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Civilization, uncivilization, and their discontents


To look or not to look? Naked female breasts can cause a problem for the man who for one reason or other happens to come across them. The correct stance is determined by environment and context. There are clubs where more or less naked bodies are displayed at a price, and there one could reasonably stare to one’s heart’s content (since one has paid). That anyone would object to the staring as such is hard to imagine. However it is not hard to imagine that many would object to this whole business of naked breasts at a price, which confirms the problematical aspect of nudity in general and naked breasts in particular. It is possible to – in certain cases with good reason – claim that the staring in itself only is a pretext and a sort of foreplay, that the stared-upon breasts are meant as advertisement for sexual intercourse which is to follow upon the potential client’s ocular inspection of the naked breasts, this too at a price in which case, something which is strictly forbidden according to many law books, including current Swedish one. There is, in any event, a set of cultural taboo regulations that governs all kinds of dealings with naked female breasts, which explains why payment even exists. But what if the naked breasts are on display for free? Then what?


The protagonist in Italo Calvino’s novel Mr. Palomar from 1983 strolls along a desolate beach with only a few sunbathers in sight. Suddenly he spots a young woman sprawled on the sand. Her torso is not covered by anything, she is bathing her naked breasts in the sun. And Mr. Palomar immediately and instinctively averts his eyes. It is a way for him to respect the remains of the taboo of nudity that in spite of everything still lingers. His action also entails, at least in his own eyes, a measure of chivalry towards the half-naked woman. Her breasts are her own, even though they are at the moment naked and at the mercy of everyone’s eyes. They have nothing to do with him, all staring could be perceived as intrusive because breasts are precisely breasts.


But when Palomar has taken a few more steps and the naked breasts have disappeared from view, he has second thoughts. A refusal to look at the breasts does, of course, mean that he himself adheres to – and moreover contributes in reinforcing – an obsolete custom based on the conception that the sight of naked breasts is something shameful that should be avoided; it means, Palomar now thinks, that he furnishes the naked breasts with “a kind of spiritual bra,” which is both discourteous and reactionary. For the woman with the breasts has actually herself chosen to shed her bra, if indeed she even owns one. And the breasts in question seemed, judged by the little glimpse he succeeded in catching before his glance quickly drifted towards the sea and the waves, to be eminently “fresh and easy on the eye.” Therefore Palomar opts for another strategy when he on his way back walks by the same woman. He both looks and does not look, that is: in fair democratic spirit he allows his eyes to sweep across the entire vista – sea-foam, boats, the bath towel, the breasts and the coastal outline – without giving any special scrutiny to anything in particular. Palomar thus acts as though the naked breasts are nothing special at all. Which fills him with self-satisfaction: the breasts thus become a natural part of the landscape, neither more nor less.


However, this contentment unfortunately does not last; soon enough Palomar catches himself having committed a reprehensible act: he has observed an individual fellow human as though she were an object. He has reduced her to the level of a thing and overlooked what is specific both to her and to the female sex. This is, or might at least be understood to be, an upholding of patriarchal oppression. Therefore he must do it again and do it right, so Palomar turns around anew and walks back to the woman, and this time grants the naked breasts a considerable measure of factual interest. This time his eyes do not wander, but he soberly registers the uncovered torso’s lines and curves, only to later return to the sand and the sea as though nothing in particular had occurred.


Now there is nothing that might be misconstrued, Palomar muses, only to once again be afflicted with doubt. This cursory matter-of-factness – might it not be perceived as hauteur and a refusal to acknowledge what a woman’s breasts by time-honored tradition represent in our culture? What he would most of all like to express with his look is of course encouragement and appreciation for the change within and the modernization of society’s customs that is entailed in the acceptance of breasts being naked, without this constituting a sexual overture. This new openness in society appeals to him, and therefore Palomar once again turns back and approaches the woman and the naked breasts with firm steps, to finally and emphatically express benevolence and agreement with his eyes. But no agreement is forthcoming, it will soon be made clear. The woman with the naked breasts snatches her towel, covers herself with it, and scurries off with an irritated shrug.


So what really happened? Was it a misunderstanding? In that case, who misunderstood whom and who is it that decides what a pair of naked breasts, or for that matter something completely different, actually means in the one context or the other? This, as with most things, is ultimately a question of power. And moreover a question of geography: A pair of naked breasts means one thing on the Italian Mediterranean coast (where we might imagine that Calvino’s Mr. Palomar finds himself) and something else in Egypt or Jordan (where there are no naked female breasts on any beaches, precisely because they would mean something totally different, namely a completely unthinkable depravity that would cross the border to madness). The prerogative of interpretation belongs to he or they who have wrested power over, or at least for the moment dominate, the cultural production of meaning. Not seldom, this power position is disputed and in practice divided between the combatants, a division that over a great span of time remains unclear and mutable, which entails that wholly or partly irreconcilable meanings and definitions over a long period coexist in parallel, and that a more or less irreconcilable tug-of-war continues until one of the parties is forced to give up and leave the stage.


Another way to speak of the same process is to say that the Zeitgeist changes. It might for example mean that certain words can no longer be used, at least not in the fancy salons. And certain behaviors are forced to go underground. Which of course does not mean that these behaviors disappear; they have merely received a new meaning. Take for example antiquity’s same-sex love between adult men and tender youths, which is mentioned by Plato and others. In other contexts this affection, as we know, has been handled differently. These processes are constantly ongoing, the battles rage back and forth. Meanings thus change continuously over time, which occasions enthusiastic adherents of social and political progress to imagine that the outcome of power struggles of this kind is preordained, that it only is a matter of time before the “reasonable” and “civilized” alternative triumphs and forever consigns the “primitive” and “outmoded” challenger to the garbage dump of cultural history. If so, this would mean, if we return to Mr. Palomar and the naked female breasts, that all controversies around topless beach fashion ought to be completely obsolete – now that we actually find ourselves well into the third millennium – either because we (men) now are ideologically drilled to clothe all (female) breasts in a “spiritual bra” precisely of the kind that Palomar imagines, or because we (men) quite simply have stopped regarding female breasts as something which possesses a sexual and thus revolutionizing charge.


A quick glance at the development in what we call real life does, however, clearly tell us that this is merely pious wishful thinking; that the battle for power over the production of meaning still rages with undiminished force. The breasts may be regarded as the female body’s commanding heights: strategically interesting hills that many lay claim to with varying rationales. Many women claim that their breasts, and how these should be defined, is an issue that only belongs to women, but even if they were to gain support for this viewpoint, it of course does not mean that the issue of the breasts’ sexual charge thereby is decided, since different women answer this question in different ways. Even women who call themselves feminists assume different positions regarding their breasts. Some, for example members of the feminist network Femen, bare their breasts for ideological reasons and in the name of gender equality on beaches and in public baths: they claim that they own their own bodies and refuse to accept a sexualization of their own breasts. Which probably must be regarded as naive and overly optimistic when the society around them persists in doing precisely that andcarries on sexualizing women’s breasts. Which is why this standpoint has been accused of being both naive and foolish by both men and women.


In our native Sweden, public swimming pools have become a venue for this constant battle for power over the production of meaning in terms of women’s bodies: in many places one has succumbed to pressure and taken the drastic step of introducing separate bathing hours for men and women respectively, generally with reference to women’s need of a safe space and an opportunity to swim and bathe without the eyes of men constantly upon them. We are not speaking of naked breasts or any form of nudity whatsoever, but only of women and men together within the same space, which in Sweden in the 21st century is considered a problem that must be handled. The historian of ideas Karin Johannisson has in this context written about a sense of uneasiness that arises “at a certain sort of look.” “We put on clothes when we bathe in public,” she continues, “because we do not want to expose ourselves to the wrong kind of look.” And what is meant by “the wrong kind of look” is quite simply an unwillingness or inability (in men) to provide the woman’s naked breasts with precisely the spiritual bra that Mr. Palomar is musing about. The surrounding world’s intense interest therefore causes the breasts to need a bra of one sort or another. Individual people may have their diverse convictions, but the collective nevertheless insists on certain rules in order to be able to function; some are formalized as laws while others exist as partly tacit agreements that at least are assumed to be recognized by a majority. These customs thus require a bra in some form applied on the outside of the woman’s breasts. But the straps of the bra chafe on all those who are of a differing opinion and who regard the bra requirement as a violation. And if it is not a bra requirement that is at issue, it is something else.


There is always a lingering conflict between what Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis from Vienna of the previous turn of the century, calls the pleasure principle and what he calls the reality principle, or if you will, between the child’s quest for maximal pleasure and the adult, socialized citizen’s quest for acceptance within the community. That the child has grown up and been enfolded into the collective does of course not mean that desire for (often forbidden) pleasures in any way has disappeared, which in turn means that adulthood is characterized by a long series of enforced compromises, something that engenders a sense of constant and growing aversion that results in – and this is also the title of one of Freud’s most influential works – Civilization and Its Discontents (Das Unbehagen in der Kultur) from 1930. This conflict between drive impulses and decreed discipline is unavoidable, argues Freud. Order and progress require diligence and hard work, stable families and regulated forms of reproduction. This means that society at any cost must suppress various excesses and richly reward a highly developed impulse control. “The program that the pleasure principle foists upon us, namely to be happy, is impossible to fulfill,” Freud remarks dryly.


According to Freud, both a functioning process of civilization and robust growth assume that all efforts towards happiness in general and sexual pleasure in particular be subordinated to an austere regime based on abstention, monogamy and hard work. Repression is therefore unavoidable in a society that satisfies citizens’ material needs and that offers at least a minimum of security. The alternative would not be preferable; put a bra on for the good of the collective, in other words. This line of argument is consequently not so much a criticism directed at society and civilization, as a call for factuality. Raging against the bra requirement would be childish and pointless, becoming an adult entails accepting sacrifices and restrictions, particularly as these deprivations are anything but wasted. “Drive sublimation is”, writes Freud, “a particularly prominent element in cultural development, it enables the significant role that higher mental activities – scientific, artistic, ideological – play in our cultural life.” Civilization in broad terms – that is: the entire societal development that has enabled various spectacular gains in all sorts of areas – hinges on being able to drain energy away from sexuality: “Since Man does not possess unlimited amounts of mental energy, one must master one’s tasks through a purposeful distribution of libidos.”


What cultural development ultimately does and has as its goal is, according to Freud, to illustrate the constant struggle between libido and mortido, “the will to life and the death drive,” a struggle that constitutes what is central in Man’s life in the first place. Freud is caustically sarcastic towards all those who anxiously try to mitigate the furious force in this grandiose defining drama by wrapping the conflict in sentimentality and mendacity: “And this clash of the giants our pediatric nurses want to silence with lullabies about Heaven.” Suffering is part and parcel of being an (adult) person; the tension between libido and mortido is permanent, while the reality principle is unimpeachable. A considerable measure of libidinal satisfaction must unconditionally be sacrificed on the altar of social community; the alternative is disintegration and chaos. We are forever doomed to be discontent in civilization, and whining about chafing bra straps and the like is, according to Freud, just infantile nonsense.


He who whines the most and most vocally about culture’s and society’s repression of Man throughout history is probably the Swiss-French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who also claims that the civilization process inhibits and deforms that which is “natural” and original in Man, and thus one may of course assume that Rousseau and Freud carry out a similar analysis. But in all other respects they differ radically. Rousseau claims in his dissertation Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men (Discours sur l’origine et les fondements de l’inégalité parmi les hommes) from 1755 that what is the very foundation in society, the gradually growing web of mutual dependencies, is what corrupts Man and creates a hierarchic system that promotes and cements inequality, oppression and slavery. Rousseau imagines the “natural state” that prevails before the genesis of society, when audacious, independent “savages” – filled with a healthy self-love that does not reflect itself in the appreciation of the world around them (amour de soi même) and a warm empathy for their sisters and brothers – roam freely through expansive forests where there is enough food to easily feed all mouths. And it would, Rousseau maintains, be impossible here for a person to coerce obedience from someone else, since the necessary surveillance is not possible to organize. No one dominates anyone else, simply put, no one is master and no one is slave. Rousseau’s savage neither possesses nor requests language, reason or collective community; he lives in accordance with a powerfully sentimentalized variant of the pleasure principle, the only things that interest him are “food, a female and sleep.”


That is: all this is played out in Rousseau’s own, sentimental fantasy. His savage – presocial Man – has of course never existed. Mutual dependencies and organized collaboration are our species’ only significant competitive advantages vis-à-vis other species and the main reasons for us having survived in the first place and moreover having multiplied on a large scale. And Man arises simultaneously with, and cannot possibly be separated from, spoken language. If his colleague Friedrich Nietzsche now and then philosophizes with a hammer, Rousseau thus during long periods philosophizes in his hat. Which in no way has prevented his thinking from setting an example or him attracting large numbers of devoted adherents – rather the reverse (which time and again forces us in our work to return to Rousseau, who constantly creates problems). His conceptions of love in the natural state – or more correctly: his line of argument around the insouciant absence of what we corrupt societal creatures call love, an absence that made sexuality uncomplicated and pleasantly free from jealousy, lies and feelings of guilt – appeal to generation after generation of thinkers who are discontent in civilization and who in their naive ignorance handle this through longing for a gospel of satisfied drives.


In Rousseau, males and females couple willy-nilly, when they happen to bump into each other in the forest, and since they do not have a language to speak of they cannot declare any feelings for each other. People mate and say goodbye to each other without any fuss. Just as he or she has no concept of death or their own mortality – for this one does not have in one’s natural state, according to Rousseau – they never think in terms of ownership rights or a common future as a couple. Particularly since they never think about anything at all ever, since they do not master the art of thinking, and nor do they have any language suitable for formulating abstract concepts such as love, for instance. Love therefore does not exist, and no one misses it. Sexuality cannot harm or shake the society that does not even exist and that no one asks for either; sexual energies need not be fettered but can flow freely. The access to females is good and they are available for sexual relations year-round. Consequently the issue of bra or not, spiritual or of any other kind, never comes up. The sex drive is sound and pure – and above all natural.


So then the question that many pose is whether Freud still may be overly pessimistic when he claims that our discontentment in civilization is incurable, since the conflict between the pleasure principle and the reality principle by definition is permanent. Is it not still possible to cure, or at least alleviate, our discontentment in civilization somewhat through some sort of socio-political plan of action? Must we sacrifice our personal happiness for the good of society? Is the gateway to the lost paradise of uncomplicated drive fulfillment really closed for all eternity? So with the purpose of so to speak, “softening up Freud” in this respect, the German-Jewish social philosopher Karl Marx is recruited during the 20th century to a rather dysfunctional, Freudo-Marxist marriage of convenience, an alliance that both Freudians and Marxists of a more orthodox bent often angrily reject. Among the more renowned of these matchmakers there is the psychoanalyst and sexologist Wilhelm Reich and the philosopher and sociologist Herbert Marcuse. According to them, the antagonism between sexuality and society is something that one can use by consciously intensifying it to liberate sexual energy, thus loosening up the repressive system with the aid of sexuality.


The time for sacrifices and restrictions is therefore regarded as past and the naked body is transformed into a weapon in a struggle for liberation. The mandated bra is tossed into the trash can. Or else one burns it in front of the flashes of the press photographers’ camera. For Reich – who in time succeeds in antagonizing both communist parties across Europe and the psychoanalytic movement by virtue of his theories about the orgasm as a cure for neurosis and about the blessings of pubertal sexuality – the connection between Marx and Freud is self-evident. While Marxism is the sociological expression of how Man becomes conscious of how the financial laws work and how a minority exploits the masses, psychoanalysis constitutes an expression of how Man becomes conscious of precisely the social repression of sexuality that Freud speaks of in Civilization and Its Discontents. But Freud has, as mentioned, no intention of blowing civilization to bits with the aid of orgasms, but accepts repression and discontentment as the price one has to pay for the many gains of the civilization process in a large number of areas. And the organized communists of Europe generally prove more focused on societal economics and class analysis than on well-to-do neurotics. All this resistance leads to Reich constantly roaming from the one country to the other, even being forced to publish his later works through his own publishing company.


Marcuse opts for another approach, above all in the book Eros and Civilization (with the subtitle A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud) from 1955. He argues that all the sacrifices and restrictions that Freud speaks of – and thus also patiently accepts – possibly can be defended with reference to scarce resources under certain special historical circumstances that necessitate hard work, but in the industrialized Western world from the 1950s onwards the situation is completely different. Unparalleled productivity increases lead to an abundance of consumption goods that causes the demands on hard work and abstinence from pleasure to no longer remain, at least not fully. The civilization process finally reaches the point where reality insists that the reality principle must be modified, which offers increased space for the pleasure principle.


Thus there is reason for optimism, an optimism that actually, argues Marcuse, also is built into Freud’s own reasoning, but is concealed, even to the progenitor himself. Liberated from the harsh conditions of scarcity Man can in Marcuse enjoy shorter working hours and allow his strained and haggard body to be resexualized. Eros should no longer have to submit to the harsh restrictions of monogamy and reproduction. The liberated body is instead meant to become “a thing to be enjoyed – an instrument of pleasure.” This libidinal paradise is the Freudo-Marxists’ equivalent to the classless society where all social – and now also sexual – tensions are dissolved; capitalism has thus vanquished itself to death and has lost both the access to and need for all its coercive measures. The female breasts may by all means be naked. Men are welcome to look at them. No bra – not even of a spiritual kind – is necessary any longer, since there is no reason to regulate pleasure. Progress and an increase in growth has become a player piano thanks to production-increasing technology.


It is easy to imagine that Marcuse, and possibly even Reich, would greet the coming development within digitalization and robotization that liberates – or lays off – the human work force, with particular joy. If the machines carry out the work, we humans can concentrate on our pleasure and explore it without social stress. According to Marcuse, Freud’s direct connection between civilization and repression thus is a misunderstanding: when the one coincides with the other it is because of special, time-bound factors and the exercise of power. But with other political prerequisites everything might be different. That demands for a postponed and/or inhibited satisfaction of needs are portrayed as necessary is merely an expression of the capitalist ideology having to legitimize injustices that actually are products of a class interest and that can be remedied with a little good will. The libidinal paradise that both Rousseau and in part also Freud – even if he is notoriously vague on this issue – place in a precivilizatory past, and to which the gateway, according to the two of them, is locked, since it is not possible to dismantle civilization, then actually awaits us in an enlightened future, this according to Marcuse and the psychoanalytically inspired Marxism.


But against this sunny utopianism, a few objections can be raised. To start with, we have the lamentable but nevertheless indisputable fact that the profits that are now made thanks to the productivity increases and cost cutting that follow from technological innovations are distributed highly unevenly, which leads to differences in income and wealth increasing rapidly both within and between rich and poor countries. That large and growing groups of unemployed people will have more leisure time to spend – more than they have ever feared or might have imagined – will not entail a renaissance for sophisticated, sexual pleasures, but rather an alarming increase in various sorts of addiction. As well as an increase in depression and suicides. One should therefore be careful what one wishes for, since there is a risk that one’s wish might come true.


Which brings us to the next objection, namely that the price for the coveted wish fulfillment would – if it was possible to carry out at all – be much too high and the positive effects of it would constantly be overestimated by the propagandists of wish fulfillment, simply because they close their eyes to the inherent conflicts of objectives, while they engage in wishful thinking and fantasize about the effects of an abolition of the regulatory system around the satisfaction of needs. There is, to start with, no consensus on how a deregulation of the drive economy could be carried out and above all no agreement on what it may entail. What about polygamy? Should we lift all restrictions around promiscuity? Pedophilia, bestiality, incest – is it really time to revoke or ameliorate all prohibitions and restrictions that culture commands? If so, what about legalization of organized forms of football hooliganism where supporters of different teams agree on a time and place to fight each other, even with potentially lethal weapons? It would probably never be a question of any particularly radical form of deregulation, at most just a softening up of written and unwritten rules in certain limited respects. There is always a boundary for most things – if we are to maintain a society at all – and this is a boundary that either is written into law and is patrolled by guards, or else is merely symbolically marked in the collective subconscious. But the boundary most definitely does exist.


The greatest problem with the libidinal paradise is however that it never has existed nor can it ever exist, since it is basically just a Rousseauan fantasy that partly, but just partly, rubs off on Freud as he writes Civilization and Its Discontents, where he establishes that the discontentment really is incurable and fundamental, with an origin in Man’s mental constitution. Which means that Freud’s theory of culture does not harmonize in all respects with his topological model of human consciousness, something that Marxists with an inclination towards the utopian and psychoanalytical eagerly take to heart. But even if there were some truth in the paradisiacal myth, and if it were possible to imagine a human before or outside civilization, free to devote himself to boundless pleasure without reprisals, this “natural state” would at any rate not constitute some peaceful idyll, quite the contrary. Cultural restrictions are actually a blessing in cunning disguise, since they facilitate continued fantasizing about the unrestricted pleasure – something that is relatively innocuous and that in itself provides certain pleasure – while they also liberate the fantasizing subject from the burden of having to make the painful discovery that the drives, in the words of the American psychoanalyst Adrian Johnston, are “constitutively dysfunctional.”


The drive machinery is not meant to produce our happiness, it is not compatible with something like family weekend bonding with snacks in the sofa. The sought-after and awaited delight never materializes, or else it proves completely illusory and is quickly scattered, to be replaced by discomfort and anxiety. In a way, Johnston writes in the book Time Driven: Metapsychology and the Splitting of the Drive from 2005, the drives are their own worst enemies. The actual satisfaction simply does not entail any real satisfaction. Which is why repression definitely has its advantages. Just as Freud himself does, Johnston uses the ancient tragedy’s king Oedipus as a representative of the libidinal subject that within itself harbors desires that civilization kits out with a strait jacket, and that through the game of chance acquires and avails itself of a unique possibility to commit and experience these extreme boundary transgressions without requiring any interventions from the surrounding society. Neither Oedipus himself nor anyone else suspects what he is actually doing when he slays his father Laius and marries his mother Jocasta; according to Freud he is following impulses that stem from repressed wishes hiding in the subconscious of every human subject, wishes that it takes a whole battery of mental mechanisms to keep in check – here we are speaking of the superego, castration anxiety et cetera.


But does this make Oedipus happy? No, not exactly. Once it dawns on him what he has done, he gouges out his eyes and goes into exile. So where does the tragic part of the tragedy really lie? The conventional answer is that Sophocles’ famous drama shows us how helpless Man is in the face of the colossal forces of destiny. Oedipus is informed in advance by the Oracle of Delphi on how his life will be shaped and what actions he will carry out, which naturally appalls him and makes him take what he imagines to be efficient countermeasures – just as Laius believed he had cheated destiny by letting a servant kill his newborn son after he too had been warned in advance – but it is of course unfortunately precisely these countermeasures, Man’s vain squirming in the net of destiny that inexorably envelops him, that result in the oracle’s predictions coming true. Against the powerful machinery of destiny Man stands powerless and defenseless. Freud however argues that Oedipus’ drama moves the reader and the spectator for other reasons: that the actions he actually carries out involve a staging of every human’s secret, aching, repressed wishes. Therefore everyone can identify with the events on the stage: Oedipus lives out these forbidden wishes – and pays a high price.


Against this view, one might claim that Freud reads into the story psychoanalytical theories that actually are not present in the text, but one might of course also, argues Johnston, take the position that Freud does not relate psychoanalytically enough to Sophocles and that therefore the reading of the drama ought to be taken several degrees deeper. The result is that Oedipus himself becomes an Oedipalized subject, a person who is subordinated to the complex that nowadays bears his own name. And in this perspective he succeeds in doing what he most deeply longs for – even though it happens purely instinctively and without intention – when he makes visible that which has been made invisible. Oedipus quite simply succeeds in doing that which Rousseau fervently dreams of; he lives out the secret wishes that society censors. He has committed the perfect crime, he has been allowed to taste – to feast on – the most forbidden of all forbidden fruit. And then the question is: should he not in so doing have liberated himself from all his neuroses? If it is only cultural prohibitions that hold us back, and when no one else in the city of Thebes makes the least effort to punish him, should not Oedipus be the happiest, most peaceful and most complex-free person in the whole world? If so, then why does he gouge out his eyes?


Well, Oedipus punishes himself solely on his own initiative. He is totally devastated by the insight of what he has done. Instead of absolving himself, since it all happened unconsciously and inadvertently, he takes full responsibility for his crimes and imposes the harsh punishment himself. Which ought to make us at least somewhat suspicious: does not Oedipus thereby also admit to a considerable measure of participation when it comes to motive and driving force? Has he not stared deeply into his dark soul and glimpsed the repressed desires that make him a criminal, since he actually carried through on them? And if so, is someone ever innocent of anything? In the same way that Freud in Marcuse is a closet optimist, he becomes an even darker pessimist in Johnston than he is aware of himself, and Johnston argues considerably more convincingly. There is a fundamental and paradoxical opposition between drive and satisfaction that is impossible to reason away or come to grips with, and thus reason to contemplate all the dimensions of pessimism. But we must also note that Oedipus’ tragic insight presents itself only after the transgression is a fact. That is: at the optimal time – guilt is something disagreeable and there are repression mechanisms that handily take care of this as well.


Nothing comes more naturally than finding excuses for one’s own guilt and happily passing it on to someone else. Meanwhile the discontentment with civilization and the stubborn pounding from repressed drives and wishes causes transgression in various forms to constantly appear irresistibly alluring, particularly in a collective form, in groups where the restrictions of the surrounding society are more or less temporarily rescinded. Just as it is easy to project one’s own guilt upon others, it is similarly easy to find good reason to hate others. They look strange, they speak strange languages, they have usurped unjust advantages in some sense, they believe in the wrong god, they support the wrong team. And actually, it is not even important to find an excuse – they are quite simply not we. That is reason enough. Few things are as intoxicating as shedding one’s personal responsibility and all the restrictions of civilization to be part of a community that runs amok and eliminates all anxious and tidy regulatory systems. It is herein that modern terror’s great attraction lies.


Our project Digital Libido has gone through several metamorphoses during the writing process, but the work has its origin precisely in contemporary Islamist terror and in a conversation between the authors that happened to arise in a hotel room in Moscow while we were watching a news report on television about the Islamic State, who just had committed another act of atrocity, had cut the throat of some kidnapping victims or had executed the population of an entire town somewhere in the Middle East. What primarily interested us about the Islamic State at the time were two aspects that oddly enough seldom or never come up in the discussion about the phenomenon: in part to what extent the Islamic State is an Internet-based phenomenon, in part how extraordinarily little this entire terror activity has to do with religion, but how strong is the connection to cultural discontentment.


The combination of terrorism and book reading was during this period – around 2014 – a subject to which a number of newspaper articles were devoted. It is a quite interesting, albeit a possibly discouraging chapter, for those who want to understand why youths in Europe of Muslim background in large numbers have been enticed into joining the terror network the Islamic State to fight in the Middle East. Two of these youths were particularly noted: Mohammed Nazon Ahmed and Yusuf Zubair Sarvar, two 22-year-olds who left their families and friends in their home town of Birmingham in the United Kingdom to join the Islamic State in Syria. Sarvar wrote a farewell letter to his mother in which he told her that he and his friend would go off to “do jihad.” It is interesting to note here what travel literature the two of them ordered from the Internet bookshop Amazon to prepare for the holy war. Was it perhaps advanced dissertations in Islamic theology? Or anti-colonial treatises where all the crimes of the Western world in the Orient are analyzed and condemned? No, actually not. Instead it was the most light-hearted beginners’ introduction to their own religion that one might possibly imagine: Islam for Dummies. And to be on the safe side, also The Koran for Dummies.


Which means that Ahmed and Zarbar just learned – if indeed they even did – a few elementary phrases about their religion before they travel off to fight for the caliphate and slaughter Muslim brothers who believe in the wrong things and various religious minorities in the area who are even more wrong in their beliefs. And nothing indicates that the already established terrorists, by whom they allowed themselves to be recruited, were one iota more versed in either the religion or its history either. This confirms what emerges in a report on what is called radicalization from the British MI5, which was leaked to The Guardian: Most of those who are recruited to terrorism neither practice Islam nor any other religion in an organized form, but should on the contrary be regarded as true novices. In truth, a distinct religious identity functions as protection against this violent radicalization. This fact is confirmed constantly: the murderers from the terror attacks in Paris or Copenhagen shortly thereafter did not either belong to the most exclusive elite amid learned scholars. They were not recruited from a Quran school, but from the correctional services. They were petty gangsters who looked forward with excitement to ramping up their activity level, and we can for good reason assume that they had motives other than religious ones. Thus it is not, as the French political scientist Gilles Kepel claims, a case of a radicalization of Islam, but instead, as Kepel’s colleague and antagonist Olivier Roy maintains, a case of an Islamization of an unarticulated radicalism.


The unpleasant truth is that the Islamic State – and similar organisations and cults – constantly find new recruits in the tens of thousands by enticing them with the prospect of exercising delirious group violence with no consequences whatsoever. All these video clips of cut throats and mass executions are by no means primarily meant to frighten adversaries: they must rather be regarded as recruitment commercials for a medially exceptionally driven cult with bloody terror on the agenda. This – along with the Dionysian rush of group cohesion – is precisely the organization’s main selling point. One offers participation in a collective who by virtue of being so heavily armed holds itself above all societies’ aggregate laws and rules and gives aggression free rein. One skillfully exploits the fact that people evidently enjoy exercising violence together in groups as well as the liberation from responsibility that becoming part of a collective ensures. This in turn means that “doing jihad” has become little more than an upgraded charter travel option for restless youths of European football hooliganism.


Allah is therefore innocent of this. So who is guilty? Well, completely ordinary, despicable people in groups are guilty. When the appetite for torturing and massacring afflicts us, we just use the pretext that happens to be closest at hand. For many, it happens to be religious belonging in a time colored by comprehensive and enforced migration, for others it is something else. And thanks to the Internet we quickly and easily find innumerable like-minded people. Cannibals and body snatchers, pedophiles and assorted bullies – they all find their kindred spirits on the net; they form their communities, build their alliances and promote their interests. Many become scared of the image they form of the development, while the increasing segregation pulls society apart and thins it out. Law and order is constantly at the top of the political agenda, the security business sector expands, and frightened people with a lot of money pull away from society and hole up in gated communities. These are cordoned-off, walled residential areas to which not every Tom, Dick and Harry has access. And this is of course the market’s answer to what is perceived as the state’s failure to protect property rights and personal security. Here one need not see poor people, here one need not experience social tensions. But does one thereby escape human nature and its repressed desires?


Few novelists take as enduring and intense an interest in the very problem associated with gated communities as the Englishman J. G. Ballard, who constantly revisits the complications that seemingly inevitably arise in the enclosed idyll in novels such as High Rise, Cocaine Nights and Super-Cannes. In Ballard the well-structured idyll explodes in unrestrained orgies of violence and kinky sex. His literary universe is a space where the thoroughly regulated agreements and the well-trimmed garden hedges go out the window when the discontentment in civilization becomes so desperate that the liturgical consumption no longer can dampen people’s anxiety or ameliorate their tedium. It is hardly surprising that Ballard to a large extent draws his animating creative impulses from psychoanalysis and from surrealist painting. What we learn from Ballard is that we should indeed be careful what we wish for, since it actually can become reality in a nightmare scenario. Well-being is never permanent; the death drive is a reality. This is quite similar to what we see in the Francis Fukuyama who philosophizes about the end of History; it is in a similar state of satisfaction of material needs and existential insouciance that several of Ballard’s memorable novels unfold. In every well-disciplined paradise there is always a snake concealed. Balance is but a chimera, a transient anomaly. At the same moment that history, according to the beautiful theory, ought to be ended, it starts moving anew. Not seldom through violent convulsions.


It is just an impossible situation. When everyone should have every reason to be happy, there is always someone who finds a new reason for discontentment and worry. The realized utopia fills us with a dangerous restlessness that sooner or later will claim its victims. The enclosed reserve proves a powder keg. Ballard’s short novel Running Wild from 1988 describes a crime investigation that is conducted precisely in an orderly and well-guarded gated community, Pangbourne Village outside London, a luxurious idyll surrounded by and built with sophisticated technology, an ideal place for children to grow up in. Then one day it is suddenly completely empty. All the adults are brutally murdered, all the children have vanished without a trace. The investigation treads water for several months, until the psychiatric adviser Richard Greville is put on the case. And when all other theories have been tested, there remains but one, the most terrifying of them all. The reason that there has not been a demand for ransom for the children is that they never were kidnapped, it was the children who carried out the murders of the parents. Why? How could these pampered, seemingly well-bred and probably spoiled youths be transformed into the welfare idyll’s own Baader-Meinhof Group? The answer is, they were restless and bored. They were discontent in civilization. “They were rebelling against a despotism of kindness. They killed to liberate themselves from the tyranny of love and care.”


Digital Libido is a book that with its starting point in psychoanalysis explores Ballard’s well-manicured quasi-paradise and that attempts to describe the somber energies and the repressed wishes that threaten to blow up the entire splendiferousness at any moment. For the History that just ended has set itself in motion again. We argue that there are indications of in what direction it will move and what this in turn will mean for the informationalist network society that is taking shape beneath our feet. It is possible to discern tendencies and patterns. And we further argue that an updated reading of Sigmund Freud and a carefully chosen selection of his many successors gives us well-functioning tools for this work. We advocate more psychoanalysis to the people. During the course of the journey we will touch upon subjects such as class and class conflicts, dominance and subordination, the patriarchy and the matriarchy, libido and mortido, gendered power structures and feminism, adultification and infantilization, globalism and identity politics, cosmopolitan mobility and national romanticist anchoring in the local, et cetera. We are obviously aware that all these things are extremely charged in a situation where many hope to win decisive debate points by pretending to misunderstand someone else’s argument in order to thereby be able to become publicly enraged and victimized. So for this reason, in order to as well as possible avoid both genuine and phony misunderstandings, we want to declare here and now what Digital Libido is not.


Digital Libido is not a book that promotes any views about the development that is depicted in it. It is not for or against digitalization or globalization. It is not a book that wants to advocate for one opinion or the other in regard to the ongoing development. It does not attack the new underclass, on the contrary it warns of the risks of a new upper class that completely cuts its ties with the rest of society. Nor does it have a hostile inclination towards feminism, on the contrary it wants to deepen the discussion around gender roles and distribution of power in a way that leads to increased gender equality on all fronts, towards an egalitarianism that includes both sexes and that makes feminism as unnecessary as an otherwise necessary masculinism. And so on. Nevertheless we will allow ourselves the occasional sharp turn of phrase for the sole reason that we persist in believing that just as being clear-sighted always is better than wishful thinking, frank language is always better than euphemisms. So welcome to a world filled with sex, power and violence in a digital version, a brave new world underpinned by a high tech platform of intense networking. Welcome to the digital libido, the only thing that keeps us alive in the emerging global network society.
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The human constant, the technological variable, and the metahistorical tsunami


Meaning – here we have a truly thrilling dilemma. We cannot live without it, quite simply because without meaning existence lacks all … yes, precisely, meaning. This is an unbearable state of affairs and something which we must at any cost remediate one way or another. Therefore, we are searching for meaning, at all times and all over the place, a search made considerably harder by the lamentable fact that meaning does not exist and cannot exist, at least not in the tangible sense we so dearly would like it to exist, that is: in the sense that the stove and the saucepan exist in the kitchen over there. Which is why the search for an already existing meaning, ready to welcome and be occupied by new tenants, always is and always must be doomed to fail. So why this constant search for meaning? According to an explanatory model from evolutionary biology the need for it is related to our brain never having had the task of to uncovering truth about existence, but instead, within the boundaries of what is possible, enables a functional orientation and navigation in and through a largely unknown surrounding world full of potential threats. And that task becomes so much easier to carry out with an established meaning to navigate by, completely irrespective of whether it actually exists.


There is a cracking sound coming from the bushes over there, not far away, and the listener wonders whether it was just the wind blowing or perhaps a perfectly harmless badger that happened to step on a dry twig. Yes, it might have been. But there is also the risk that it might have been a dangerous predator or malevolent enemy who at this moment is watching and contemplating an attack. In this context, caution is a virtue, natural selection favors he who immediately gets a sense that danger lurks in the near future and who acts accordingly. What was true or not is therefore of secondary importance; there is no harm in being cautious one time too many, while incautiousness sooner or later will be penalized. So we interpret nature and the world surrounding us to the best of our abilities, ascribe causes and intentions to things, find contexts and patterns – or else we create them ourselves in our own head when there are none to be found. A systematic trying-out of created causal contexts and explanatory models is called “science,” a high status occupation. When a certain hypothesis does not hold up on closer scrutiny, it must be rejected; what we believed to be true was actually erroneous, but now we believe that something else is true, that is: we believe this up to the point when what now is new proves old and erroneous, after which we believe in something else that is now new. And so on. And we carry on like this. However, what we do not believe in is chance or a purely material causality without intention we can relate to. These kinds of things make us nervous. Which means that if we can choose between necessity and contingency, we cling to necessity as long as humanly possible.


There are different ways of managing the insight that the search for meaning is meaningless. We can stare this insight in the eye and accept it, which could lead to either despair and powerlessness, or alternatively to the impulse to actually create or participate in creating a meaning that ties the collective together and bestows form and maneuverability on existence, in complete awareness that the cherished meaning consists of fiction. But what is simplest and also closest at hand is of course good old-fashioned repression. We compartmentalize the bothersome insight and do not admit it. We find and assume a meaning that serves our purposes, and we refrain from questioning it so strenuously that it risks collapsing. We do not hesitate to carry out the intellectual acrobatics that the defense of this meaning requires. An important element in this never-ending project of manufacturing and continuously maintaining a functional meaning is, of course, the historiography that creates a legitimate context for the power relations that happen to currently prevail in the society. Writing history, historicizing existence and connecting different events with different values along the timeline, is obviously never equivalent to establishing a more or less exhaustive record of these events, or even of the most important events, of the past, but it is intended precisely to manufacture functional meaning in the form of a cohesive story about how the now appears. It is a question of selection and arrangement of suitable facts, as well as creativity in terms of useful fictions.


Every paradigm in world history must comprise its own historiography, that is: a society’s view of history constitutes the foundation of its self-image and its worldview. Historicization is the lens through which society views itself. It lays down the conditions for the relevant perspective, which in turn governs the selection of relevant facts. Or conversely: The very fact that there is a reprioritization in a society of what is regarded as relevant or irrelevant in the past, in itself reveals that powerful forces are in motion and that a paradigm shift has begun. Moreover, historians seldom work for free; one might assume that they for instance strive for remuneration in the form of land or money, and above all reasonable recognition for their endeavors from the world around them. Consequently one has strong incentives within the profession to produce a history that meticulously leads up to and glorifies the prevailing – or maybe rather the new, emerging – power structure.


Therefore the produced history must become completely understandable in the context in which it is created, and thus cannot depart to any considerable extent from what the forces of power and the commissioning body expected, without running the risk of being perceived as divergent, in the sense of being odd, irrelevant and hard to comprehend. Thus an important dimension of written history is always ideological in the sense of what it selects and what it discards, this regardless of the author’s stated or tacit intentions. Naturally this also applies to the authors of this book to the extent that we devote ourselves to historiography: the fact that one is conscious of the problem does not mean that one is let off the hook. The only reasonable approach to this dilemma is openness and transparency. We are of course part of the power relations of our age just like everyone else, our view of history is governed by the present we share with the surrounding world. But we do hope that awareness will sharpen our gaze and provide a multi-faceted image of the present time, which is going through revolutionary changes. If the overarching power structure that ultimately rests on a dominant media technology (see The Netocrats for a more extensive elaboration) is dramatically changed, or rather is replaced by a completely new one, since a new metamedium’s arrival means talents and skills are judged in accordance with a brand new system of rewards and punishment, the poor historian is compelled to seek new employers. And to whistle a different tune.


The need for a new historiography with a different focus follows naturally from a new power elite commissioning a glorification of themselves. The smoothest way of carrying out this maneuver is to recast historiography as an interpretation of the past, a succession of simplified protovariants of precisely the social configuration that is in the process of taking shape in one’s own present. That is; the coronation of a new power elite is portrayed as the objective for the entire historical process quite simply because this is how the rulers-to-be and their historians wish this process to be perceived. A new history bestows a new and much-needed meaning on a new age. The events once again appear to be a logical targeted development. If the objective and meaning of history was, for instance, to one day produce the industrialist’s factories, history is transformed into a voyage leading to this very factory building through a series of domestications, or acts of taming, of sundry raw materials lying around in nature waiting for civilization to reach the level where Man could make use of these exact substances. Concepts such as “Stone Age,” “Bronze Age” and “Iron Age” are applied to the events afterwards precisely because that perspective is in line with the conception of the factory and the industrial economy as the final stop of the historical process and the preceding era’s metaphysical completion. People who lived during the Stone Age were of course blissfully unaware that they were Stone Age people. Thus the word “Stone Age” does not occur in a single history book until the emergence of industrialism.


The reason for this metahistorical necessity is that every person and every collective first and foremost seeks social identity: a person who has been stripped of or has never satisfactorily been able to create his social identity ends up in a psychosis, and psychotic people are, as we know, generally dysfunctional in everyday life to the extent that we, both for their own sake and for that of their surroundings, habitually lock them up. This identity as a dividual (see The Body Machines for more extensive reasoning on this concept) in a social context arises through a constant authoring and editing of dividual and collective biographies, or life stories, interpretations and rewrites of what afterwards is apprehended as that which gives meaning to an imagined timeline that stretches from a more or less vague introductory phase, where the configuration of the present slowly starts to take shape, up until its full-scale manifestation in the present.


History in itself is actually contingent – full of surprises that cannot possibly be predicted and which only can appear self-evident or necessary afterwards. This is a result partly of the infinite complexity of existence in the form of incalculable interaction between an immeasurable amount of variables, partly of existence being fundamentally indeterministic – open to the future and full of randomness at every moment along the timeline. It is possible to describe and reason around this contingency in theory, but in practice it is impossible for Man to handle, just as it is impossible for the perception apparatus to fashion a true picture of the mobilist chaos that surrounds us at every moment (see primarily The Global Empire for elaboration), leading us to a constant freezing of this chaos of impulses and giving us on the one hand arbitrary but on the other quite functional eternalizations – seemingly sustainable fictions that the brain can handle and that produce an soothing illusion of meaning.


Emphasizing this fundamental contingency serves neither the old nor the new, emerging power structure’s interests. Power does not want to hear – and above all will not allow the spread of – the fact that the state of affairs, so advantageous to the elite, is unconnected to any meritorious achievements. We tend to forget that evolutionary processes in all contexts, biological as well as cultural, essentially are lotteries. The winners become winners thanks to the good fortune that happens to favor their own predisposition above that of others, and thus really do not have much to boast about. Social Darwinism is vulgar and stupid. But power is of course more interested in legitimacy than in truth, which is why it quite simply commands from its historians – more or less openly – a morality that elevates the virtues that have been rewarded by the prevailing conditions into universal ideals for all ages. At the same time, these conditions entail that only a certain type of historiography becomes comprehensible, which merely further reinforces the glorifying tendency. The result is that the power structure appears to be the result of a logical, ordered process that cannot be questioned, but that instead must be defended and glorified within the prevailing paradigm’s incessant identity production.


Therefore metahistory is built on the principle that all historical events that are prioritized out of the prevailing value base must be ascribed necessity afterwards. What has happened has happened by necessity, which insinuates that the current power structure also must be necessary, which makes it virtually impossible to question it. Historiography thus manages to kill two birds with one stone: the new power structure at once becomes both glorified and impossible to criticize, at least as long as the underlying current information-technological paradigm is resilient to fundamental changes. G W F Hegel, the German forefather of process philosophy, observes in the early 19th century that there is absolutely no necessity per se in history, rather, necessity is always established afterwards when Man feebly projects his wishful thinking about his own power position and his own historical significance, pompous to a fault, onto the completely pointless contingency of existence in itself. This is what we keep doing, whether we gaze around the world or look back through history: through our historicizing we implement measures that create meaning.


It is therefore in complete agreement with the rules of the game that historiography confers on the sitting or incoming power an aura of significance and dignity. Nevertheless it is ultimately a case of power’s wishful thinking about itself and its own historical role, something that merely can be maintained by force of the prevailing paradigmatic communication advantage, which is reinforced by the established feedback loop that arises when the projected proficiency is rewarded with an intense libidinal attraction from the other parts of society, something which in turn confirms and reinforces dignity, and so on. The master and the slave – concepts handed down from Hegel and his antithetical successor Friedrich Nietzsche – have their carefully scripted roles to play in this context. The slave’s mortidinal needs to subordinate himself to and curry favor with the master are both powerful and constant, since this simultaneously confirms and reinforces the system’s social identities. Actually, idolatry is the engine of the entire social theater, and there is a tremendous, almost intoxicating allure both in assuming the role of the idol and in being part of the worshipping collective in front of the stage. The social sadists always constitute the minority, while the social masochists make up the majority, as Nietzsche in resignation observes. The slaves are always by necessity many times more numerous than the masters in every society.


This in turn means that the idols are easy to substitute and often inherit each other’s roles (a priest is replaced by another priest, a king is replaced by another king, an aristocrat is replaced by another aristocrat); the only thing that is really required is that the substitute is relatively familiar with his role and his script. A trenchant rewrite of this script occurs only rarely, namely in connection with an information-technological paradigm shift when a brand new class, favored by the new rules of the game that result from the new technology, enter the stage with new lines of dialogue and replace the old guard who have now made their final performance and are hopefully courteously but nevertheless firmly ushered off to instead play the role of loser in the new elite’s historiography, produced in accordance with given directives. While new masters enter into new agreements with new slaves about mutual recognition in accordance with established patterns. It is only then that, for instance, a new ruling bourgeois class steps forward and ensures that the priest is replaced by an academic, the king is replaced by a politician and the aristocrat is replaced by an industrialist, and so on. The metahistorical constant is Man’s eternal need for mortidinal submission, while the object of this submission can and must vary with the circumstances. Harsh winds may blow atop the power pyramid, but both the pyramid and its peak stand firm as long as the paradigm in itself is not threatened. The earthquake only occurs when the paradigm’s fundamental communication flows are rerouted and its information storage is reorganized. But then the change occurs all the more quickly and intensely.


This state of affairs entails that all biographies that are written within a specific paradigm, both the dividual and the tribal or some other form of collective, must revolve around what the prevailing power structure perceives as relevant for one’s own identity production. The constantly ongoing selection process – whether carried out via authorized monasteries, universities or websites – continuously culls amidst all that tells of, or is being told about, the past. Historiography is thus governed by relevance and not by some magnanimous endeavor for an exemplary factuality. The justification of one’s own power and the conditions under which it is exercized occurs through constructing and maintaining a pattern in what is said to be a development, a pattern that is said to be the historical necessity. That is: the prevailing power structure tends to prioritize the events and changes that have or at least appear to have been relevant for its own genesis. In a metahistorical perspective it is the prevailing power structure that decides what is relevant for the entire story about the emergence of the present, since it is the structure that in various ways rewards the historian to write a biography of the same that portrays its emergence in an appropriately flattering light.


History is of course always written in hindsight, the meaning put in place when the image of the recorded past corresponds to the image of a development, which thereby appears necessary. Eternalization always works best as a certainly illusory but nevertheless necessary and hopefully functional node in a contingent, mobilist chaos (see The Global Empire for an extensive treatment of this process). Our continuously updated biographies – the stories about who we are and how we fit into the given context, constantly extended and rebuilt in real-time – are placed into the surrounding world and immediate environment, in what the German philosopher Markus Gabriel calls our field of sense, and it is there that they give the appearance of offering value and meaning. The meaning-filled field-of-sense clusters that this gives rise to are what we call models. It is these models that Man takes as his point of departure, both individually and as a collective, when he constructs his worldview – that is: the metamodel within which other models are posited to be able to generate relational values for each other. It is then from this worldview that Man lets himself be programmed to make the prioritizations that he thinks will give him that eagerly coveted social identity without which all production of meaning is impossible.


This veritable quest for status naturally becomes all the more intense the closer to the prevailing power structure the dividual approaches, since it is there that identity is the most libidinal. Libido, the will to live, is maximized when it is associated with freedom. And freedom first and foremost requires power over one’s own destiny, the status to say yes to what one wants and no to what one does not want. This explains why Nietzsche refers to libido as the will to power. Thus libido is at its most intense – providing that all other factors are equal – closest to or perhaps even within the halls of power. Little wonder that many of the men who have approached power over the ages have paid for this approach through castration, administered by the men who had got there ahead of them. Political history is replete with eunuchs as well as more or less binding vows of chastity. The important thing is that this means that the identity production’s circle is closed, and will continue to be closed as long as the societal structure’s underlying paradigm retains its legitimacy and the social punishment and reward system remains intact. Afterwards, when the old paradigm is phased out, a painful and often violent process is launched, directly connected to information-technological development. Technology is the only thing in Man’s surrounding world and immediate environment that in a genuine sense actually changes over time – everything else is a consequence of this fundamental change. Metahistory is therefore invariably, at its deepest level, a history of technology. Or as we ourselves call the first chapter of our first book: Technology is the motor of history.


Understanding and remembering that Man has enormous difficulties in accepting new models is of great importance. Man is after all an organism, and all organisms are primarily conservative. The instinctive reaction to external stimuli in every organism is to spontaneously distance itself. This preprogrammed cautiousness is, as already stated, what the evolutionary process rewards; every change constitutes a possible threat, which does not preclude that even painful and unwanted changes occasionally may be necessary and even vital in sustaining life. So when Man finally accepts new biographies, models and identities, even when this occurs under duress, he often becomes very fond of them and later finds it even harder to question these accepted models, since that would require a questioning of himself and the social categories that he now believes himself to have conquered, rather than merely passively have taken over. After all, they represent a massive investment from which Man bitterly seeks dividends before he considers himself able to proceed.


Social identity in turn rests completely on the models that Man uses to navigate through existence: “Tell me your model and I will tell you your identity.” At a certain age, which varies from one person to another but takes place sooner or later, most people give up their attempts to question and change models in life, and would rather cling to the model that they most recently, with great effort, learned, and would be happy to do so until death if need be. It is this moment that for the father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, constitutes, the shift from libido (the will to life) to mortido (the death drive) as the dominant mode in the dividual’s life. People quite simply stop absorbing new information of the sort that would compel any form of revision of the models that are the bedrock of their self-image or worldview. Past a certain age people change for instance cars, phones, computers, life companions or professions much more rarely and reluctantly than do younger people, and instead these older people put great effort into explaining to themselves and their immediate environment why their own media habits already are sufficiently sophisticated and why further changes would be detrimental.


This is also part and parcel of the issue: not only are changes in themselves bothersome inasmuch as they require a measure of adaptation work and rethinking; it is moreover the case that the person who has been accorded a fairly high status under the prevailing circumstances would not be particularly keen on changing the conditions that are the foundation for their own present status. An established power elite will for good reason interpret all forms of novelty as bad news. Since we are living at the very start of informationalism or the Internet Age, and since we who are writing and reading this book are part of the new, rapidly emerging netocratic power structure, it is also we who get the enjoyment of rewriting history as our own collective biography in accordance with the new legitimization needs that have arisen, and thus can create a both credible and attractive social identity for ourselves. Divisions that define previous eras serve old purposes, which is why we need new ones; what is natural (a treacherous word that one always should be suspicious of) in the current context is a division of human history into four information-technological paradigms: one for spoken language, one for written language, one for printed language or the mass media, and one for interactive language or digital media.


Every preceding era should therefore be understood as a necessary starting point and prerequisite, an undeveloped protovariant, of the new paradigm which now, as we speak, emerges before our eyes – that is: the informationalist paradigm. Every fundamental, social change also has a material, external and technological foundation. Thus we can logically deduce the necessary steps in the paradigmatic dialectics between technology and Man in the following way: First there is the fundamental technological disruption causing the metahistorical tsunami. One example is the launch of Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press in Germany in the mid-15th century. The development of a new metaphysical fundamental idea follows, a new ideological center for historiography that directly or indirectly lauds the new emerging power elite and its, by necessity, self-aggrandizing worldview. For instance, René Descartes laying the ground for individualism and rejecting God as the center of existence (in favor of this newly-created individual), as summed up in the quote “I think, therefore I am” from 1637. An idea that spreads through cheap, printed books in large and ever-increasing editions.


In a third step, the force of the new technology explodes while the instigators behind it don’t yet really understand what is happening. We call this dramatic phase the great chaos. A striking example is the French Revolution in 1789 (which therefore is no authentic revolution, but merely a symptom of the real revolution that occurred as early as 1450). Paris was, even at that point in time, teeming with citizens who could read and write, devouring pamphlets and broadsheets as well as encyclopedias and books replete with enlightened agitation. Only after this stage, in the fourth step of the paradigmatic dialectics, comes the taming of the force of new technology and the realization of the metaphysical idea via the shifting and intensified information flows of the current society. Only then is the paradigm shift complete and it finds its ideal organizational form. For instance, in Napoleon’s army’s victory parade around Europe, with Napoleon himself as the most perfect individual of all in 1806. Napoleon’s army, eagerly cheered on by the thinkers of the day – with Hegel as the standard-bearer – over the next 200 years becomes the model for all institutions created under the banner of the nation-state for the state, markets and academies. This is the golden age of mass media and thus also of proficiency in reading, writing and mathematics. As a result of these communication flows we get both capitalism and industrialism, as well as bourgeois democracy – with all that brings in the form of educational systems, et cetera. All this is developed with great energy up until the next metahistorical tsunami, which is launched with the stealthy arrival of the Internet in the 1980s. At this time much of the old disappears, while other things are embedded in a brand new context and thus acquire new meanings.


In this way we can observe how spoken language leads to what we call primitivism; how written language leads to feudalism; how the printing press leads to capitalism; and how the Internet throws us into informationalism. As the pattern shows, every paradigmatic leap entails that the amount of information available to Man explodes. And the explosion undoubtedly occurs in a very different place than inside the halls of the old power. The streets of Paris in the 18th century is a completely different environment from that of the logbooks for grain collection in ancient Egypt. Just as technology clusters such as Silicon Valley in our 21st century is a completely different kind of environment than the cotton mills of Manchester in the early 19th century. This in turn means that information and knowledge is disseminated to new, power-hungry actors that previously have been tangibly marginalized. In this way, they receive a forceful, sought-after injection of libidinal empowerment, while new conditions disfavor old rulers. This process is depicted in great detail in The Netocrats.


The social breakthrough of new metatechnologies occurs ever more rapidly. The printing press needed more than 350 years to produce the changes that resulted in early capitalism; The Internet has in just a few decades already changed the prerequisites for politics, culture, economics and the production of social identity beyond recognition. However, we humans also change – our physiology – with the slowness of biology, a process that has been constant throughout history up until now when cyborg technology opens up transformative and, for many people, disagreeable perspectives. This assuredly plastic but in fundamental aspects immutable human nature – where cyborg technology still is nowhere close to success in comprehending or being able to modify the human brain to any real extent – entails that our genes not only are created under, but to a large degree also live on in the original paradigm, characterized by the unrestricted power of spoken language, namely the primitivist nomadic society. A tribe in constant motion, with a membership of between 50 and 150 adults, plus a number of children and a few still fairly lithe seniors who contribute to the survival of the collective with their experiences and their wisdom: despite the entire civilization process and all the changes that has brought, this tribe is the social environment where most people, because of their genetic programming, feel most at home.


This explains why constant fantasies about the original nomadic tribe characterize people’s yearning and search for functional ways of life, expressing itself in the social psychological myth that we call the tribal nostalgia. Ever since Jean-Jacques Rousseau, philosophers have briskly churned out poetry about the innocent and happy life in the nomadic tribe, a myth built on nothing but the nostalgic wishful thinking of the many Rousseauians, which always finds like-minded listeners in great numbers. Thus the human psyche’s basic stance is not freedom and radicality, as Nietzsche desires in the 19th century, but quite the contrary, submission and conservatism. Or to express the matter in Nietzschean fashion: most people prefer to live their lives as mortidinal slaves rather than libidinal masters, as that supreme heckler of hypocrisy, Marquis de Sade, remarkes with brutal honesty in writings such as Philosophy in the Bedroom, where he attacks the sentimental reverie about human nature of Rousseau and others. Slavery is Man’s normal state, not freedom.


Further, human history displays a constantly ongoing tug-of-war between the tribal on the one hand and the universal on the other. The tribal gives a robust and clearly defined identity, but in return requires a marked distancing from that which deviates or in any way lies outside the narrow, locally anchored framework. This dichotomy in turn sooner or later leads to an unavoidable conflict of interest between those within the tribe who are fascinated by that which is alien and those who build their status on and get their security from the familiar. Pitted against the tribal there is the universal: the story of empathy and even of identification with the stranger. There is a focus on that which unites us humans across arbitrarily drawn boundaries – national identities are always fictitious, but nevertheless often very functional – rather than that which separates us. The universal narrative can entice us with a long list of attractive attributes in the form of possible non-zero-sum games of a social, political and cultural character, but it can never produce the social identity that satisfies humanity’s most basic needs. The universal quite simply never bestows on anyone the delightful satisfaction of being in the focus of what we call the phallic gaze, which is the key to many of the political conflicts that have taken so many commentators by surprise. Globalization has its socio-economic logic and dynamics, but it is inevitable that it scares the daylights out of many people, primarily poorly educated rural people who have no ability to compete in a post-industrial labor market, people who quite rightly observe that this process brings further marginalization on their part. For these people the tribal identity becomes a promise of a salvation, albeit a temporary one, and its negative definition in relation to the hostile and frightening world around them receives a clarity that forcefully generates security. The surrounding world in this scenario is accorded the role of a menacing background against which one’s own social identity shows up with sharp contours.


The primitivist tribe did not only find itself in constant movement, but was above all plastic. People’s dividual differences (see The Body Machines for a more extensive discussion) are connected to the fact that what survived (or not) in the Darwinian evolutionary process was not a few individual people but entire tribes – precisely in the capacity of entire tribes. Either they survived and procreated, or they perished. Thus it was the tribes with the most favorable collection and combination of properties at the time that survived, and the tribes that had the least suitable collective features that perished. This was true to such a great degree, moreover, because of the constant life-and-death conflicts between tribes that encountered each other from time to time, tribes that competed with each other for the extremely limited resources offered by nature. The groups that were least prepared for these brutal conflicts were annihilated on the battlefield with no man spared. This means that the myth of the noble savage always has been precisely that, a myth, and that life in this period hardly was the cozy pacifist love fest that history naivists in Rousseau’s wake still dream of to this day.


The tribe was every individual member’s entire world, and also their life insurance policy – as long as one had both useful and practical skills to offer the collective that in return provided protection and fellowship. Should members of one tribe happen upon members of another on the savannah, one group either beat the other to death or ran for their lives, depending on who was more powerful. The concept of a human was never projected in any way whatsoever on anyone outside of one’s own tribe. The stranger bore marks on his forehead different from those chosen within one’s own tribe and in addition spoke an unintelligible and therefore menacing language. There was no option but to draw one’s weapon upon an unexpected meeting in the outskirts of the tribal arena. Cooperation was confined to one’s own tribe, as the researcher and author Jared Diamond shows, precisely because everyone else was a sworn enemy in the eternal fight for survival between the various nomadic tribes. These other tribes were not us, did not share our stories, did not carry out our rituals, did not speak our language, did not share our frames of reference or our understanding of the meaning of everything, and therefore they by definition did not deserve our trust and instead could – and should – be annihilated without further ado. They were quite simply not even humans.


This basic approach is and remains the psychological foundation of all warfare: the extensive demonization of the stranger who is thereby transformed into the adversary and who is no longer regarded as fully human. It is only then that killing can be justified. And the primitivist nomadic tribe to a large extent lives on today in the form of more or less aggressive clan communities that still strive to redraw the world map. That these structures live on in spite of civilizing pressures is connected to the fact that the same brain that triggers a sense of strong well-being – indeed, almost a mild rush – when we are together with our loved ones, in a flash switches over to sudden aggression and a brutal distancing from strangers and outsiders, above all in situations where one’s own tribe/clan/family is experienced as facing an immediate threat from the outside. This libidinal and fundamentally genetically conditioned mode of action – forceful aggression aimed at a threatening environment – is what we throughout history have regarded as heroism. In other words, militant aggression is the very fabric of the primitivist nomadic tribe’s (orally conveyed) historiography. This timeless storytelling also speaks to the children of today as they sit there playing more or less violent games on their computers, as well as the adults that watch TV series rife with threats and aggression hour after hour; the connection to our neural pathways is biological.


The history naivists within, for instance, the utopian Left and the eco-moralist environmental movement are thus fundamentally wrong about life in the primitivist nomadic tribe, and so have absolutely nothing of value to contribute to a meaningful discussion on the informationalist modern human. Everything that is akin to this thoroughly false and rose-colored romanticization concerning Man’s social origins and deep-seated drives must actually be discarded if we are to achieve a reasonably credible, critical analysis of what is going on within ourselves and in our environment in the turbulence of the informationalist society. But unfortunately, our self-image and worldview are still clouded by these long-winded history naivists who follow in Rousseau’s footsteps and convince themselves (and us) that it is society and civilization that have corrupted a pristine, angelic and unspoiled natural state characterized by peace and concord, and who portray Man as an intrinsically harmonious and good-natured bon vivant rather than as a restless neurotic with a pathological death wish, despite this being demonstrably much closer to the truth. The truth we can infer from existing research has constantly and without any notable misgivings been sacrificed over and over again on the altar of moralism, unfortunately still to this day. But no kind of pacifist, peaceful paradise populated by noble savages has, to judge from all available facts, regrettably ever existed. And this hardy, ideologically colored propaganda lie is not merely untrue, which in itself is bad enough, but is in fact exceptionally destructive. Building a society based on great amounts of wishful thinking is a surefire recipe for widespread problems, which we have witnessed and which we still can see in our lives. Tribal nostalgia leads us straight into the most destructive of blind alleys.


At the dividual level the evolutionary process primarily favored those genes underpinning the success of the collective, but that were not too close to the internal competition within the tribe, since a similarity of this kind meant that one viewed as a dividual was more or less replaceable, and thus also tangibly vulnerable. A functional dissimilarity, on the other hand – that is: a dissimilarity of the right kind, one that was rewarded by the prevailing circumstances – entailed a rare winning ticket in the gene lottery. This explains a fact that on the surface may appear puzzling, bordering on the inexplicable, namely that homosexuality within a population stays at a fairly constant rate worldwide and in the most disparate societal structures. It turns out that between five and ten percent of the population is primarily sexually attracted to their own gender, always and everywhere, rather than the reverse, which in theory is procreatively objectionable. Tribes with a greater number of homosexuals than this level have indeed managed poorly in the intense competition, but this occurs also to tribes with a lower number. The optimal percentage of homosexuals for a tribal population’s long-term survival has been proven to lie precisely in the range between five and ten per cent.


This state of affairs leads to the question of what role various forms of what often is called “sexual deviations” – homosexualities, bisexualities, transsexualities and also asexualities – have had in the evolutionary process and in what way they have been beneficial to the collective in question: in particular with respect to the plastic nomadic tribe. We can then logically assume that the explanation does not lie in the various sexual practices, which have varied considerably more over time than sexual orientations: the distribution of majorities and minorities has remained constant throughout history. And this in turn means that the fight for rights and equality of sexual minorities – significant for the informationalist society – must be regarded as a highly serious effort to protect the entire plastic tribe’s survival, and not as some trendy decadent phenomenon where loud-mouthed special interests put forward various destructive lifestyles as false ideals, which is what politically and religiously motivated adversaries constantly try to claim. The truth is of course that sexual orientation in itself is a superficial phenomenon. But beneath this visible surface lurks something precipitous and decisive for the dividual identity, namely the tribal map. The singular person may wish this and that from life, but the following fact remains: his specific placement within the tribe in question is largely decided by others – above all by the elders, the leaders of the tribe – with regard to his biologically conditioned talents and nothing else.


The Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung calls these tribal roles archetypes. This means that all conceivable archetypes are present within the tribe’s aggregate gene pool in order to optimize the tribe’s chance of survival. All men and women bear the genetic potential for both homo- and heterosexual offspring. The most necessary or at least the most immediate archetypes – we call them alfa- beta- and gamma characters – constantly recur. But the predispositions that underpin rare but nevertheless necessary roles are handed down in plastic gene clusters that yield different outcomes depending on varying circumstances. The transborder archetypes are quite simply hyperplastic precisely because they are both more unusual and more complex than the primary archetypes. This means that they seldom have the daily, central role that we find in the alfa- beta- or gamma characters. But where the transborder archetypes really are needed – the shaman and the trickster are the two most common – their roles prove to be directly decisive for the survival of the tribe. It is little wonder that we find significant elements of for instance androgyny and other transborder and hyperplastic properties within what we call the shamanistic caste. And the shamanistic caste’s role is never more important than during the metahistorical earthquakes that we call paradigm shifts, something that we are living through now, at the time of writing.
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