics. Ten years after NAFTA, nineteen million more Mexicans lived in poverty, with more than half the population below the poverty line; and a quarter of the Mexican population did not have access to basic food. While billionaire Carlos Slim, who took advantage of deregulation to monopolize the Mexican telecom industry, has become one of the world’s richest men with a net worth of $100 billion, Mexico today is racked by drug-related violence and suffers one of the highest murder rates in the world.[24]

			Similar stories have played out across the world. Ever since President Truman rolled out the idea of “development,” many in the West have grown comfortable with the thought that, even if the colonial past was tainted, at least we now generously transfer some of our largesse back to the Global South in the form of foreign aid. It’s true that more than $200 billion is given annually in development assistance by wealthy nations. But that number is dwarfed by the financial outflows pouring in the other direction.
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