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To Frida, who ensures that I stay open and never cease to learn.
Whether I like it or not.









 


 


 


‘There is a crack in everything


That’s how the light gets in.’


Leonard Cohen
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PREFACE TO THE
PAPERBACK EDITION


This book outlines my case that openness is the key to our success, in the past and in the future. Mankind progresses through creativity and cooperation, innovation and imitation. When we keep our minds and our societies open, we give more people the chance to participate and try their luck, so we maximize the chances that we will be surprised by new ideas and technologies that we would not have come up with otherwise.


But this book is also about why we are uncomfortable with this openness and why we sometimes tear it all down. We are not just traders; we are also tribalists. We are not just open; we are also suspicious of outsiders and strange new ideas – especially in times of crisis, when fear can be stronger than hope. It is a warning not to take open society for granted.


Since this book was published two major developments have illustrated my thesis and tested our openness: populism and the pandemic.


One danger is the radicalisation of politics, where both the Left and the Right in many countries have come to be dominated by extremes. There are those who see politics as a war against enemies, who believe the goal is not to come up with policies that improve the chances for others to pursue their different ends, but to take control and impose their will. And this in turn forces more of the exhausted majority to pick the least bad side just to defend themselves, which makes that side seem even more menacing and powerful to the rest. Soon enough, we cancel first and ask questions later.


Around 70 per cent of Americans now think that members of the other party are a threat to the nation and its people. No one played this demonization game better than President Trump, who might have failed to get most Republicans to love him but managed to get nearly all of them to hate Democrats. His contempt for the messy give and take of liberal democracy culminated in an attempt to steal the election of 2020, and a mob storming the Capitol during the certification of Joe Biden’s victory on 6 January, 2021.


The institutions held. No US court assisted this power grab and Republican governors, secretaries of state and the Vice President performed their constitutional duties. America’s protections against abuse of power did what the founders intended them to.


But it was alarmingly close. Most of the Republican party, which used to pride itself on being the party of the Constitution, humoured Trump (it’s easy to suspect the election was stolen if you don’t know a single person who voted for the winner). It would only have taken a handful of judges and officials who were willing – or could have been blackmailed or intimidated – to throw out sufficient votes to overturn the whole election. And after such a ‘victory’, an unshackled Trump would have made sure to replace any remaining independent-minded people with cronies.


Institutions are important, but they won’t hold unless they are supported by norms of behaviour and officials who are willing to fight for them. As Karl Popper put it ‘Institutions are like fortresses. They must be well designed and manned.’ Statecraft is not enough; we also need a decent climate of ideas.


That depends to a large extent on the message sent by political and intellectual leaders. Tribalism is a part of our nature, and tribal politics is always a possibility when elites make us focus on what divides us. But it is never a certainty. When we focus on shared characteristics and identities the spell can be broken.


In fact, I’m not at all convinced that 70 per cent of Americans consider the other side a threat to the nation, not in their capacity as, for example, hard-working citizens who teach their children, protect their health, defend their country, grow their food and build their cars and software applications. On the contrary, every day we trust these strangers with our lives.


It’s only when we reduce others to their narrow political identity that we respond to polls in such an aggressively tribalist way. And, ironically, that is not correlated with the passion we feel for our own side’s ideas. On the contrary, we are quick to abandon our own party’s policies if they are presented as coming from the other side. In fact, one reason why we demonize the other side is that we are disappointed in our own. If we can’t find something positive to rally around, at least we can unite against a common enemy.


It is obvious that this is in the demagogues’ interest, but we don’t have to fall for it. We must not. Diversity and differences are the lifeblood of a dynamic society, functioning politics and productive universities. This does not mean that we have to hold hands and sing kumbaya. It means that we can disagree better.


Few things have a more dramatic impact on the climate of ideas than major, traumatic events. In this book, I give examples of how we tend to shut ourselves off in times of crisis, for example depressions, conflicts, natural disasters – and pandemics.


Since this book was first published, the new coronavirus has hurt and killed on a colossal scale, but it has also resulted in harsh lockdowns and aversion behavior that hindered mobility, trade and production. This was a global experiment in what a non-globalized world would look like, and it looks horrible. We shut down the world for just a couple of months and the result was a global depression with almost 100 million people falling into extreme poverty and hunger. The number of children that will die as a result of this economic collapse might be as many as half a million.


Historically, pandemics often led to authoritarian reactions, fear of foreigners and curbs on international trade. Some governments have assumed health emergency powers that they are unlikely to give up anytime soon. Others just took the chance to do what they always wanted to when people were distracted. Many used minority groups as scapegoats and attacked them in a vicious way. According to an October 2020 report from Freedom House, political freedom declined in 80 countries during the pandemic.


We will live with the political consequences of the pandemic for a long time, but it could have been even worse. Had the virus been brought to Europe and the US not by ski tourists and business travellers, but by, say, Syrian immigrants and Mexicans, it might very well have unleashed a very ugly form of xenophobia.


Because of an accident of timing, the most potent present challenge to openness, the nativist populists, were already in charge in several countries, and had become more interested in status quo than revolution. It is almost forgotten now, but some of the first to sound the alarm about the virus were conservatives and nationalists. In February 2020, a US reporter summarized the two points of view he came across as ‘college-educated liberals: quarantines are ineffective, flu is more dangerous, relax’, and ‘conservatives: freak out, travel ban, quarantine’.


A historically-minded nativist like Steve Bannon, Trump’s former chief strategist, understood that a war on a dangerous virus could build popular support for a new isolationist era, without trade and migration. ‘Take draconian action,’ he called from his podcast about the pandemic, ‘shut it all down’.


It is not unlikely that Bannon’s former boss, Donald Trump, would have taken this advice had the coronavirus appeared in 2016 and if he was battling a Democrat in the White House. But it was 2020, Trump was the president, and saw the virus as little more than a threat to the stock market and his re-election chances. He chose instead to downplay the dangers of the pandemic.


In a fascinating illustration of how we orient ourselves according to our tribal leaders, the two groups switched attitudes. Many conservatives soon ignored the pandemic while many liberals started to take it seriously and demand more action. (Interestingly, this change did not happen in countries where the cues from the top were different.)


Even though it was a missed opportunity for a more radical form of nativism, many governments adopted more protectionist policies and made plans to bring more production back home. This is counterproductive. The rational preparation for unforeseeable risks is to diversify supply chains, not to concentrate them. Most disasters are by their nature local or regional, and dependence on local resources adds to their danger. Even during the pandemic, global supply chains were a solution, not a problem. One reason Swedish manufacturing could stay open was that Asian factories opened up again quickly and could ship intermediate goods. Had Sweden been dependent on Europe for all inputs, those factories would have had to shut everything down when the rest of the continent did.


In times of crisis we want a strong leader to point us in the right direction. But what happens if he (usually a man) points us in the wrong direction? In the US, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) blocked the use of the test the World Health Organization recommended in the US because they wanted their own, superior test. When this test turned out to be faulty it became even more important for authorities to make it work and keep other tests out, to prove that they didn’t need ‘somebody else’s test’, as one CDC spokesperson put it. As a result, the US lost six weeks while the virus spread uncontrollably.


Meanwhile France and Germany created international shortages on protective equipment for health care workers through export bans. Poland shut its borders, with the result that Czech workers were stopped from getting to their factory across the Czech/Polish border in the morning, where they would normally work to produce protective equipment for European hospitals.


On the other hand, thousands of businesses adapted and made constant adjustments to manufacturing processes and supply chains to keep producing, rerouting supplies and keep food on our shelves. In less than two months, the number of European companies producing face masks increased from 12 to 500. It worked because it was not centralized. It depended on local knowledge about what could be done in a particular place with limited supplies and a reduced workforce. The takeaway is that open systems are more resilient and less likely to collapse because of isolated incidents.


Cooperation on a global scale is a decentralized system, where more eyeballs look at the problem, compare notes and add their own creativity to the mix. The amazing global scientific response to the pandemic has given many a new appreciation of this. Never before have so many researchers cooperated in real time on such a global scale, and never before have they come up with insights, treatments and vaccines at such a mind-boggling pace. It took mankind 3,000 years to create vaccines against measles and polio. This time, less than three months after the virus had been identified, four vaccines were in clinical trials.


For all these reasons, the pandemic will strengthen both our open and our closed side. We will experience a natural willingness to keep a dangerous world out, but also a growing understanding that we can’t make ourselves safe without outside help, ideas and creativity.


Trump is gone, but the circumstances that gave rise to him and his ilk in both the Left and the Right have not diminished. The vaccines are starting to beat back the virus, but the political fallout of the pandemic has only just begun. A more intensive phase in the eternal struggle between open and closed is beginning. The stakes could not be higher.


JOHAN NORBERG


January 2021










INTRODUCTION


TRADERS AND TRIBALISTS




‘If we were to apply the unmodified, uncurbed, rules of the micro-cosmos (i.e. of the small band or troop, or of, say, our families) to the macro-cosmos (our wider civilisation), as our instincts and sentimental yearnings often make us wish to do, we would destroy it. Yet if we were always to apply the rules of the extended order to our more intimate groupings, we would crush them. So we must learn to live in two sorts of world at once.’


Friedrich Hayek, 1989





Once upon a time, a forty-five-year-old, five-foot-two man died crossing the Alps between what is now Italy and Austria. Soon after, a storm descended so his body was sealed and preserved in ice, not to be found again for more than five thousand years. When German hikers in 1991 found the mummified body of Ötzi, named after the Ötztal Alps, this gave the present an extraordinary glimpse into the past: what Copper Age life was like, how people lived and what they ate. But it also revealed their cultural and economic life.


We don’t know for certain why Ötzi defied the elements and tried to cross the Alps that day, over hilly and snowy terrain at 10,000 feet above sea level. But we know why he came as far as he did. Even though he seems to have walked alone, he was never entirely lonely. On his every trip, Ötzi carried the ideas, innovations and work of thousands of people. He benefited from discoveries that he had not made himself and used tools that he had not produced.


His hat was made of bearskin and his leggings and coat were made from goat. His wide, waterproof shoes, designed for walking on snow, had bearskin for soles and deer hide for the top panels. They were so complex that researchers speculate that even 5300 years ago, Europeans had specialized cobblers who made their shoes.


Ötzi carried a kit with flint, pyrite and more than a dozen different plants for making sparks and he had a fungus for medicinal purposes. He had sixty-one tattoos, which might have been related to pain-relief treatments. He also had blade blanks, arrowheads and daggers that he had not produced himself. They were probably created by flint knappers who had spent a long time perfecting their skills. The raw material was mined from three different areas in the Southalpine region, as far as 60 kilometres away. The researchers write: ‘Such variability suggests an extensive provisioning network, not at all limited to the Lessini mountains, which was able to reach the local communities.’1 The metal for his copper axe had not been obtained from ore in the Alpine region, but as far away as South Tuscany.


Interestingly the design of the tools displays influences of both southern and northern Alpine traditions – the arrowheads are typical for Northern Italy, but the end-scraper is similar to the tools of the Swiss Horgen culture. In other words, even five thousand years ago, Ötzi benefited from a highly complex division of labour stretching over considerable parts of the continent – the kind of trade that makes it possible for people to specialize and perfect something, and exchange it for the specialized goods and services of others.


Homo sapiens is a cooperative species. Compared to many other animals, we are not particularly strong or fast, we don’t have armour, we can’t fly and are not very good at swimming. But we have something else that gives us an overwhelming advantage: we have each other. Because of the development of language and an oversized brain that keeps track of social relations, it became possible to cooperate on a large scale, and so make use of the ideas, knowledge and labour of others. This cooperation enabled the innovations that gave us superior artificial strength, speed and armour, in the form of clothes and medicine. It even made it possible for us to fly and cross the oceans faster than anyone else in the animal kingdom.


Man is a trader by nature. We constantly exchange know-how, favours and goods with others, so that we can accomplish more than we would if we were limited to our own talents and experiences. And it doesn’t take much to get us started. We are constantly on the lookout for opportunities and it’s incredibly easy for us to start a new partnership or collaboration, even with strangers. The sharing of knowledge and goods made it possible for humans to survive and prosper in inhospitable climates all over the planet. This gave rise to science, which is built on the exchange, criticism, comparison and accumulation of knowledge, and to technology, which is the application of science to solve practical problems.


We observe the benefits cooperation and mobility have given us when it’s suddenly shut down. The World Bank has calculated that the greatest economic damage from epidemics like swine flu, SARS or the new coronavirus do not come from mortality, morbidity, treatment and associated loss of production, but from increased fear of associating with others. Up to 90 per cent of the damage comes from aversion behaviour, which shuts down places of production, transportation, harbours and airports.2


We humans innovate and we imitate, rinse and repeat, until we create something special. Enlightenment ideas in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries tore down barriers to intellectual and economic openness, which supercharged innovation and brought unprecedented prosperity. In the last two hundred years, life expectancy has increased from less than thirty years to more than seventy, and extreme poverty has been reduced from around 90 per cent of the world’s population to 9 per cent today.


Present-day globalization is nothing but the extension of this cooperation across borders, all over the world, making it possible for more people than ever to make use of the ideas and work of others, no matter where they are on the planet. This has made the modern global economy possible, which has liberated almost 130,000 people from poverty every day for the last twenty-five years.


As we will see, authoritarian China is not a counter-example to the case that progress depends on openness. When China was most open it led the world in wealth, science and technology, but by shutting its ports and minds to the world five hundred years ago, the planet’s richest country soon became one of its poorest. China’s present comeback is the result of a new, partial opening since 1979, and it is doing spectacularly well in the areas that have been opened, and failing miserably in the ones that have not. Chinese businesses competing on world markets have lifted millions of workers out of poverty, but protected state-owned enterprises are destroying wealth in growing rust belts. When Chinese scholars work in areas the party approves of, they end up in prestigious science journals, but when they sound the alarm about a new virus or something else that embarrasses its leaders, they end up in jail. China’s Communist Party wants both the benefits of openness and the certainty of control. China’s future will depend on which tendency wins out in the end.


Globalization has been described as the ‘Westernization’ of the world. I used to think it was. When I first became interested in history, like most people, I studied it in reverse order. So I started with the present day and age, and travelled back in time to search for its roots. This gave me a distorted view of Europe’s distinctiveness. Since the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution began in Europe, I looked for the clues to why it happened, like so many had before me. And of course, they were easy to find: the Renaissance, via Magna Carta, Roman Law and so on, back all the way to the Greek discovery of philosophy and democracy.


This is a version of what British-Ghanaian philosopher and cultural theorist Kwame Anthony Appiah has described as a ‘golden nugget’ theory of history.3 Once upon a time, the Greeks dug out a golden nugget of the earth. When the Romans conquered them, they took this golden nugget and polished it. When the empire fell, the golden nugget was partitioned, and fragments ended up in different European courts, city-states and centres of learning until it began to be reassembled in the universities of Europe and the US.


I began to lose my faith in this golden nugget when I started to come across instances of renaissances in other cultures and the fact that they had their own periods of rule of law, scientific progress and rapid economic development. I discovered that Greek philosophy was in fact a common heritage with the Islamic world. And I learned that the Chinese discovered and created most of these scientific and technological wonders on their own, a long time before Westerners did. When I saw all this, I found it increasingly difficult to defend some direct lineage model of Western civilization, especially since it depended on explaining away a millennium between Rome and Renaissance as some sort of Dark-Age aberration.


There is no golden nugget in history, but there are golden ages of creativity and accomplishment. Lots of them. The historian Jack Goldstone calls them ‘efflorescences’: rapid and often unexpected upturns when both population and income per capita grow. What they have in common is not their location or the ethnicity or beliefs of the populations. They happened in various places, epochs and in different belief systems: in pagan Greece, the Muslim Abbasid Caliphate, Confucian China, Catholic Renaissance Italy and the Calvinist Dutch Republic. Instead, the common element is that they were open to new ideas, insights, habits, people, technologies and business models, wherever they come from.


As I will argue, the reason that the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution started in Western Europe was that this region of the world happened to be the most open, partly just out of luck. It has been repeated in every place that has gone through similar institutional changes. It is not the triumph of the West, it is the triumph of openness.


This is good news for the world, since it implies that this development can take place in other cultures as well. But it is bad news for us in the West, since it means that our position is not handed to us by destiny, but by certain institutions, and they can be destroyed here, just as they were once destroyed in other parts of the world, undermining history’s previous efflorescences.


Openness created the modern world and propels it forwards, because the more open we are to ideas and innovations from where we don’t expect them, the more progress we will make. The philosopher Karl Popper called it ‘the open society’.4 It is the society that is open-ended, because it is not an organism, with one unifying idea, collective plan or utopian goal. The government’s role in an open society is to protect the search for better ideas, and people’s freedom to live by their individual plans and pursue their own goals, through a system of rules applied equally to all citizens. It is the government that abstains from ‘picking winners’ in culture, intellectual life, civil society and family life, as well as in business and technology. Instead it gives everybody the right to experiment with new ideas and methods, and allows them to win if they fill a need, even if it threatens the incumbents. Therefore, the open society can never be finished. It is always a work in progress.


This leaves room for forms of human order that are results of human action but not of human design. The most important institutions in culture, economics and technology were not planned centrally but were consequences of cooperation and competition, experiments and trial and error. The groups that embraced the best solutions – sometimes by coincidence – succeeded, expanded and were imitated, whereas failed experiments were put out of their misery.


As the Austrian thinker and Nobel laureate Friedrich Hayek emphasized:




Humiliating to human pride as it may be, we must recognize that the advance and even the preservation of civilization are dependent upon a maximum of opportunity for accidents to happen.5





Openness to experience is a psychological trait, one of the ‘Big Five’ in the taxonomy of personality traits, related to imagination, intellectual curiosity and preference for variety. But this book is about the openness of institutions, not of individuals. Often they are related. People who are more open to novelty are usually less likely to want to ban it. But that is not always the case. People who are disorganized risk-takers sometimes see a need for strong rules and big governments to protect them against temptation. As we’ve noticed from countless personal biographies, people don’t necessarily become reactionary because they hate, say, sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll, but because they like it a bit too much for their own good. Likewise, many disciplined and privately conservative individuals become open and tolerant politically not despite but because of that personality. They see with their own eyes that freedom will allow them to act virtuously and do good things.


My argument is that under open institutions people will solve more problems than they create, no matter their personality traits, and it will increase the chance that the paths of people with different traits cross, and that their thoughts and work can cross-fertilize.


In programming, there is a saying that given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow. The same goes for a society. The more eyeballs that are allowed to look at the accumulated knowledge of mankind and our problems, and the more brains that are allowed to add to that knowledge with their own creativity, the greater the chance that bugs will be fixed.


When people don’t need permission from a central authority to experiment with new ideas, technologies and business models, but are free to create and compete (even though it might hurt sensitivities and dominant groups), we see greater human progress. The world is big; the potential number of insights, combinations of ideas and solutions are limitless. The only way to use all the knowledge and test all ideas is to let everybody have a go, and to give them freedom to cooperate and exchange freely. And the good news, as Ötzi’s clothes and tools reveal, is that humans are remarkably good at it.


But there is a catch. We developed this beautiful ability to cooperate harmoniously so that we could kill and steal.


In 2001, an X-ray and a CT scan revealed that Ötzi did not just get lost in the Alps or get caught out in a sudden storm. The image revealed the exact shape of an arrowhead, buried deep in Ötzi’s left shoulder. There was also a cut in his skin that matched the trajectory of that arrow. Subsequently, researchers found wounds to his right hand and wrist, which suggests that he had tried to defend himself against an attacker. He also had traces of clotted blood cells in the brain, indicative of a violent blow to the head. There was DNA from the blood of three other men on his knife and arrowheads. Ötzi did not freeze to death in a snowstorm, as it was first assumed. He was killed in hand-to-hand combat.


We can only speculate on what led to this brutal end. Some think a dispute within the tribe forced Ötzi to flee. Others speculate that their village was attacked by another tribe and Ötzi set off to avenge them. Or perhaps he was just ambushed by strangers. What we do know is that this was not an exceptional fate in his time. The violent death rate among hunter-gatherers was similar to what it is in modern societies during wartime. Until the modern era, the lives of humans were really, as the philosopher Thomas Hobbes once wrote, nasty, brutish and short.


Those who began to cooperate did it because it gave them a competitive advantage against other animals and against other groups of people. Cooperation made it easier to defeat those who didn’t play well with others. And every group has to find a way to protect themselves against those who are happy to enjoy the loot, but who don’t contribute towards it. Therefore we learned to distinguish Us from Them.


As we will learn, our ability to form new partnerships and alliances is so strong that we become loyal to new groups in an instant, even if they are formed on an arbitrary basis, and we start to assume that those in our group are smarter, better and more moral than others.


We are not just traders, we are also tribalists. We cooperate, but to defeat others. Both attributes are integral parts of our nature, but they push in opposite directions. One lets us find positive-sum games, where we find new opportunities, new relationships and new exchanges that are mutually beneficial. The other primes us to be wary of zero-sum games, where we think others can only benefit at our expense. This drives a desire to defeat others and block exchange and mobility.


This is the battle between ‘open and closed’, so much discussed in the context of populism, nationalism, Trump and Brexit. It is not being fought between two different groups, between globalists and nationalists, or anywheres and somewheres. Rather, it is being fought within all of us, all the time.


When we feel threatened we want to escape in the security of our tribe and circle the wagons, and this makes us more conformist and more approving of strong leaders. Amazingly, even small threats to our sense of order and control – like answering questions about our attitudes without having washed our hands, or having to do so in a messy room – make us more judgmental and less tolerant.


What then about when we fear that our culture, our lifestyle or our whole society is under threat, from pandemics, immigrants, foreign countries or treacherous elites? When the whole world looks untidy? This is the state in which we find ourselves after the financial crisis and the migration crisis, with growing geopolitical tensions, where political liberation after the Arab Spring is no longer associated with stability and democratization, but with chaos and bloodshed. When the iconic image of our time is no longer the fall of the Berlin Wall, but the collapse of the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York. And that is without mentioning potential looming disaster from climate change.


In the past, the great efflorescences in history – those major episodes of openness and progress – petered out because of what has been called Cardwell’s Law, after the technology historian Donald S. Cardwell.6 Innovation always faces resistance from groups that think they stand to lose from it, be they old political or religious elites, businesses with old technologies, workers with outmoded skills, nostalgic romantics or old folks who feel anxious because people just don’t do things the way they used to. They have an incentive to stop changes with bans, regulations, monopolies, the burning of boats or the building of walls. And when the rest of us panic about the world we let them have their way. And this is how every period of openness and innovation in history was ended, except one: the one that we are in right now. An open world, if we can keep it.


The COVID-19 pandemic illustrates what can happen and what is at stake. International trade and mobility have not only enriched the world, they have also made it possible for microorganisms to hitch a ride. Historically, rulers have used such great plagues to extend control over their populations, pull up the drawbridges and attack scapegoats, like Jews, foreigners or witches.


As a new coronavirus pandemic haunts the world, it is not difficult to imagine how it could be a decisive turning point, away from openness. Companies are forced to re-evaluate international supply chains, natives become suspicious of outsiders and global travel, and governments grant themselves new powers. At the time of writing, no government has yet ‘postponed’ an election because of the coronavirus, but such things have happened before in history. Panic changes politics in a nationalist direction, such as with bans on the export of drugs and medical equipment. And while that seems like a way to protect citizens, it forces other countries to do the same and results in shortages for everybody. Several bans on food export during the global price crisis of 2010–11 were intended to secure local supplies but ended up accounting for 40 per cent of the increase in the world prices of wheat and almost a quarter of the increase in prices of maize.7


So even though the world often moves in a nationalist direction during crises, these are the times when we most urgently need international agreements to forgo beggar-thy-neighbour policies. We rarely think of it this way, but globalization is actually our best chance to fight pandemics in the first place, since wealth, communication technology and open science have made our response to new diseases faster than ever, as science writer Ron Bailey has noted.8


Hospitals, researchers, health authorities and drug companies everywhere can now supply each other with instant information and coordinate efforts to analyse and combat the problem. After having tried to conceal the outbreak for weeks, China announced that it had found a new coronavirus on 2 January 2020. Using technologies developed on the other side of the globe, Chinese scientists could read the complete genome of the virus and publish it on a new global hub for medical research, on 10 January. Just six days later, German researchers had used this information to develop and release a diagnostic test to detect new infections. And when someone reveals the mechanism of the virus, others immediately get to work to find its weaknesses. Then researchers and artificial intelligence all over the world begin to explore possible drugs and vaccines that can attack it at just those points.


After just one and a half months of work, a US biotech company could send a brand-new vaccine to authorities for clinical trials. On 2 April, just three months after China admitted a new virus was on the loose, America’s National Library of Medicine listed 282 potential drugs and vaccines against the new virus and were already recruiting patients or proposing to do that.


In a poorer and more closed world, without mass transportation, microorganisms travelled more slowly but they travelled freely, recurring for hundreds of years, until they had picked almost all of us off one by one. Today our response is also global, and therefore mankind has for the first time a fighting chance. This is a remarkable achievement, and we neglect it at our own peril.


This book is both a prequel and a sequel to my 2016 book Progress: Ten Reasons to Look Forward to the Future. That book was an attempt to document the amazing and surprisingly little-known development that has taken place in the modern world. But I never did much more than hint at the reasons why we suddenly made more progress in the last two hundred years than in the previous twenty thousand. This is my story about how openness made progress possible.


At the same time, I go further and examine the uncertain future of progress, by looking at the forces threatening it in the past, today and in the future, and which might yet overthrow it. I wrote Progress just as populists and nationalists were dealing their first blows against an open world order, to remind ourselves of what is at stake. This time I take a closer look at why it is so tempting to close our horizons.


In the first half of the book, I will look at how free trade, migration, free thought and open societies made the modern world – how openness is a natural outcome when individuals try to improve their own lives, and the fact that it ends up improving the whole society and ourselves in many more ways than we give it credit for.


It turns out that almost all of the things that we hold dear, and that many now assume are being threatened by openness, were once created by openness. This is the dilemma for the cultural protectionist: he always defends something that former protectionists were not successful enough to prevent.


My case partly rests on an examination of global history, outlining how the Enlightenment, Industrial Revolution and the first open societies got their start in Western Europe, but not because it was Western Europe. European rulers tried, just like other rulers, to block openness and progress because they wanted to defend stability and order and to pick the pockets of the people. Luckily, they were not very good at it, and this opened up space for cosmopolitan Enlightenment thinkers and the revolution that is the modern world.


Global history is the genre of history that tries to correct for how national history tries to compartmentalize the human experience for patriotic purposes. Global history also looks at the borderlands and the connections, the cross-fertilization between cultures that changed them all, often simultaneously. It is interested in how Europeans learned Greek philosophy in conquered Muslim libraries, picked up scientific ideas in China and lost their certainty about the universe by finding strange things on new continents.


Because of the recent globalization backlash, some think global history is over before it really got going. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is more important than ever to understand the world, including the backlash, which is global in its nature. It was inspired by transnational events like the financial crisis and the migration crisis, and even nativists constantly travel across borders to inspire one another. The Brexit referendum gave an injection of energy to the Trump movement, and Trump’s election energized populists all over Europe – agitators and parties who claim that there is one true, united people whose general will is blocked by a corrupt elite. So did money and media assistance from Putin’s Russia, which is eager to show that Western liberalism is obsolete. Meanwhile Western anti-liberals look to Putin as a source of inspiration because he ‘is standing up for traditional institutions’, as Steve Bannon puts it.9


We can’t live without openness, but the question is whether we can live with it. In the second half of the book, I examine why openness is always under threat, historically and right now. I will argue that the modern world was not intended, it almost happened by accident. It happened because there were too many gaps in the control of princes, priests and guilds to stop people’s creativity entirely. It was embraced more broadly because it was allowed to survive so long that its consequences became apparent in the strength of societies and in the living standards of people. Is that a sufficient recipe for long-term sustainability?


I combine lessons from history with insights from evolutionary psychology to explore how uncomfortable we are with this openness. We all have psychological predispositions that push us towards tribalism, authoritarianism and nostalgia, especially when we feel threatened, by recessions, foreigners or pandemics. Our tendency to divide the world into us and them is reinforced whenever we think that the world is a zero-sum game and that we can’t mutually benefit from production, mobility and trade. We are uncomfortable with a seemingly chaotic present and an uncertain future, creating an opportunity for demagogues who promise to restore order and make America, Russia, India, China or Europe great again.


I will look at how a series of crises and threats, most crucially the financial crisis, has created a sense that we are under attack and that we must protect ourselves at all costs. That is when our genetic fight-or-flight default tells us to search out enemies and fight them, or to flee into the group, behind tariffs and walls. Our human nature created this modern world and all its wonders, but it also contains the potential to tear it all down.


I will also focus on the most serious counterarguments against openness, namely worries about how it undermines communities and livelihoods, and how it creates inequality and environmental destruction. I will argue that these problems are indeed real and serious, but that the only way to deal with them, and continue to make progress, is more openness. Liberty does not give us certainty and control, but it does something more important: it leaves room for the unforeseeable and unpredictable, and that is the only place from which we can expect progress and solutions to our problems.


The main thing we have to fear is the risk that fear of these problems will lead us to turn our backs on openness. That would deprive us of the means to handle the challenges, and it might very well up-end what we have already accomplished. When looking at present living standards, health, wealth, literacy and liberty in a historical context, there is no doubt that we live in a golden age. But history is littered with golden ages that did not last.


Tom G. Palmer, one of the foremost classical liberal thinkers of our age, recently warned that:




A spectre is haunting the world: the spectre of radical antilibertarian movements, each grappling with the others like scorpions in a bottle and all competing to see which can dismantle the institutions of liberty the fastest. Some are ensconced in the universities and other elite centers, and some draw their strength from populist anger. The leftist and the rightist versions of the common antilibertarian cause are, moreover, interconnected, with each fueling the other. […]


Those who prefer constitutionalism to dictatorship, free markets to cronyist or socialist statism, free trade to autarchy, toleration to oppression, and social harmony to irreconcilable antagonism need to wake up, because our cause and the prosperity and peace it engenders are in grave danger.10





In danger again, I might add. The evolution that turned you and me into collaborative traders also turned us into status-seeking tribalists, worried about the advance of everybody else. This is the reason why open societies throughout history have suddenly, and sometimes seemingly without warning, slipped back into group warfare, nationalism and protectionism. Even war.


History does not repeat itself, but human nature does.
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OPEN EXCHANGE




‘We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny […] before you finish eating breakfast in the morning, you’ve depended on more than half the world.’


Martin Luther King, 1967





In July 2017, US president Donald Trump was editing an upcoming speech with his staff secretary. In the margin he scribbled three words indicating what he wanted to emphasize in the speech, and which also summed up his America First worldview: ‘TRADE IS BAD’.1


In the view of Trump, and many of the new populists of the Right and the Left in ascendance around the world, free trade is the worst foreign import of them all. It is something forced upon the innocent people of [insert country where you happen to live] by powerful foreigners who want to destroy our industry by drowning us in cheap goods. It’s a plot from the Chinese, the WTO, the EU to force shoddy and possibly hazardous imports on us. Ironically, in Europe, for a long time many critics talked of globalization as a US plot. Some called it ‘Americanization’.


Soon after I read about Trump’s scribbled words, a friend sent me a message from his children’s school about a problem with snack boxes. Apparently, the children had started trading food with one another. And rice cakes in the boxes created bigger problems than anything else because children at school had started using them to pay for other goods and even to buy help and services. The school wanted the parents’ help to stop the kids from being free traders. The children had realized that by bartering they could get something to eat that they preferred to what they already had, so after an exchange both thought they had a better snack box than before. They even developed a medium of exchange – rice cakes – that they realized they could use to extend the market.


Trade is not imposed on us from abroad. A market is not a place or even an economic system. It is what people do wherever they are, in all eras, even children, as long as they are not stopped from doing it by governments – or parents.


After having reviewed the historical evidence, the British journalist and science writer Matt Ridley concludes:




There is no known human tribe that does not trade. Western explorers, from Christopher Columbus to Captain Cook, ran into many confusions and misunderstandings when they made first contact with isolated peoples. But the principle of trading was not one of them, because the people they met in every case already had a notion of swapping things. Within hours or days of meeting a new tribe, every explorer is bartering.2





Why do we trade? The economist Charles Wheelan once asked us to imagine the best machine possible.3 It would turn soybeans into computers. That would be fantastic for farmers. They could do what they are good at, and still get the computers they needed to control their irrigation system. And even better, the same machine could turn books into clothing. I could pop in five copies of this book and out would come a new shirt. Amazingly, the machine could also be programmed to turn furniture into cars, medical assistance into electricity, aircraft into financial services, and sparkling water into wine. And it could transform these things the other way around as well. In fact, it could turn anything you already had into anything you wanted.


The machine would work in poor countries too, where people would put things they are able to produce even without lots of capital and education into the machine – beef or textiles, say – and out the other end they would get high-tech medicine and infrastructure. The best way of making poor countries rich would obviously be to give them access to such a machine.


It sounds like magic, but in fact, this machine already exists. It’s called trade. It can be set up anywhere, and it runs on nothing but human imagination and on keeping protectionists (or parents) away. It’s not a foreign plot, it is the fastest way to prosper more from what you produce yourself, and the only way for poor countries to get rich and for rich countries to get richer.


Mankind has, thought the Scottish philosopher and economist Adam Smith, ‘a disposition to truck, barter and exchange’.4 Wherever we look in history, people exchange – favours, ideas, goods and services. And the deeper archaeologists dig, the further back they push the evidence of human exchange. It goes thousands of years back in history and, according to some recent, astonishing findings, trade is as old as mankind itself.


Homo mercator


The first fossils of Homo sapiens are around 300,000 years old. So are the first, recently discovered, signs of long-distance trade.5 Olorgesailie, the now-dry basin of an ancient Kenyan lake, is a treasure trove for archaeologists. Over the years they have found much there, but nothing as fascinating as the carefully shaped and specialized tools, spear tips, scrapers and awls that are more than 300,000 years old. It’s not just their age that is remarkable, but the material they are made of: obsidian. This black volcanic glass has been much valued because it is easily fractured to produce razor-sharp cutting tools and weapons.


Obsidian is also much valued by archaeologists and historians because it is only produced in a few volcanic sites, so its presence elsewhere reveals patterns of mobility and exchange. Amazingly, none of these volcanic sites are close to Olorgesailie. In fact, the obsidian probably came from sources up to 88 kilometres away, if you take the shortcut over mountains. The researchers deem it highly unlikely that the people of Olorgesailie commuted there, and assume instead that they were part of long-distance trade networks, exchanging other goods and resources for the obsidian they wanted. This interpretation was supported by the fact that they also used colourful rocks for dyes, which had also been imported from far away.


Truck, barter and exchange – 300,000 years ago.


Humans have always cooperated. Early humans did not just exchange obsidian and tools, but also know-how, favours and loyalty. They cooperated in child-rearing, defence, hunting and gathering. Most importantly, this cooperation also extends to other humans who are not family, unrelated individuals in the tribe, and to owners of obsidian on the other side of the mountain, in constantly shifting relationships. It is not simple kin selection but reciprocity, exchange for the sake of mutual benefit. As one description of Inuit culture has it: ‘The best place for him to store his surplus is in someone else’s stomach, because sooner or later he will want his gift repaid.’6


We love to reciprocate, to the extent that we feel bad when we don’t get the chance to repay kindness with kindness (or malice with malice). Producers of free online goods have been surprised to find that people want to pay, even if they don’t have to, as soon as they create a smooth payment solution. This is why the bazaar salesman always gives you coffee, so that you will feel that at least you owe him a proper look at his goods. This is also why you have to think twice before you accept a very expensive gift from someone who is not your partner.7


Cooperation and exchange were so essential to human beings that it is hard to explain what came first: trade or Homo sapiens. And I mean that in a literal sense. Humans shaped trade but trade also shaped the humans we became. This is the key to understanding how humans managed to take over the world and to inhabit all sorts of climates even though we have few environment-specific genetic adaptations.


Evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker thinks that Homo sapiens’ peculiarities can be explained by the knowledge-using and socially interdependent ‘cognitive niche’ we inhabit. A couple of hundred thousand years ago, we simultaneously developed three unique traits: intelligence, language and cooperation. These are mutually reinforcing: incremental improvements in one of them make the other two more valuable, and thus change the social and physical environment – and with it evolutionary pressures for additional adaptations.8


Intelligence makes it possible to learn and store information and skills. A grammatically advanced language allows us to communicate this to others so they can build on our experiences and don’t have to make the same mistakes or to reinvent the wheel. This gives us both the means and incentives to cooperate with others – and not just our kin. Open-ended communication allows us to share know-how at little cost to ourselves and to coordinate behaviour. Intelligence makes it possible to negotiate, sometimes implicitly, deals about favours and goods to be transferred at separate times. The moment humans started benefiting from mutually advantageous collaboration it enhanced the value of intelligence and language dramatically, and this made more advanced cooperation possible, and so on.


But what pushed our ancestors onto this particular evolutionary path from the beginning? There is a convincing hypothesis – to me at least – that explains it by taking us back to the moment when the first chimp-like creatures left the trees and became bipedal six or seven million years ago: ‘the throwing hypothesis’. Why we ever left the trees has been a matter of controversy since Darwin’s days. Chimps are well protected in their trees but, being slow and small, they are easy prey for lions, leopards and sabre-toothed tigers on the ground. Now we have learned that some pretty rough tectonic activity created the East River Rift Valley and changed the climate. This dried out the rainforests to the east of the valley and replaced it with savannah. ‘So it turns out we didn’t leave the trees after all,’ writes psychologist William von Hippel, outlining the hypothesis, ‘the trees left us’.9


Thrown into a hostile and confusing environment, these chimpish creatures had to find a new way to make a living in the midst of big predators. Over the next three million years, most of them certainly failed, but some of them came up with a way of using hands no longer needed for locomotion, which helped them to survive on the grasslands, changed them physically and mentally and turned them into our ancestors. The solution was stone-throwing.


In the remains of Lucy, the world’s most famous Australopithecus afarensis, we can observe that some important anatomical changes had taken place at least 3.2 million years ago. She had a more mobile hand and wrist than chimpanzees, more flexibility in her upper arm, a more horizontally oriented shoulder, and the hip and the bottom of her rib cage are further apart. All of them perfectly adapted for throwing stones with force and precision. Even with such excellent joints and muscles, Lucy would not stand much of a chance against a lion, but if she coordinated her defence with other Australopithecus, they could unleash a shower of stones that would cut the big cat into pieces. They must soon have realized that they could hunt in the same fashion. With the invention of cooperation, our ancestors who used to be easy prey took their place at the top of the food chain.


This was our ‘social leap’, as von Hippel calls it. Individuals who learned to cooperate in stone-throwing quickly outbred individuals who committed to the old strategy of ‘every chimpish chap for himself ’. This would have led evolution to favour changes that made us better at cooperating, for example a large brain to understand others and manage social challenges.


If you want evidence of mankind’s unique sociability, look in the mirror. Chimpanzees and the other apes have brown sclera (the part of the eye that surrounds the cornea), to hide their gaze from other chimpanzees. Chimpanzees are primarily rivals and don’t want other members of their group to know that they have spotted a potential partner or tasty snack because someone else might steal the idea and get there first. Humans, on the other hand, have developed white sclera so that we broadcast the direction of our gaze to our entire group, which suggests that we benefited more from sharing information than keeping it secret. When we notice a threat, we want others to know and help to strengthen our defence. If we spot a prey animal, we want others to know so they can help us catch it.


Humans can share intentions and understand that others have the same idea. Chimpanzees can’t and they don’t collaborate unless it suits them. They sometimes seem to hunt monkeys as a group, but as explained by an expert on chimpanzee cognition, Michael Tomasello, it is more like a wild scramble where every chimp is trying to do what is best for him at every stage in a chaotic scene. They don’t even try to communicate and the whole group does not join in. Some just sit by and wait for the others to do the work, and then fight with them over the spoils.10



Cultural evolution


Our social ability set the stage for a new form of evolution. ‘Cultural evolution,’ wrote philosopher Karl Popper, ‘continues genetic evolution by other means.’11 If one wolf is better at hunting because of a mutation that gives it better smell, say, the species has to wait for it and its descendants to procreate more successfully and for the other wolves to be pushed aside. If a human being comes up with a better way of hunting – for example, by making a better spear – others just imitate it. This is why genetic evolution works at glacial speed, while cultural evolution takes place in the blink of an eye – you watch and just do it.


If you have ever played ‘rock paper scissors’, you may have noticed that sometimes a stressed player accidentally reveals his choice a split-second too early, thereby giving the other player a great advantage, since it is now easy to pick a superior choice. Yet, surprisingly, that is rarely what happens; instead, it results in more draws – a rock is matched with a rock and a stone with a stone. Unconsciously, we tend to imitate others, even if it happens to be to our disadvantage.12 Similarly, experiments in game theory show that the less time people have to make a decision, the more we cooperate. It comes naturally to us.


One-year-olds have no idea about the strange world they have been born into, so they rely on cultural learning constantly. Studies find that, when faced with a novel situation or toy, children consistently look more often at their parent to see if they signal approval or fear. More surprisingly, when infants are in a room with their mother and a stranger and an unfamiliar object, they reference the stranger more than their mother, probably because their mother is also likely to be new to the situation and is judged less qualified by the one-year-old. (Yes, they grow up so fast, don’t they?)13


Children stay close to their older siblings or cousins, adults hang around their most accomplished peers, and we all hang around those who seem to be in the know. Perhaps it is a side effect of our readiness to pick up traits from those who seem most competent and successful among us that we are also quick to pick up their particular hairstyle, profanities and brand of breakfast cereals as well. And unfortunately, when a celebrity takes their own life, there is a spike in suicides using the same kind of method. Copying others is just in our nature.


If one individual has a better method, the whole tribe soon has it, and if a group or village stumbles upon a behaviour that makes it more successful, it soon catches on elsewhere. This is because we have a look around while engaging in long-distance trade or during conflict. Even with the primitive means of travel that the ancients had at their disposal, it is amazing how quickly methods and technologies – burial rituals, painted ceramics, new crops and weapons – appeared in villages hundreds of kilometres away soon after having been introduced.


The more people there are, the greater the chance that someone will come up with a useful idea or technology, so innovation depends on the size of the interconnected population. This means that a guaranteed way to hold a society back is to hold people down. When a large group of people are stopped from pursuing knowledge or contributing to production, a society voluntarily limits the ideas, creativity and labour it has access to. Most societies throughout most of history have discriminated against women, thereby in effect halving the ability to make progress. Mary Wollstonecraft, one of the pioneers of women’s rights, explained in 1792 that gender equality was not just about human rights, but also about not wasting the ability of half of mankind. Many had talked about women’s virtues, but the only way to ‘render their private virtue a public benefit’ was for all respectable positions to be opened up to them. ‘How many women thus waste life away the prey of discontent, who might have practised as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a shop, and stood erect, supported by their own industry,’ Wollstonecraft asked.14


During humanity’s early years, cultural evolution was self-reinforcing. The more successful solutions people found, the more the population grew, and that resulted in more innovations. Researchers have suggested that the sudden development of sophisticated tool-making, art and culture in western Eurasia about 45,000 years ago can be explained by population density. At last this region had enough people sufficiently close to regularly transfer skills and knowledge between groups. Then they showed that the population density was similar in Africa and the Middle East when ‘modern’ human behaviour appeared there. So it’s not our genes that set us apart from one another, it’s our proximity to more genes belonging to other people.15


Charles Darwin explained that: ‘primeval man practised a division of labour; each man did not manufacture his own tools or rude pottery, but certain individuals appear to have devoted themselves to such work, no doubt receiving in exchange the produce of the chase’.16 If I am better at producing tools and you are better at hunting, we each specialize in our competitive advantage, so both you and I get better tools and more food than we would if we had to do both. And if we do that we will probably both invest more time and energy in becoming even better at our particular task.


We can also both benefit from exchange even if you have better skills in both areas, because you are probably slightly better at one thing than the other. Imagine that Bob and Dave need knives and a rabbit to serve their friends dinner. Let’s say that Bob would only need two hours to produce a knife and one hour to bag a rabbit, whereas Dave needs three hours for the knife and since he is a lousy hunter it would take him six hours to catch the rabbit. Bob is better at both things, but he is much better at hunting than Dave and just slightly better at manufacturing. If both spent the same amount of time focused on their comparative advantage, Bob would spend his three hours catching three rabbits, and Dave would spend his nine hours manufacturing three knives. Then they share. Without having worked harder or longer than before, they increased their total production from two knives and two rabbits, to three knives and three rabbits. So they can now offer their friends a more generous dinner, or make do with the old production level and just head for an earlier fermented drink by the campfire.


In real life, people soon discovered they could use the surplus product to exchange for some obsidian and stone pigment from other tribes. And further gains would be realized.


Trade is not only about goods and services; it is also about knowledge. In very primitive hunter-gatherer societies and subsistence agriculture most people do roughly similar things and have broadly the same knowledge about nature and farming methods. The amount of information every individual holds in such a culture is incredibly impressive – about plants and animals, what you can and cannot eat, which farming methods to use and so on – but the total body of know-how in such a culture is incredibly limited because everyone holds very similar information. People stay desperately poor because they are all Renaissance men.


As division of labour becomes more complex, this all changes. We learn more about our particular task and we improve our skills. One person learns everything about how to create tools, another about how to fish, a third about wheat, a fourth about autoimmune diseases and a fifth about how to service the cable connection. Suddenly the total body of knowledge grows explosively, and we can benefit from it by using the tools, food, medicine and technical skill that others have created, even though we never learned it ourselves. As Friedrich Hayek explained: ‘civilisation rests on the fact that we all benefit from knowledge that we do not possess’.17


Such constant cooperation and exchange give us better access to the services and goods we need, so long as we can trust that others will be there to scratch our backs if we have scratched theirs. One classic study showed that chimpanzees are more willing to share food with chimps who have recently groomed them, and more likely to respond aggressively to requests for food from chimps who had not recently groomed them.18 But chimps have not taken this to the next level by systematically keeping track of free riders and helpers in the larger group, to administer rewards and punishments. The strange thing is not that some of them sit idly by as the others hunt monkeys, but that those slackers are just as likely to grab a mouthful of the prey as those who were hunting it.19 The distribution principle is ‘from each according to his whim, to each according to what he can steal from others’.


For any advanced cooperation to function there has to be a way to systematically reward cooperation and punish cheating. To do this in large groups of non-kin it takes an impressive prefrontal cortex with the ability to recognize others, remember their actions and judge their behaviour. We couldn’t do all this without gossiping about friends, neighbours and colleagues all the time – and this takes a certain kind of intelligence: ours. In this way, the accumulated evidence of early man’s ability to exchange gives us a convincing answer to a great Stone Age whodunnit.


Who killed the Neanderthals?


The Neanderthals had survived for more than 200,000 years in Europe when Homo sapiens first spread over the continent perhaps 50,000 years ago. Then, within just a few thousand years, the Neanderthals were gone. They didn’t go extinct, as we used to think. They interbred with humans and part of them lives on in us, but increasingly the offspring survived in human settlements and the classic Neanderthal disappeared. Why?


This question has eluded scientists for decades. Neanderthals were stronger and they even had a bigger brain than Homo sapiens did, whatever that is supposed to entail. We do know, though, that being hairy does not mean being stupid, as newspaper cartoons might have us believe; it just means they were better adapted to the cold European climate in which they had lived for so long. Many theories about mankind’s advantages were suggested, but few have survived the advance of archaeology.


One persuasive factor is that Homo sapiens were free traders.20 Neanderthal groups lived in smaller and more isolated groups that did not venture far from home. In contrast, as we know, remains of even the earliest human dwellings in Europe show stone tools made of materials from far away and seashell jewellery inland. Neanderthal tools have been found close to their sites of origin. They did not have long-lasting, long-distance trade links with other Neanderthal groups and, in the instances when raw materials were transported, it was only over short distances.


Neanderthals did not even seem to have much of a division of labour within the group. Their living arrangements were unorganized with no sign of them being divided according to different functions. They did not leave behind any bone needles, which does not just suggest that they only had crudely assembled apparel and tents, but also that no part of the group stayed behind and specialized in domestic tasks when others hunted. The Neanderthals seemed not to have relied on subsistence food sources like nuts, seeds and berries or even small game. They went for the highest reward, large game, and it seems like the whole group was involved, including women and children.


Homo sapiens, on the other hand, had an advanced division of labour. They exchanged raw materials over long distances. Their living spaces were more complex and divided according to different functions. They had a more varied diet, including small animals, nuts, seeds and berries, which seems to be the result of a division of labour where men more often hunted larger game while women and children collected and prepared subsistence food sources. We assume this not just from the evidence of present-day hunter-gatherers but also from the fact that men were often buried with spear- and arrowheads whereas women were buried with grinding tools.


This approach gave humans many advantages. It gave them a greater supply of resources and of food, and helped them when big game was scarce. Their tailored clothes and tents protected them better from the cold, and children got a safer environment. But most of all, division of labour meant they constantly made progress. They exchanged ideas and knowledge within the group and between groups. As individuals specialized in different areas, they gathered more information and came up with more innovations, by chance or intent, and when one group came up with innovations, travelling bands of early humans made sure they spread rapidly to other groups.


One example is control of fire, one of the most important innovations in history. It helped us against the elements and predators, and perhaps it also grew our brains since cooked food releases more nutrients and calories than raw food.21 It also saved us a lot of time. Chimpanzees spend around six hours every day just chewing food to make it digestible. Such a diet must have been a detriment to communication (after all, it’s impolite to talk with your mouth full). Fire also bound the community together in another way. The day was extended, as foragers could now gather in small groups around fires when work was no longer possible. The topics of discussion during the day, about immediate concerns and needs, gave way to conversation and story-telling. It was a way of sharing important information and building trust within the band.


We know that Neanderthals used fire, but archaeologists who have excavated their caves have found a strange pattern: there is plenty of evidence of fires during warm periods, but few during cold periods, when they would have been most useful. This indicates that most Neanderthal groups did not know how to make fires, and only collected it from lightning strikes, which are more common when it is warm, and when they had drier fuel to make it last.22 In contrast, when one Homo sapiens stumbled on the idea to use pyrites and stone to produce fire, it soon spread far and wide. Groups that did not pick up the idea could head over to another band and borrow some fire if their own was extinguished by a storm.


In the long run, it meant that Homo sapiens’ knowledge and technology improved constantly, whereas the Neanderthals’ stood still. This was all it took for human populations to constantly multiply and move into new areas, and for the Neanderthals to be forced to retreat, step by step, little by little over thousands of years. The rest, as they say, is prehistory.


The morality of trade


Trade has a tendency to expand both within society and across borders as a group starts engaging in it, not just because trade creates wealth but also because it changes behaviour and values in a way that makes more exchange and cooperation likely.


In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels accused market exchange of having:




left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment’. […] It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom – Free Trade. […] naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.23





It’s easy to think of examples of ruthlessness in markets, and most of us have experienced it ourselves, but it’s also easy to think of examples of ruthlessness in politics, in the bar and in the schoolyard. So the interesting question is what overall effect trade has on our norms and our behaviour – and on our potential for ruthlessness.


One way to explore people’s attitude to fairness is to play ‘the ultimatum game’. It is an economic experiment with real money, where a player is given some cash and then asked to give a portion of it to an anonymous player. The other player then has to decide whether or not to accept the offer. If the recipient doesn’t, neither player gets any money at all. Both Marxists and neoclassical business schools would have us think that the first player would always propose a minimum to the recipient, who would always accept because almost nothing is better than nothing. Since the game is not repeated between the same players, there is no need to be generous to the recipient or to ‘punish’ a stingy first player by rejecting the offer so that they will be more generous next time.


However, decades of experiments have shown conclusively that people are not like Homo economicus. They do not act this way anywhere. On the contrary, in rich countries the most common proposal is to share alike, and recipients usually reject offers of less than 30 per cent. Consider an intriguing set of experiments in fifteen small-scale communities at different stages of development, from hunter-gatherers to farming communities. It turns out that how they play the game is not related to gender, age, education or ethnicity, but to how much use they make of markets. Perhaps surprisingly, the more people depend on market exchange in their daily lives, the more willing they are to make generous offers and also to punish ungenerous offers at a cost to themselves. The market attitude is to be generous, whereas people in non-market societies ‘display relatively little concern with fairness or punishing unfairness’, concludes the research team. On average the most market-integrated societies offered twice the share of the least integrated.24


This seemed so counter-intuitive to many that the researchers went back into the field to see if the results could be replicated. They also added two more games, ‘the dictator game’, where the second player can’t reject the offer, and the ‘third-party punishment game’, where a spectator can give up cash to punish the first player for an ungenerous offer. The result was repeated. The more people are used to bargaining, trade and seeking profit in their everyday lives, the less ruthless they are.


The researchers’ interpretation is that the evolution of societal complexity is not just an extension of our local behaviour to friends and family. They suggest it involves the selective spread of the norms that are best facilitated by large-scale exchange and interaction. People in non-market societies also have norms about fairness, of course, but these relate to family and friends, not to strangers or anonymous others. On the other hand, those who regularly trade have default norms that include a certain generosity and openness, which makes it possible for them to extend this cooperation because generally people are more willing to trade with those who are not ruthless and unfair.


It’s not just that the generous trade more, but that those who trade also become more generous. Even within communities that rely on trade, the distance to market is important. The closer people live to markets, and so the more they trade, the greater their willingness to cooperate with strangers (though perhaps not to engage in small talk on the metro). And when researchers unconsciously remind subjects of markets, those subjects become more trusting and invest more money with strangers. There is a strong connection between the biggest cities where much of trade happens and the inhabitants’ open attitudes to globalization and foreigners. Open economies stimulate open-mindedness. Regular exchange seems to accustom us to the idea that interaction with others is mutually beneficial, and prompts us to show some consideration for others’ interests. Those who are not used to it treat such encounters as something threatening or just an opportunity to pursue maximum short-term gain. Incredibly, the morality of trade seems to develop a sense of fairness that survives even in a game rigged to encourage ruthless materialism.


This does not mean that the benefits of trade are distributed equally. It is still possible for some to gain much more than others because of their skills, hard work or just plain luck. Sometimes how highly something is valued changes dramatically because of external factors. For example, if better education, new communication technologies and freer trade makes it possible for two billion fairly unskilled poor people to enter the global labour market, it means there is suddenly less demand for unskilled workers and more demand for highly skilled workers, thereby increasing inequality between these groups. We will look more at inequality later, but here we focus not on what trade does to our wallets, but to that thing behind it: our hearts.


As we saw, Marx and Engels thought free trade left us with nothing but ‘naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation’, but after having organized behavioural games around the world, the former Marxist economist Herbert Gintis concluded that it is the other way around: ‘I would say societies that use markets extensively develop a culture of cooperation, fairness, and respect for the individual.’25


Joseph Henrich, who has led much of this research, says they have searched all over the world for Homo economicus, the protagonist of classical economics, who only cares about monetary gain, and eventually they located a group that approximates him. They do not care that other players receive equitable pay-offs even when the costs to themselves are low, and they don’t reject unfair offers or punish stingy players. But you will probably not meet them in the marketplace, although we did encounter them earlier in the chapter. They are chimpanzees.26



Everything begins in Mesopotamia


For a long time, historians downplayed the role of trade in early civilizations. This misunderstanding was based on the fact that official documents were better preserved than receipts between merchants. Temples, palaces and pyramids survived the wear and tear of time, whereas commercial structures of wood and clay perished.


In 1944 the economic historian Karl Polanyi wrote The Great Transformation, arguing that markets based on supply and demand and the profit motive are new and alien to the human experience. However, just two years later, the American scholar Samuel Noah Kramer started to publish his translations of ancient clay tablets, which would transform our view of the earliest civilization in Mesopotamia, the rich agricultural land between the rivers Euphrates and Tigris (the name Mesopotamia is Greek for ‘between rivers’).


Sumer is the first known civilization in this region, and among the Sumerians, writing appeared around 3000 BC. Since they wrote in a cuneiform script on tough clay tablets rather than papyrus that would have rotted, many are left intact. Many an archaeologist and art historian has been disappointed to find that the earliest form of literature was a tedious documentation of ownership, transactions and prices of goods, land and labour. (One claimed that 90 per cent is rubbish.)27 Organized commerce is as old as recorded history and settled civilization.


Who is the first person in history that we know the name of? When you ask people, most of them guess a prophet or a conqueror. They are all wrong. The first person we know by name was probably an accountant. On a clay tablet from around 3400–3000 BC, we learn that 29,086 measures of barley have been received over the course of thirty-seven months, signed ‘Kushim’. Of course, Kushim could have been a job title – we know very little about what was going on five thousand years ago – but there is also a real chance that it was his real name. As historian Yuval Noah Harari speculates: ‘When Kushim’s neighbours called out to him, they might really have shouted “Kushim!”’28


Similarly, the first written reference to King Solomon’s temple is a clay inscription from the seventh century BC, and it was not a religious reference or a line of prayer. It was a receipt of money the temple had received.29


It’s not just that trade was the first activity mankind wrote about; trade was the reason that mankind started to write anything in the first place.30 The first clay objects to have been hardened by fire were small tokens of various geometrical form and sometimes shaped like animals, created in the Middle East in 8000–4300 BC. After having spent many years studying more than ten thousand tokens, the archaeologist Denise Schmandt-Besserat understood that they were an early accounting system, a way of keeping track of goods. Cones represented grain, ovoids were jars of oil, and cylinders were domestic animals. As trade increased between villages people needed to record goods in a way that was understood by people who did not speak the same language. It seems like the cuneiform script began as a way to record these tokens, and as this more universal system of writing became more developed it removed the need for tokens altogether. Only then did writing also start to be used to record myths, religion, politics and poetry. During the late second millennium The Epic of Gilgamesh was written in this region, the first great work of literature that has survived.


Numbers likely arose because of trade too. At first, the Mesopotamians had a symbol for ‘three sheep’ and a different one for ‘three cows’, but they did not have a symbol for ‘three’ itself. And since numbers were used to count your possessions, they saw no need for zero as a number. With time, the numbers came to be understood in a more abstract way, just like the cuneiform developed from the pictographic system of the tokens.


In the Sumerian mythology, each city had been built by a god or goddess to provide them with food, water and security. The temple was therefore at the centre of each city, and always a monumental architectural achievement. Five thousand years ago, the biggest city, Uruk (in modern-day Iraq), had around 50,000 inhabitants, surrounded by 10 kilometres of city walls of mud brick. Towering above everything was the ziggurat, a temple formed as a step pyramid with a flat top, which was visible from a long distance because of the level landscape. The Tower of Babel in the Bible probably refers to such a construction, the sixth-century BC, 91-metre ziggurat in Babylon, which also was one of the biggest cities in Mesopotamia.


The city was not just the cause of greater cooperation, it was also its effect. Often we assume that people crammed into cities because they needed security against roving bandits and other tribes. But there are ancient cities that never built city walls, and some of them only built walls a long time after the city was established. Uruk was established around 3200 BC, but the walls were not erected until around 2900 BC.


It seems that cities developed for another reason. Agriculture had prospered in Mesopotamia for thousands of years, partly because the rivers flooded the area regularly. But by 3800 BC a change in climate had resulted in cooler and drier conditions. Rain fell less often, but it also meant that the swampy south became available for farming crops like wheat, barley and dates. The water was still there, and irrigation systems could make it possible to store floodwater until the crops needed it, but it took large groups of people in cooperation to build them. People started to congregate in cities to feed themselves better, and by doing so they also made it possible for more of them to do things that were not related to food production.


The American-Canadian writer Jane Jacobs explained that, unlike what we’ve been led to believe, agriculture was not the start of civilization, cities were. It was the density of urban clusters – ‘sustained, interdependent, creative city economies’ – that made all sorts of creativity and innovation possible, including better agriculture.31


The development of cities supercharged mankind’s division of labour. This is where people met face to face, and could specialize in various tasks, develop their skills, and invest more time, energy and resources in coming up with new ideas and better methods. As a result, they became more productive and in doing so made the whole city more prosperous and dynamic itself. As we know today, in a city that is twice the size of another, the average worker produces 5–10 per cent more than in the smaller city. By measuring regional patterns of innovation and US population size, we find that a city that is ten times larger than another is seventeen times more innovative, and one that is fifty times bigger is 130 times more innovative.32


More efficient farmers could feed not just priests and scribes, but also bakers and brewers, spinners and weavers, metalworkers, brickmakers, jewellers, barbers, gardeners and artists – and they could hold slaves. And these could in their turn provide the farmers with clothes, tools, weapons, buildings and entertainment that they could never have produced on their own. This is why these early Mesopotamian cities record the first instances of advanced medicine, music, libraries, maps, mathematics, chemistry, botany and zoology.


Many wonder why early humans gave up what they assume to be a convenient forager lifestyle for back-breaking work on the farm, to produce monotonous food that is bad for our bodies and teeth. It’s a reasonable question, but firstly, it was obviously not a sudden decision with all long-term consequences fully understood. Secondly, the evidence is that most hunter-gatherers jump at the chance of abandoning their lifestyle as soon as they find a richer and safer alternative. Midway through his book on what we can learn from traditional societies, Jared Diamond shares a story about an American friend who travelled halfway around the world to meet a newly discovered band of New Guinea forest hunter-gatherers. Once he arrived he found that half of them had already moved to an Indonesian village and put on T-shirts. ‘Rice to eat, and no more mosquitoes!’ they explained.33


The traditional understanding has it backwards. It was not that the need for security made us build the first cities, but that cities created so much wealth that they needed walls to protect it. In many Mesopotamian city-states there were two authority figures. The first was the en, a high priest or priestess who was in charge of the temple, both the community’s link with the divine and spiritual, but also responsible for more mundane matters. The temples functioned like economic corporations with their own workshops, trade relationships and hundreds of workers and slaves. We are used to thinking about how a temple can be cleansed of merchants and money changers, but at the dawn of civilization the temple was something similar to a state-owned company, with coercive power. The high priest was a CEO, organizing labour and distributing the income. In Sumerian and Akkadian the same word is used both for ‘priest’ and ‘accountant’. Today, it’s easier to tell the difference.


The other authority figure in the city was the lugal, the ‘great man’, the commander who oversaw defence and relations with outsiders. With time, the lugal became more important in the cities, and the function slowly transformed into that of a king. At the same time, the role of the en shrank, becoming more of a ceremonial role.34 This is just what we would expect if cities started as vehicles for social and economic cooperation, and became so successful that they had to defend their wealth and territory against other cities.


Without international trade, the Mesopotamian cultures of the fourth to first millennia BC – the Sumerians, Assyrians, Akkadians and Babylonians – could not have survived. They had the right conditions to produce food, but they did not have the resources they needed for construction and tools. Archaeologist David Wengrow even talks about the first city as ‘the first global village’ because it was dependent on innovations in an area extending from the Cilician Gates, overlooking the Mediterranean, to the Gulf of Oman on the Arabian Sea.35


The first settled civilizations were dependent on the regular exchange of agricultural surplus for timber, metals, granite and marble from Syria and Anatolia, and later the Persian Gulf and western India. In fact, it might be that one incentive to invent productive, specialized agriculture was to create a surplus to exchange for the resources they needed (and wanted). Trade encourages economies of scale, where even small villages and countries can specialize in production that is too large for the domestic market.


The importance of Mesopotamian trade is revealed by the city of Dilmun, in today’s Bahrain. This was, according to historian of trade William J. Bernstein, ‘an ancient equivalent of Las Vegas’ with a large population in relatively barren surroundings, that survived because of food imports and a strategic position – it was a trading post for copper from what today is Oman. Traders were called alik-Dilmun (‘go-getters of Dilmun’) because they regularly sent large shipments of grain, fish and wool to Dilmun and came back with copper, all facilitated by outside investors who expected a decent return on capital.


Soon the Mesopotamians realized that they could mix copper with tin, which melted at a lower temperature and did not bubble and was therefore easily cast. The new alloy was bronze and became the standard material for tools, utensils and weapons. But since Mesopotamians had no tin, they had to import it all the way from sources in central Asia and northern Europe via multiple land routes. As Bernstein points out, we know about this metal trade because metals do not decompose. However, along the same route there must have also ‘existed a similar long-range barter for other valuable materials, such as linen, frankincense, myrrh, tigers, ostrich feathers, and a thousand other sights, sounds, and smells now lost to history’.36


In many respects, Mesopotamian cities had command economies. To begin with, the temple and later the king controlled the land and basic farming and forced the citizens, not just the slaves, to work. But even at the outset, there was some space for free markets. We have ample records of the grain and bread that rulers took and handed out, but people also obtained clothes, furniture and kitchen utensils, which suggests a role for more unrestrained commerce.37


The Sumerian sign for ‘market’ was a ‘Y’, which symbolizes that the marketplace was at a juncture of traffic routes. Sumerian merchants first worked as agents for the government and temple officials, but with time they accumulated capital, became independent and experimented with new business models. By 2000 BC, long-range trade was in private hands.


The globalists who created the classical world


The great globalists of the classical world – in fact, the people who arguably created the classical world itself – were the Phoenicians. This Semitic-speaking people came from the east coast of the Mediterranean, in present-day Lebanon. They connected the ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations with the new Mediterranean cultures (the Greeks, Etruscans and Romans), and made it possible for ideas, people and goods to move from one corner to the other. ‘They went not for conquest, as the Babylonians and Assyrians did,’ reports archaeologist James B. Pritchard. ‘Profit rather than plunder was their policy.’38


Around 1200 BC nearly all the major cities of the ancient world were sacked and destroyed by the ‘sea peoples’, a motley assortment of pirates who probably came from various places in the Mediterranean. There is a lack of consensus among academics, but these pirates probably wreaked so much havoc because of a combination of drought, earthquakes, the plague and new, deadlier swords and javelins. This so-called ‘Late Bronze-Age Collapse’ destroyed the old trade routes and took a horrible human toll. It resulted in a small dark age in Greece and many other places, but it also opened up opportunities for groups that would otherwise have been stifled by powerful emperors and temples. The Phoenicians would take advantage and end up ruling the waves for a thousand years.


Both their trading credentials and work ethic are revealed in their very name. ‘Phoenicia’ was the Greek term for one of their major exports, a reddish-purple dye that did not fade with time and could only be extracted by crushing the shells of large quantities of sea snails. Apparently, it took as many as twelve thousand snails to yield just 1.4 grams of pure dye, enough to colour the trim of a single garment.39 Naturally, it would soon become the colour that Roman emperors preferred for their togas, as they had to wear whatever was most impressive and expensive.


The Phoenicians were also the first great seafarers, fearless and persistent, who came up with a series of innovations and improvements that made it possible to sail the open seas. They used their cedar wood to build wide merchant ships with a rounded bottom to make room for more cargo. Their ships also featured a novelty that has been compared in importance to the wheel for land transport: the keel, the wooden blade that descends into the sea and keeps ships upright. The Phoenicians also pioneered standardized shipbuilding, dry docks, artificial harbours, cartography and maritime law. They learned how to sail by the North Star, which the Greeks came to call ‘the Phoenician Star’ – a name that stuck until the nineteenth century.


By the middle of the second millennium BC the Phoenicians started transporting their much sought-after cedar wood down the Euphrates to lower Mesopotamia. The wood was used by King Solomon for his temple and for the roof of the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, one of the Seven Wonders of the World. From western India they brought hardwood, minerals and precious stones. This laid the ground for an elaborate trading network throughout the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf, with a series of Phoenician city-states in North Africa and the western Mediterranean, like Carthage in modern Tunisia. Some of their cities became incredibly wealthy. The island city of Tyre has been described as a miniature Manhattan, with tall buildings and impressive economic clout.40


The Phoenicians did not just export and import; they also became middlemen who conducted trade on behalf of other cultures. This gave them the opportunity to learn and use the thoughts and technologies of one group and improve on them with ideas from another. As a result, they became known as skilled craftsmen and as a conduit of ideas and resources, everything from ironwork to fine music. This ancient form of globalization gave a tremendous boost to the industrial and scientific forces of the known world.


Since the Phoenicians wanted to communicate with all kinds of people, they developed a new alphabet that replaced the incredibly complex pictographic Egyptian hieroglyphs and Sumerian cuneiform. It was a simple twenty-two-letter phonetic code that was easy to learn and use, no longer requiring professional scribes and thereby democratizing both writing and business. The Greeks imported the alphabet, but added vowels, which the Phoenicians lacked. This in turn became the basis for the Latin alphabet, used by the Romans, and by you as you read this book.


This was the open, classical world that the great Greco-Roman essayist Plutarch had in mind when he praised the sea:




This element, therefore, when our life was savage and unsociable, linked it together and made it complete, redressing defects by mutual assistance and exchange and so bringing about cooperation and friendship […] if there were no sea, man would be the most savage and destitute of all creatures. But as it is, the sea brought the Greeks the vine from India, from Greece transmitted the use of grain across the sea, from Phoenicia imported letters as a memorial against forgetfulness, thus preventing the greater part of mankind from being wineless, grainless and unlettered.41





Some grew incredibly wealthy on this trade while others remained desperately poor. Often it upset old patterns of trade, and many people who had previously prospered got hurt. The ensuing inequality bred resentment and hostility among those who felt left behind. Old Testament prophets often railed against cosmopolitan elites who prospered due to trade links. In the eighth century BC, Isaiah criticized those who ‘clasp hands with foreigners’ and Zephaniah warned that Yahweh would punish the traders and ‘all who dress themselves in foreign attire’.42


The Phoenicians’ strength came from their productivity and trade, not from their military strength, and in the end their city-states were destroyed by the likes of Nebuchadnezzar and the Romans, but they left a legacy that still persists today. The Phoenicians did not just teach the Greeks everything from architecture and glass-blowing to sport festivals and financial innovations, they also inspired them to follow in their footsteps, as traders and colonists. As the Phoenicians established cities in North Africa and the western Mediterranean, the Greeks started doing the same in southern Europe and the eastern Mediterranean. And the Romans famously proclaimed themselves the cultural heir of the Greeks.



All roads lead to Rome


The Greeks and Romans did not have the same fondness for commerce as the Middle Easterners, partly because they considered themselves superior. Often trade was seen as a necessary evil, a dirty task for slaves and foreigners. But with the exception of the Spartans, the Greeks soon learned that it brought prosperity and so they started to imitate their Middle Eastern neighbours.


The agora, the assembly space in Greek cities, took on an increasingly commercial flavour from about 700 BC. In the fourth century the comic poet Eubulus provided a witty list of everything for sale in the agora of Athens: ‘figs, witnesses to summonses, bunches of grapes, turnips, pears, apples, givers of evidence, roses, medlars, porridge, honeycombs, chickpeas, lawsuits, beestingspudding, myrtle berries, allotment machines, irises, lamps, water-clocks, laws, and indictments’.43 There was even an ‘Agora of the Kerkopes’, a black market for stolen goods.


The Romans considered plundering of the provinces both a quicker and more glorious way to get rich than trade but, as was the case with many empires, the Romans’ unification of enormous areas also gave new opportunities for migrants, travellers and traders. Outsiders suffered from the Romans’ brutal wars, but many citizens benefited from peace within – and from Roman law and currency. Remarkably, few of the early Roman cities were walled. And even when they built walls, like the 118-kilometre Hadrian’s Wall in Britannia, the purpose was not to prevent movement but to control it. Along the wall, there was a small fort with a gateway approximately every Roman mile, through which people, goods and livestock passed. By the first century BC, Rome had conquered the entire Mediterranean coastline, and since 90 per cent of its people lived within 15 kilometres of the sea, it meant that cheap water transport was possible almost everywhere.44 If you had to go by land there was also an incredible 80,000 kilometres of paved roads. All roads did indeed lead to Rome.


Larger vessels than ever shipped soldiers and slaves but also economic treasure. The large number of shipwrecks in the Mediterranean from this period has led scholars to wonder whether the same volume of trade was reached again before the nineteenth century. Technological breakthroughs that emerged anywhere in the Middle East, North Africa, the European Continent or Britain rapidly spread to other parts of the empire. Even in humble villages on the outskirts, high-quality imported Roman pottery has been found, and there were sophisticated markets in clothing, footwear and tools.45


In the mid-second century AD, the Greek orator Aelius Aristides gave an account of Rome as an open civilization:




So many merchant ships arrive here, conveying every kind of goods from every people every hour and every day, that the city is like a factory common to the whole earth. […] So everything comes together here – trade, seafaring, farming, the scourings of the mines, all the crafts that exist or have existed, all that is produced and grown. Whatever one does not see here is not a thing which has existed or exists.46





In effect, the Roman Empire both created and was built by an early version of globalization. Monte Testaccio, by one of the old ports on the river Tiber, was built by it in a literal sense. This 35-metre-high hill, thought to be much higher in ancient times, is made up of around 53 million discarded amphorae. It is the result of Rome’s vast imports of olive oil, which the empire’s citizens used not just for food but also to wash with and burn in their lamps. When the oil was unloaded from ships, it was decanted into bulk containers and the amphorae, made in Spain, Libya and Tunisia, were thrown away, creating a hill covering an area of 20,000 square metres. This mountain of waste was not just a powerful symbol of the extent of exchange in the classical world, it was also an early harbinger of the environmental consequences of increasing globalization and consumption, a topic we will return to in chapter 8.


As a result of this unprecedented international division of labour, intellectuals began to develop ideas about a utopian, universal economy where mutual economic gain was associated with a cosmopolitan brotherhood of man. Sometime before the year 65 AD Seneca wrote about how ‘the wind has made communication possible between all peoples and has joined nations which are separated geographically’, and the fourth-century pagan Libanius explained it poetically:




God did not bestow all products upon all parts of the earth, but distributed His gifts over different regions, to the end that men might cultivate a social relationship because one would have need of the help of another. And so He called commerce into being, that all men might be able to have common enjoyment of the fruits of the earth, no matter where produced.47





By drilling deep in the ice core, researchers can create a record of atmospheric pollutants thousands of years back. This is useful to economic historians since most lead emissions were the result of silver processing and can be seen as an indicator of economic activity. It turns out that levels began to rise around 900 BC, as the Phoenicians began to connect the Mediterranean, and then it accelerated and peaked in the first and second centuries during Pax Romana. As the Roman Empire fell into decline, levels plunged and would not reach their former heights for five hundred years.48 The empire could not uphold security and infrastructure so trade networks disintegrated and the internal division of labour unravelled between 400 and 600 AD. It was like the Late Bronze-Age Collapse all over again, and many professions disappeared as cities shrank. The fashionable opinion nowadays is that there was no real Dark Age, and as a reaction to traditional historians’ obsession with compartmentalizing epochs, modern historians have rightly emphasized the forgotten continuity between them. But the archaeological record is pretty straightforward.


Archaeologist and historian Bryan Ward-Perkins has shown that the fall of Rome can be traced in almost any measure of living standards, whether of peasants, kings or saints. Material sophistication and mass production disappeared. Where they once built in stones and bricks, they now had to build in wood, with earthen floors. Where once even buildings for storage and animals had tiled roofs, soon only bishops and kings did. We find few coins from this period and the number of literate people declined dramatically. In some remote provinces, writing disappeared entirely. The universal economy collapsed.49 It can rightly be called a Dark Age, a phenomenon that has been repeated in several guises and scales throughout history when openness has given way to separation and isolation.


A lesson of two islands


More than ten thousand years ago, gradually rising sea levels began to cut Tasmania off from Australia. Soon a 200-kilometre stretch of unpredictable sea made contact impossible. The Tasmanians never saw their friends to the north again, and for five hundred generations their culture developed in total isolation from the rest of humanity.
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