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Tanz in der Matrix


The Strait of Hormuz, the Matrix of Power, and the Strategic Reawakening of Iran


“A nation is not free because it carries a flag.


It is free when it can decide.”


— P. G.










Author Note on Editions


This book stands in direct intellectual continuity with the author's wider work on invisible systems of power, human governability, civilizational structure, and lawful sovereignty. It was conceived against the background of a world in which many people still mistook visible office for real control and many nations still mistook formal independence for operative freedom.


The first impulse behind this work belongs to the same intellectual movement that shaped earlier reflections on the invisible chain, the matrix of the human being, the discipline of living inside programmed systems, and the geopolitical question of chokepoints, sanctions, and corridor power. What has changed since those earlier formulations is not the essence of the problem but its visibility. The hidden architecture has become easier to see. Financial rails are more openly weaponized. Supply chains have revealed their political nature. Platforms now shape plausibility at civilizational scale. Sanctions have hardened into systemic design. Legal asymmetry appears more openly in the distribution of risk, punishment, and legitimacy.


This volume was written as a synthetic response to that visibility. It does not propose rage, recklessness, or fantasy revolution. It proposes clarity, endurance, lawful self-protection, structural intelligence, and the construction of alternatives. Its subject is the modern form of empire that survives after formal empires retreat: the empire of permissions, infrastructures, standards, narratives, and defaults. Its aim is to show how individuals, institutions, and nations can understand that empire deeply enough to survive it without kneeling before it, and how a chain of competent, serious, free nations might one day reduce its reach.










Preface


Every age develops its preferred camouflage. Some ages hide domination in theology. Some hide it in race, dynastic right, or civilizing myth. Our age prefers to hide domination in systems. It speaks the language of neutrality while arranging dependence. It speaks the language of openness while ranking movement. It speaks the language of law while distributing interpretation unequally. It speaks the language of innovation while making whole societies rent access to technological layers they do not govern. It speaks the language of security while attaching that security to deference. It speaks the language of freedom while reducing available options to those acceptable within predesigned corridors.


That is why so many intelligent people misread the modern world. They search for power in the wrong places. They look only at presidents, parliaments, party slogans, military parades, elections, and public scandals. Those matter. But beneath them lives a quieter architecture that decides what remains financeable, insurable, movable, legal, visible, and respectable. Most public politics takes place inside that architecture rather than above it. To describe that architecture is the purpose of this book.


The argument is simple in form and demanding in implication. Human beings become governable long before overt coercion arrives. Nations become dependent long before formal sovereignty disappears. Colonization evolves. It does not vanish. It moves from flags to standards, from garrisons to finance, from tribute to ratings, from occupation to compliance, from censorship to platform-managed plausibility, from visible empire to invisible empire.


Yet this book is not written in despair. It is written from the conviction that power, however refined, is not magical. It is built. What is built can be studied. What is studied can be mapped. What is mapped can, with patience and competence, be answered. The point is not to preach purity or promise a utopia. The point is to recover seriousness. A serious human being can reduce manipulability. A serious institution can reduce capture. A serious nation can reduce dependency. A serious chain of nations can reduce the range of invisible empire itself.


The book moves deliberately from the human being to the state, from psychology to trade, from platforms to shipping, from law to logistics, from mental colonization to civilizational reconstruction. It does so because these are not separate problems. The person who cannot govern attention becomes easier to govern politically. The nation that cannot govern standards becomes easier to govern economically. The society that confuses visibility with importance becomes easier to govern narratively. The civilization that cannot convert memory into institutional design becomes easier to govern historically.


If there is severity in these pages, it is the severity of realism. The world is not gentle. Soft systems are often backed by hard force. Compliance lives under deterrence. Reserve currencies live under military geography. Narrative authority lives under infrastructural concentration. But realism need not become cynicism. One can refuse naivety without worshipping brutality. One can study the machinery of the age without becoming a servant of its coldest instincts. That is the narrow path this book tries to take.


It is therefore addressed to readers who are tired of both fantasy and sedation. It is for those who no longer want the comfort of shallow slogans, whether revolutionary or managerial. It is for those who suspect that the deepest chains are often invisible, and that the first movement toward freedom is the discipline of seeing. It is also for those who understand that seeing alone is not enough. A civilization survives not because it diagnoses well, but because it builds what diagnosis demands.










Introduction


The World Behind the World


Most people, when they think about power, picture something they can see. They picture a president behind a podium, a soldier in a uniform, a flag rising above a building, a tank crossing a border, a banker counting money in a tower of glass. These images are not false. They are merely small. They are the visible surface of a vast and silent machinery that does most of the actual ruling of the modern world. To live without seeing that machinery is to live as a piece on a board, persuaded that the board is the whole of reality.


This book is written for those who suspect that the board is not the whole of reality. It is written for the citizen who cannot understand why the price of bread responds to a meeting in another hemisphere; for the merchant whose ship cannot be insured because of a sentence written in a language he has never read; for the engineer whose work is delayed because a server in a distant country refuses an update; for the minister who signs a treaty he does not believe in because no other treaty is on offer; for the young person who feels, without being able to name it, that the menu of permitted lives has been narrowed before he has been allowed to choose. To all of them this book says: you are not imagining it. There is an architecture above the architecture. Once you learn to see it, you cannot unsee it. And once you cannot unsee it, you are no longer fully governable by it.


The thesis of this work is direct. The modern world is ruled less by armies than by systems of permission. It is ruled by the rails along which money is allowed to move, by the categories within which goods are allowed to be classified, by the ports at which ships are allowed to dock, by the skies through which aircraft are allowed to pass, by the screens on which faces are allowed to appear, and by the language within which those faces are allowed to speak. A government may have soldiers and yet not have its own currency. A people may have a flag and yet not control the conditions under which their food arrives. A leader may sign decrees and yet discover that the decrees do not function because somewhere, far away, an unseen office has decided that they will not be honored. This is the modern condition of most of the human family. To call it sovereignty is to insult the word.


I will use the word empire in this book, but I will not use it as the older books used it. The empires of the past wore robes and crowns and built fortresses on the horizons of their conquests. The empire of the present wears a suit, drafts standards, and builds nothing visible at all. It does not need to. Its instruments are codes, indices, ratings, clearing systems, technical norms, certifications, sanctions lists, default settings on the screens of half the world. Its violence is mostly potential. Its rule is mostly invisible. It does not need to occupy a country if it can occupy the assumptions of that country’s elite. It does not need to censor a press if the press will censor itself in pursuit of legitimacy. It does not need to forbid a thought if the thought has been pre-emptied of its content by the supply of more pleasant alternatives.


I write this not in rage but in cold attention. The modern world rewards rage because rage can be sold back to the one who feels it. What concerns me here is neither conspiracy nor accident, but structure: an evolved architecture with logic, weak points, and consequences serious enough to study with precision.


The second purpose of this book is therefore constructive. It seeks to show how a serious individual and a serious nation may stand inside this machinery without being dissolved by it, and in time help to build alternatives. I do not promise revolution. Revolutions often keep the cage and merely change the keepers. I point instead toward competence, clarity, lawful strength, and patient construction.


The path will not be a single nation’s. One free country, surrounded by a hostile architecture, can be choked. The path is a chain — a chain of nations that have done the inner work, that respect each other’s dignity, that trade without humiliation, that defend each other’s passages, that hold to standards higher than those of their tormentors, and that refuse, together, to accept that the present arrangement of the world is permanent. Such a chain has not yet been forged. The materials exist. The discipline does not yet. This book is one small effort to begin to supply that discipline.


I owe the reader two warnings. The first is that nothing in this book is offered as a substitute for the difficult work of one’s own thought. I will name systems, describe their mechanisms, sketch their counter-architecture. I cannot do for any reader the act of seeing. That act is private. The second warning is that I will be plain. I will not soften descriptions of how power works in order to spare the feelings of any side. I will not pretend that the dominant order is a benign accident, and I will not pretend that those who suffer under it are saints by virtue of suffering. The world is not a moral allegory. It is a field of forces, and the forces obey their own laws. The serious reader wishes to know those laws. The unserious reader wishes to be told who to hate. This book is for the first reader. The second reader will be disappointed quickly, and may put the book down with my blessing.


There is one further thing to say at the outset. A book about invisible power can easily slip into one of two errors. It can become paranoid, and see in every event the hand of a single hidden master. Or it can become complacent, and dismiss the whole question with a shrug, calling all systems neutral. Both errors are forms of intellectual surrender. The truth is that the architecture is not run by one master, but it is also not neutral. It has interests. It has beneficiaries. It has habitual victims. It has internal contradictions. It is built, and what is built can be rebuilt. To hold that thought steadily, without sliding into either myth or apathy, is the discipline this book asks of its reader.


The chapters that follow move from the inside outward: from the governable person to the governable nation; from older empires to standards, finance, logistics, narrative, and force; from survival to reconstruction; and finally to the chain of free nations by which sovereignty may be defended without becoming a new prison.


I make no claim that this book is the last word on its subject. I claim only that it is a serious word, written by a man who has tried to look without flinching, and who believes that the human family is not condemned to live forever inside arrangements it did not choose. To see the invisible is the beginning of freedom. To build, on the basis of what is seen, is the work of a lifetime, and of more than one lifetime. Let us begin.


✦ ✦ ✦










Part I


How the Human Being Becomes Governable




1. The Inner Colony


Before any nation falls, a class of people inside it has already fallen. Before any policy is imposed from outside, an attitude has been cultivated within. The cleverness of modern domination is that it does not begin at the border. It begins inside the head of the citizen, the official, the journalist, the artist, the businessman, the soldier. It is in those heads that the foreign idea is first installed, that the local pride is first weakened, that the imported standard is first accepted as natural. By the time the foreign demand arrives, the only response the inhabitant of the inner colony can imagine is consent.


This is the strangest fact about modern rule. It does not require a foreign administrator at every desk. It requires only that the local administrator have, in his soul, a foreign administrator. Once that interior official is installed, the external one becomes redundant. He is replaced by what looks, to the casual eye, like the freely chosen judgment of an independent man. The man bows, and believes he has not bowed.


The construction of the inner colony is not a mystery. It is built out of recognizable materials, present in every society, sharpened to particular intensity by the present age. They are fear, status hunger, debt, desire, routine, exhaustion, the addiction to approval, the framing of attention by media, the overstimulation of the nerves by digital instruments, and finally the deep settling of the mind into learned helplessness. Each of these deserves to be looked at honestly, because each of them, when understood, can be in part undone.




Fear


Fear is the oldest tool. It does not need to be the fear of death; in modern life it is more often the fear of loss — loss of a job, loss of a status, loss of access, loss of standing in a small circle of opinion that the fearful person mistakes for the world. The new fear is administered through soft instruments. A line in an email. A change in a metric. A removal from a list. A quiet exclusion from a conversation that, last week, the person had thought he was a permanent member of. Such losses are bloodless. They are also more effective than blood, because they can be repeated without drawing attention.


A man who is afraid of a particular kind of loss can be moved in any direction by the suggestion that the loss is being prepared for him. He does not have to be told this. He learns to anticipate it. He begins to govern himself in advance, on behalf of those who would otherwise have to govern him from outside. He becomes his own watchman. He pays his own salary as a watchman. He even thanks those who installed the watch.


The first task of a serious life is to identify, with cold honesty, what one is actually afraid of losing. Most of these things, on inspection, are smaller than they seemed. Some are not even desirable to keep. Some are obstacles to becoming the person one suspected one was. To name a fear is not to abolish it, but it is to take it out of the hand that was holding it against you.





Status hunger


Modern societies have replaced many of the older sources of meaning with one supreme metric: where one stands in the perception of others. The metric is delivered constantly, in numbers, in invitations, in seating positions, in followers, in titles. It is the great lever of governance because it is mostly self-applied. The status-hungry person does not need to be threatened. He needs only to be promised. A small elevation will buy a large compliance. A small humiliation will buy a larger one.


The architects of invisible power understand this perfectly. They do not need to bribe the elites of a satellite nation in cash. They need to invite them to the right conferences, list them in the right rankings, seat them near the right chairs, and quote them in the right journals. The cost is negligible. The return is the loyalty of the entire stratum that imitates those elites. A whole country can be steered by managing the seating chart of a few hundred dinners a year.


To be free of status hunger is not to despise honor. It is to refuse to let one’s honor be assigned by people whose interests are not one’s own. It is to derive one’s sense of standing from a deeper court — from one’s work, from one’s conscience, from those whose judgment one has examined and found worth respecting. This is harder than it sounds. The instinct to be approved is older than reason. But it can be educated. It is the difference between a man and a weather vane.





Debt


A man who owes is a man who is ruled. This was true of the peasant who owed grain to the lord, and it is true of the citizen who owes a mortgage to a bank that itself owes its license to a regulator that itself answers to a system the citizen has never seen. The chain of obligation is long, but its end is the same. The debtor cannot risk what the lender disapproves of. The debtor adjusts his politics, his speech, his ambitions, his friendships, to remain in the lender’s good graces. He does this without being told. He has internalized the lender’s perspective.


Modern economies are constructed in such a way that almost every adult is in some condition of debt — to a bank, to a state, to a credit agency, to an employer who advances him a salary against the surrender of his hours, to an algorithm that grants him reputation in exchange for compliance. The cumulative effect is a population that is structurally docile. The docility is not seen as docility. It is experienced as responsibility, as adulthood, as the mature acceptance of how the world works.


Freedom requires that one’s indebtedness be limited and chosen. There are debts that buy something durable: an education, a tool, a home that will not be taken in a panic. There are debts that buy only the appearance of a life one cannot afford. The first kind buys time. The second kind sells it. A serious person knows the difference, and protects himself from the soft pressure of a culture that profits from the second kind.





Desire and the management of attention


The modern person is not starved. He is over-fed, in every sense. His desires are not suppressed; they are produced, in industrial quantities, by mechanisms that he does not perceive as foreign. New objects, new identities, new sensations, new outrages, new entertainments are delivered to him at a rate that no nervous system was designed to process. He swims, every day, in a current of stimulus that washes away the slower faculties — patience, memory, judgment, restraint. What is left, after years of this current, is a being capable of reaction but increasingly incapable of decision.


This is governance by saturation. A mind that cannot rest cannot reflect. A mind that cannot reflect cannot resist. The technologies that deliver this current are not, of themselves, evil. They are powerful. Like all powerful things, they will be used by those who know what they are doing against those who do not. The serious person learns to ration his exposure as he would ration his diet. He chooses what enters his attention as carefully as he chooses what enters his body. To do otherwise in the present age is to volunteer for slow domestication.





Routine and exhaustion


The exhausted man is the obedient man. He has not the energy to question. He has not the energy to read past the headline. He has not the energy to resist the small insults that he must absorb in order to keep his place. He goes home, and is offered, on screens, an evening of pre-prepared opinion, pre-prepared emotion, preprepared identification with characters whose lives are nothing like his. He sleeps, and wakes, and does it again. After enough years, the question of who he might have been, had he not lived this way, has been quietly retired.


There is a humane response to this, and it is not contempt. The exhaustion is real. The schedules are punishing. The cost of living rises faster than the wage. The system has been designed, or has evolved, to extract a maximum of effort and a minimum of attention. To climb out of this requires both courage and small daily acts of refusal — to keep an hour of the day for one’s own thought, to keep a week of the month for one’s own training, to keep a year of the life for the slow construction of an inner ground that no employer and no platform can reach.





Approval addiction


Of all modern weaknesses, perhaps the most underrated is the constant need to be liked. The instruments of communication have been built around this need. Each notification is a tiny dose. Each pause without approval is a tiny withdrawal. Whole populations have been brought to a state in which the absence of applause is felt as a wound. Such populations are easy to lead, because they will avoid almost any thought, and almost any act, that would cost them applause.


Approval is not nothing. To be loved by those one loves is one of the great goods of life. But to be applauded by strangers, who do not know you, who will forget you tomorrow, whose taste has been shaped by the same machinery that you are trying to see — this is an idol. To be free of it is to be able to say, in a room of disapproval, what one believes. It is to be able to be quiet, in a room of cheap agreement, that one does not share. The number of adults capable of this in any society is a measure of that society’s reserves of freedom.





Media framing


The mind acts on the world it perceives. The perception of the world is, for almost everyone, mediated. The mediators have a position. They have employers. They have careers. They have the ordinary human tendency to be liked by their peers and to avoid the kinds of stories that would cost them their seat. From a thousand events of the day, they select a few. From a thousand framings of those few, they choose one. From a thousand emphases of that framing, they pick the one that flatters their audience and protects their access. The result is delivered to the citizen as the news, as reality, as what has happened.


I do not say this to condemn journalists, many of whom are honorable. I say it because the cumulative effect of their craft, taken as a whole, is the construction of a public mind. That mind has blind spots that match the blind spots of its makers. The serious person assumes the existence of those blind spots. He cross-reads. He follows sources whose interests differ. He learns the languages of more than one civilization. He is willing to read men he disagrees with, because in such men he will find the parts of the world that his preferred mediators have decided not to show him.





Digital overstimulation


There is an ancient question: what does it do to a man to live every day in a state of mild emergency? The answer, written in the bodies of millions, is now visible. Sleep deteriorates. Concentration shortens. Anxiety becomes the baseline, not the exception. The capacity for sustained reading, the prerequisite of every serious art and every serious science, declines across whole generations. The capacity for silence, the prerequisite of every serious conscience, is lost early and difficult to recover.


This is not a personal failing. It is the predictable result of an environment built by men who profit from one’s inability to look away. To recognize this is the first step. To impose, on oneself, a deliberate counter-environment is the second. There must be hours without the device. There must be a room without the screen. There must be days, here and there, on which one returns to the longer rhythms — a long walk, a long book, a long conversation with someone whose face one can see. From such hours the inner ground is rebuilt. Without such hours, the inner ground washes away, and the person who results is governable by anyone with a notification.





Learned helplessness


When a population has been managed long enough, a peculiar belief settles into it. The belief is that nothing it does makes any real difference, that the powers above it are too vast to influence, that political life is theater, that economic life is fate, that one’s small honesty in one’s own corner is naïve, that the only rational response is private pleasure and quiet cynicism. This belief is the highest achievement of invisible empire. It is a self-applied paralysis. It does not need to be enforced. It is volunteered.


The cure for it is not optimism. False optimism is its mirror image, and equally useless. The cure is small, demonstrable competence. Build one thing that works. Keep one promise across one decade. Repair one institution. Train one apprentice. Win one case. Run one factory honestly. Out of such acts, in time, comes the recovery of belief in agency. Without such acts, all books on freedom are decoration.
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