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         When news of Hernán Cortés’s arrival first reached the capital of the Aztec Empire, Moctezuma II immediately summoned his closest advisors. How should they react to these unexpected visitors who had appeared out of the blue aboard their strange floating cities?

         Some said he should drive back the intruders at once. It wouldn’t take the imperial troops long to put an end to a few hundred insolent foreigners who had dared to set foot in the territory of the Triple Alliance. ‘Yes, but…’ said others. According to the first reports of these foreigners, they seemed to possess supernatural powers: they were completely covered in metal, so that even the sharpest arrows bounced off them. They rode giant deer-like beasts that obeyed their every command. And, most importantly, they had special blowpipes that spat fire and thunder, killing all who opposed their will. What if these beings were not barbarians at all, but gods? And what if their chief—white-skinned, bearded, 2wearing a shiny helmet—was actually the banished god, the feathered serpent Quetzalcóatl, returning to reclaim his lands?

         Caught between these opposing views, the emperor did what politicians throughout human history have done in this sort of situation: he decided not to decide. He sent an embassy to greet the foreigners with gifts, to impress them with the splendour of his reign, but to forbid them to march on the capital. The result of this hesitancy was the same as it has been throughout human history: by risking dishonour in an attempt to avoid war, Moctezuma was left with both war and dishonour.

         
             

         

         During the last three decades, the political leaders of Western democracies have, when confronted with the new conquistadors of technology, behaved in exactly the same way as those sixteenth-century Aztecs. Faced with the fire and thunder of the internet, social media and artificial intelligence, they have bowed down—in the hope that some of that magical fairy dust might be sprinkled upon them too.

         I cannot tell you the number of times I have witnessed such rituals of degradation. In every capital across the world, the same scene is repeated. The oligarch descends from his private jet, annoyed at being forced to waste his time with this obsolete tribal chief when it could be 3more usefully employed in some lofty post-human pursuit. After welcoming the oligarch amid great pomp and circumstance, the politician spends a large part of their brief private discussion begging him to build a research centre or an AI laboratory on his territory, before settling for a quick selfie.

         
             

         

         As with Moctezuma, their servility has not been enough to ensure our rulers’ survival. While pretending to respect the politicians’ authority for as long as they found themselves in a position of inferiority, the conquistadors have gradually built their empire. Now the hour of the predator is at hand. And, in this new world, everything that needs to be settled will be settled by fire and sword.

         
             

         

         This little book is an account of these events, written from the viewpoint of, and in the style of, an Aztec scribe—using images rather than concepts to capture the dying breath of one world as it sinks into the abyss, and the icy grip of another which will take its place. 4

      

   


   
      
         
5
            NEW YORK, SEPTEMBER 2024

         

         Four men dressed in brown are accompanying the president of the Palestinian Authority. One of them is a little taller than the others, another is a little fatter, but they all have the same grey hair, the same coarse skin, the same worn features of a bureaucrat or a former soldier turned bureaucrat. When they sit down, the hems of their brown trousers rise up to reveal short grey socks that disappear into cheap shoes. While Mahmoud Abbas launches into his monologue on the unfolding tragedy, the men in brown remain perfectly still, their four faces sharing the same expression of vague regret. At a given moment, their boss draws a parallel with the wars of 1948 and 1967, which forced hundreds of thousands of Palestinians into exile. Nobody knows what happened to them then. Some were newborns, then teenagers, tossed 6who-knows-where by the crashing waves of history. The men’s expressions don’t change; they are too tired. Nor do they change when the French president begins to speak. One or two of them, perhaps, understand French; the others must wait for the interpreter’s translation. But nothing seems to pierce the wall of their exhaustion, even when the conversation between the two heads of state grows more animated.

         They remain like that until one particular word is spoken. A single word, unexpected in the flood of all these formulaic phrases, the thousands of words that are habitually spoken in such meetings. When they hear this word, the men in brown become suddenly animated. Their slumped bodies straighten, their dull eyes shine as they look up at the two presidents. The four of them take out little notebooks and start to write, exchanging furtive glances and looking almost happy.

         
             

         

         Lula, the president of Brazil, is the ultimate modern embodiment of what Mérimée once observed in Lord Palmerston: ‘that mixture of a statesman and a small child’. He gets muddled, calling Macron ‘Sarkozy’, and he—like the men in brown—has seen too much of life: a metalworker in his teens, thirty years of struggle, prison, then two terms as president, during which he created the Bolsa Família that helped millions of Brazilians out of 7desperate poverty. And then the fall: prison again, for an absurd scandal, before being acquitted and resurrecting his political career, climaxing with a third term as president at the age of seventy-six. No other world leader can boast of a career like that. Lula is a joker, a world-weary provocateur, but he is still capable of brilliance; he can make his audience laugh and he can make them cry; he can enter a room full of heads of state and bend it to his will.

         At the end of the meeting, he mentions Haiti, with its gang-controlled capital, and promises to take care of it. The French president introduces him to the Haitian-Canadian writer Dany Laferrière. Lula smiles enthusiastically, hugging Dany and patting him on the back like some long-lost friend. ‘And this is another writer,’ Macron tells him, gesturing at me.

         A little embarrassed, I say: ‘But I’m just an Italian.’ Lula laughs, and gives me a consolatory hug.

         
             

         

         The Iranian president’s bodyguard stands in front of the door to the small room where his boss is in discussion with the French president. An employee of the Élysée Palace’s security team goes over to him: ‘Sir, you can’t stand there.’ The Iranian doesn’t so much as blink. The Frenchman insists: ‘Sir, I can see that you’re armed. That’s not acceptable. You are on French territory here.’ 8

         The Iranian stares at him: ‘My president is inside there.’

         ‘So is mine,’ the Frenchman replies. ‘I can assure you that he is not at risk.’

         The Iranian agrees to move a few inches away.

         Now it’s the turn of the American secret service agent to intervene. ‘Sir, you’re not allowed to stand there.’ Again, the Iranian doesn’t blink. ‘And I can see that you’re armed. That’s not acceptable. You are on American territory here.’

         For a second, the Frenchman looks lost.

         The Iranian steps back to his original position in front of the door.

         ‘Sir, you can’t stand there!’

         And we’re back to square one.

         
             

         

         Like the Battle of Waterloo as viewed through the eyes of Fabrice del Dongo in Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma, the General Assembly of the United Nations is not something that can be seen in its entirety. You need multiple viewpoints to perceive it fully. First, the perspective of the leaders, convinced that they are ruling the world, but more often than not at the mercy of necessity; occasionally they are capable of creating history, but not always in a positive way. Next, the perspective of the negotiators and advisors, or ‘sherpas’, who weave their webs while exchanging complicit looks, because they know the before 9and the after, what happens on stage and in the wings. Finally, the perspective of the bodyguards, who stare coldly at each other and struggle with the reality that the whole idea of a security perimeter here is essentially meaningless.

         Now, consider these three levels—the leaders, the advisors and the bodyguards—and multiply them by ninety-three, the number of national delegations present at the General Assembly. Each of them utterly convinced that their country is the centre of the world. Yes, even the delegation from Tuvalu. And the one from East Timor. Now you will start to understand why the United Nations cannot function. But perhaps also why we can’t do without it.

         ‘On this earth, there is something terrible, and it’s the fact that everybody has their reasons.’ This observation, from the Jean Renoir film The Rules of the Game, finds concrete form in an institution whose purpose is to bring all these reasons into contact with one another. But this is not a theoretical process. The UN General Assembly is, above all, a question of bodies.

         The bodies of leaders, accustomed to the vast spaces of the palaces where they normally reside, find themselves squeezed into the narrow corridors and cramped rooms of the misleadingly named Glass Palace. The bodies of advisors and sherpas, perched on their folding seats, 10listening out for the single word, among all the ritual phrases, that will enable them to move forward, despite the odds stacked against them. And the bodies of bodyguards, frustrated at being prevented from doing their job, tensing with irritation or relaxing with philosophical acceptance, running to keep close to their boss, slamming into other bodies.

         
             

         

         The body of a powerful person is an abstract entity. Immersed in the pomp of ceremonies that punctuate its existence—the golden sheen of palaces, the sirens of motorcades—it becomes a symbol, the incarnation of a collective entity: the nation, the state. But for this metamorphosis to work, for a simple human body to become the incarnation of millions of others, space is required: the ‘dimensions too considerable for the small number of their guests’, the silence and the ‘motionless luxury’ that Flaubert observed in royal residences.

         In Ancient Egypt, the steps leading up to the feet of the pharaoh were higher than necessary so that those who climbed them would feel their inferiority. In Berlin, the New Reich Chancellery built for Hitler by Albert Speer consisted essentially of a corridor almost 500 feet in length that visitors had to walk through before reaching the office with blood-red walls where the Führer awaited them. 11

         Distance, inaccessibility: the more remote the individual, the greater the power of the abstract symbol over the physical body. But the spaces inside the UN’s headquarters are too hemmed in, too crowded with powerful people: this year, there are eighty-seven heads of state and twenty-eight government leaders, not to mention all the ministers, ambassadors, heads of international organizations, the European Union, NATO. Consequently, the transfiguration cannot take place, and what remains is the physical body.

         
             

         

         The UN General Assembly is the moment, occurring once every year, when the world’s most powerful people become mere bodies again.

         And all these bodies are in movement. They run through corridors so they can make it to their meetings on time, or at least not be too late. They cram into lifts because they don’t want to be left behind. They shove their way through forests of microphones and cameras to reach the packed room where something might be happening. Something they could tell their grandchildren about. Or, more likely, something they’ll already have forgotten about by tomorrow morning.

         
             

         

         You wait or you run; there is no in-between. This is the rhythm of the General Assembly, and of politics in 12general. It is deadly boring: as Woody Allen said, ninety per cent of success in life is just showing up. Being there. And then, from time to time, you must pounce.

         The provocative theory put forward by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset about the state’s origins in sport is here startlingly confirmed. Testosterone levels are so elevated that physical confrontations are far from rare.

         Particularly since the bodies in question are almost all male. Less than ten per cent of participants in the General Assembly are women. The UN’s Secretary-General, António Guterres, deplores this fact once again in his speech, but it is highly unlikely that the situation will change any time soon: the UN itself has never chosen a female leader. Moreover, the men who end up here are not ordinary men. If politics is the continuation of war by other means, it is hardly surprising that this activity tends to attract the most violent characters, people who find meaning in life only when they are in conflict.

         
             

         

         Two delegations—each with its leader, its sherpas, its protocol officer, its bodyguards, its secret service agent—charge through a narrow corridor. Each is the centre of the world. Each has a vital meeting that they must (and cannot possibly) attend. They run in opposite directions. They collide. Each delegation expects the other to move 13out of the way. None of these men are used to yielding; they are accustomed to guards of honour, to roads being closed to traffic, to police cordons sealing them off from any possible hindrance. There are raised voices, outraged expressions. The tension mounts. Hands grab. Shoulders barge. Nostrils flare. Suddenly, the leaders recognize each other. Boric, the Chilean president, is a small wild boar of a man who moves everywhere with such fierce determination that you immediately sense he is incapable of taking a sideways step. He and Macron hug. The conflict is temporarily defused. The delegations go on their way.

         
            *

         

         Ten years ago, when I used to accompany the Italian prime minister on his trips around the world, there was a stupid game that I would play with his spokesman, who was, like me, a big fan of political TV shows. Back then, such series fell into three main categories. The first, which we might describe as heroic, included productions such as The West Wing, which represented politics as a virtuous competition between generally competent and well-intentioned people. The second sort of show was darker, depicting politics as a Hobbesian jungle in which nobody is innocent and the only law is survival. This category included House of Cards, extremely popular 14among politicians because it portrayed them as brilliant, unscrupulous Machiavellian characters, leading a fascinating life of intrigues and dirty tricks. The third category, on the other hand, which included sitcoms such as The Thick of It and Veep—both created by the great Armando Iannucci—showed political life as it actually is: a perpetual comedy of errors in which the characters, almost always unsuited to the positions they occupy, do their best to muddle along, extricating themselves from a series of unexpected, often absurd and sometimes utterly ridiculous situations.

         Filippo and I would attempt to work out what percentage of each day we spent travelling corresponded to these three categories. The result was, generally, about 10 per cent West Wing, 20 per cent House of Cards and 70 per cent Veep. At the time, this made us laugh: it was a way of defusing the tension and fatigue that accumulates in such circumstances. Not only that, but the Australian prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull, inadvertently joined our game during the 2016 elections, when he campaigned under the slogan ‘Continuity and Change’—almost exactly the same slogan used by the main character for her presidential campaign in season 4 of Veep. ‘We came up with the most meaningless election slogan we could think of,’ explained one of the show’s creators. 15

         
             

         

         Since then, the times have changed for the worse. The current global situation offers far fewer opportunities for laughter. Theoretically, the French president’s schedule includes a meeting with ‘His Excellency Mr Benjamin Netanyahu, Prime Minister of Israel’ at 10.15 a.m. on 25 September. But for the past twenty-four hours, in retaliation for a constant barrage of missiles into Israeli territory, the Israeli army has begun a heavy bombardment of southern Lebanon. There have already been hundreds of deaths, and tens of thousands of people have been forced to evacuate their homes to seek shelter further north. Because of this, Netanyahu’s presence in New York seems unlikely. It is difficult to make a speech to the UN when you are in the middle of this kind of operation. The French delegation requests an emergency meeting of the Security Council, with the aim of dragging the United States from its prolonged state of apathy and persuading it to join France in demanding a ceasefire between Israel and Hezbollah.

         
             

         

         One essential piece of the puzzle is represented by Iran, the implacable enemy of Israel and the chief sponsor of Lebanese Hezbollah. The Iranian president’s minions turn up at the small office occupied by the French to inspect the premises. The last time I saw these men was at the 2015 General Assembly, before the meeting between the Italian prime minister and the Iranian president. That day, 16they arrived with two Dyson fans, moments before their relaxed, smiling boss entered the room. At the time, the ink had only just dried on the nuclear deal, and relations between the Islamic Republic and the West seemed to be improving.

         This time, the atmosphere is different. There are no fans. The advance team perform a meticulous inspection of the room. I don’t know what they are searching for. A hidden microphone? A bomb? Maybe even both? Finally, the delegation itself arrives: the president, newly elected after the death of his predecessor in a helicopter accident, the foreign minister and two advisors, all four of them wearing black suits, gleaming beards, blank expressions.

         As usual, the meeting takes place on three levels. In the small office, President Pezeshkian recites the litany that he will later repeat to the General Assembly: You Westerners attack us over the smallest things, you are outraged whenever a criminal is thrown in one of our prisons, and at the same time you allow the massacre of thousands of innocent people in Gaza, and now in Lebanon… You should be in uproar against this, not only as political leaders, but first and foremost as human beings.

         Meanwhile, in the corridor outside, the bodyguards are dancing the muscular ballet I described at the beginning of this chapter. However, as is often the case in these rigid rituals, the breakthrough happens at an intermediate 17level, with the sherpas seeking an opportunity that will enable them to restart a dialogue. At the end of the meeting, one of the Iranian sherpas approaches Emmanuel Bonne, the French president’s diplomatic advisor. He introduces himself and begins a brief conversation. They take out their business cards. ‘Let me give you my mobile number…’ Bonne types the number into his own phone. A slender, fragile thread of hope has materialized out of nowhere. Who knows if it will lead to anything.

         This is the miracle of the General Assembly: it is the last place where people who are not used to speaking to each other can do so. Except, of course, when they don’t turn up. The bilateral meeting with Netanyahu has been officially cancelled. However, the president of Cyprus says the Israeli president is supposed to arrive that night; apparently they are staying in the same hotel. ‘The Cypriots are usually pretty well informed,’ his French counterpart says, half ironic and half optimistic.

         
             

         

         The other spectre haunting the corridors of the Glass Palace is Putin. The Tsar isn’t there, but his foreign minister, Sergey Lavrov, thunders from the stage of the General Assembly: ‘The hope that Ukraine could defeat Russia on the battlefield is insane, given that Moscow possesses nuclear weapons and that any attempt by the NATO alliance to continue helping Kyiv will prove suicidal.’ 18

         France’s permanent UN representative tells me about his meetings with Vladislav Surkov—Putin’s former spin doctor, who considered himself an artist—during the first negotiations on Ukraine. The character he describes is cold, highly competent and more brutal than I imagined. ‘The other Russians would tremble when he came into the room. And he didn’t even bother pretending. When we asked about the attitude of the separatists, whom the Kremlin claimed they weren’t controlling, he replied: “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of that.”’ On another occasion, Bonne gave me his description of Surkov: a brutal negotiator who—like many Russians of that kind—could sometimes be physically threatening. But also brilliant, and capable of surprising gestures. ‘Now he’s gone, all that remains is the brutality,’ the diplomat told me with a hint of regret.

         Three months before the invasion of Ukraine, Surkov—having recently been fired by Putin—published an article in which he laid bare the truth. Every society, he wrote, is subject to the physical law of entropy. However stable it might be, in the absence of external intervention, it ends up producing chaos within. It is possible to manage the problem up to a certain point, but the only way to solve the issue definitively is to export it. He went on to say that the great empires of history regenerated themselves by sending the chaos they produced beyond 19their own borders. The Ancient Romans did it, and so—according to Surkov—did the Americans in the twentieth century. And, naturally, so must Russia, ‘for whom constant expansion is not merely an idea, but the true existential reason behind our history’.

         Like all spin doctors, Surkov does not orchestrate events himself, he just adds a layer of intellectual cynicism to what is happening. To paraphrase Cocteau: ‘Since we do not understand these mysteries, let us pretend that we are organizing them.’ Not that this makes his thoughts on this matter any less interesting. Anyone who has travelled to the centre of the reactor and is willing to speak about it, however manipulative his words, possesses a quality that those who observe the machine from the outside rarely possess: relevance.

         
             

         

         The main victim of the sinister strategy described by Surkov is currently Ukraine. The French president has a face-to-face meeting with Zelensky. This time, there is no space for the sherpas to weave their webs. It is perhaps the most dramatic moment since the start of the war. The Ukrainians are on their last legs. The Russian army, having already suffered the loss of hundreds of thousands of soldiers, is advancing, indifferent to the human cost, and the US election threatens the increasingly uncertain international coalition with imminent implosion. 20

         I don’t know what the two leaders said to each other in the basement room where the Ukrainians have their UN office. What I do know is that I have never before seen anything like the scene I witnessed at the meeting’s end. After half an hour, Macron opens the door, his face a wax mask. He makes to leave the room: the meeting is over. Just then, Zelensky bursts out after him. Short, muscular, wearing the military fatigues that the whole world has come to recognize, he looks distraught, defeated, on the verge of tears. He grabs Macron’s arm and whispers something in his ear. A desperate plea. The French president turns around. He replies. The two men talk for another minute, their bodies close, radiating tension, but nobody can hear what they are saying. Finally, Macron’s expression changes: he doesn’t smile, but his jaw unclenches. ‘That’s an idea,’ he says. And he leaves Zelensky standing there in the doorway.

         
             

         

         Once the chaos goes beyond a certain stage, the only way to restore order is to identify a scapegoat. And the leader, any leader, is always a scapegoat-in-waiting. Tolstoy compared the leader to a ram fattened for slaughter. Fattened on triumph, on the obedience of his subjects, on power and wealth, only to be suddenly struck down by the same force that raised him. I hope Zelensky can escape that fate. But the laws of politics tolerate few exceptions. 21

         The Romans, fine connoisseurs of political tragedy, placed the Tarpeian Rock next to the Capitol. Traitors, sentenced to death, were thrown from its summit only a few yards from the place where they had spent their hours of glory. Nowadays, the principle still remains, even if tragedy often takes the form of farce: 10 per cent West Wing, 20 per cent House of Cards, 70 per cent Veep.

         
            *

         

         I remember two trips to the United States, four months apart. During the first trip—this was October 2016—President Barack Obama had decided to invite his friend Matteo Renzi, then the Italian prime minister, for one last state visit before he had to leave the White House. I remember the guard of honour at the airport, the national anthems, the highway to Washington closed to traffic. We spent the night in the White House. The next morning, the sun was shining on the vast, immaculate lawn, and the American president and his wife were waiting for their Italian counterparts at the top of the front steps. On each step stood a soldier in ceremonial uniform. The sound of trumpets. The boom of nineteen cannon shots. I watched Matteo and his wife with the feeling that this was all vaguely surreal.

         Four months later, we found ourselves at the same Washington airport, disembarking from a regular flight. 22Everything was slower, more laborious. The man with me, Matteo Renzi, was no longer prime minister, and the border control agent regarded him suspiciously. His colleagues at the immigration department had refused to issue Matteo with an ESTA, the visa waiver that is theoretically granted to anyone with a European passport. ‘The fact is that I travelled to Iraq and Iran while I was prime minister.’ Matteo smiled. He never lost his sense of irony.

         
            *

         

         In politics, though, it is not only when you fall from grace that you suffer. Politics is a world of perpetual pain. You have to be a certain kind of person to bear it. Like those deep-sea fish that are able to survive the pressure of thousands of tons of water.




OEBPS/images/9781805680178_cover_epub.jpg
GIULIANO DA EMPOLI

Author of The Wizard of the Kremlin

Encounters with the Autocrats
and Tech Billionaires
Taking Over the World

PUSHKIN PRESS





