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Law makes long spokes of the short stakes of men.


—WILLIAM EMPSON, LEGAL FICTION (1928)









Introduction


I began this book about the world on a lifelong hunch: there was something strange about the place where I grew up.


That place is the Swiss city of Geneva, though its location doesn’t tell the whole story. Geneva hosts the United Nations, the World Health Organization, and hundreds more international organizations and NGOs that employ thousands of diplomats, consuls, expatriate workers, and their families. There are more multinational companies there than I can count. Nearly half of Geneva’s population has a non-Swiss nationality. Without outsiders, the city would be nothing.


I am, and will always be, a part of this world apart—a place defined by a certain placelessness. I went to international schools, where the history we were taught had little to do with the battles that had been fought steps from the playground. My parents’ jobs at the UN—my father was an economist at the organization’s Conference on Trade and Development, and my mother, a conference interpreter for its secretariat—compounded the feeling of being a little elsewhere. My classmates seemed to move every few years, which made it feel like I was always moving, too, without my ever actually leaving. These feelings of rootlessness inspired my first book, The Cosmopolites, an investigation into the global passport market—the legal, above-board acquisition of citizenship documents. If you could buy a passport like a pair of sneakers, how much could it mean, really?


But there was another, less obvious reason for my unease with Geneva. It had to do with the rules: who made them, who followed them, and the places and people to whom they didn’t apply. As a teen, I watched the children of diplomats enjoying the functional immunity that came with their parents’ station by just walking away when the police caught them speeding or smoking pot in the park after dark. Duty-free shopping was another perk: if you fall into a certain employment category as a foreigner, the world is your airport. Near the UN, in a nondescript commercial building and down a steep flight of stairs, there is a special shop that lets you avoid sales tax on everything from boxer shorts to La Mer moisturizer. (“Easily one of the world’s most bizarre retail experiences,” reads one online review. “Where else can you spend thousands of euro on a watch and in the same transaction buy a microwaveable TV dinner?”)


Diplomats, I discovered, were only the visible tip of Geneva’s special cases. On the city’s main drag, private banks stored information that even the Swiss government couldn’t access, about the secret accounts of deposed monarchs and the ill-gotten gains of multinational evaders and avoiders. And a short walk from the pool where I learned to swim stood the Geneva Freeport, a cordoned-off warehouse that operated outside Swiss customs regulations. Conceived centuries ago to allow merchants to store grain, the freeport is where oligarchs now stash art, wine, jewels, and other luxury items.


On one hand, Geneva’s composition epitomizes a familiar kind of internationalism: the tangible, imperfect, often lovely kind that brings people of the world together in one place at one time, in peace. But there is something else at work here—something you can’t see, but whose influence on the world around it is as potent as the globalism of flesh and blood. I call it the spectral economy: the distant, disparate, yet astonishingly lucrative transactions that happen not in Geneva, but from Geneva. The city is full of conduits, or entrepôts, for a capitalism that is run remotely. It functions less as a place where things happen than as a portal to other worlds. And it turns out there are many more places like it. This book is about these places.


When I started writing The Hidden Globe, I sought to understand how my city got this way: how its infamous dullness squared with its endless repository of secrets. I also wanted to understand why I, a citizen of Geneva, felt so drawn to those other nowheres: city-states like Singapore and Dubai, Caribbean tax shelters, island offshore centers, airport bars, hotel lobbies, diplomatic compounds, and customs depots. These locales aren’t everyone’s idea of a good time, but to me they have always felt familiar, as though they share a common logic with my hometown.


It was only after leaving Geneva for New York that I began to piece the bigger picture together in my mind. I started to understand how spaces defined by surprising or unconventional jurisdiction—embassies, freeports, tax havens, container ships, Arctic archipelagoes, and tropical city-states—were the lifeblood of the global economy and a defining part of our daily lives.


Take world trade. Notwithstanding its brute physicality, shipping relies on the abstract technicalities that create special economic zones, grant control of ports to foreign corporations, allow landlocked nations to sell flags of convenience, and create loopholes for shipping firms to hire cheap onboard labor. The transactions that fund the movements of these goods—the silent transfer of unholy sums on screens—don’t necessarily follow a straightforward geography either. The routes that people, money, and things take to cross the globe do not trace the crow’s flight. Their paths are twisted, halting, and circuitous—and intentionally so.


In the United States alone, there are 193 active “foreign-trade zones” exempt from federal customs duties. They employ around 460,000 people (the population of Palm Springs!) and see hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of merchandise, from car parts to pharmaceuticals, move into and out of them over the course of a year, to be stored, altered, or assembled. In a world made up of 192 countries, at last count, there are an estimated 3,000 of these carve-outs. In China, the World Bank estimates that special economic zones have contributed 22 percent of the country’s GDP, 45 percent of total national foreign direct investment, and 60 percent of exports.


Or look to culture, even. Billions of dollars’ worth of artwork is believed to be kept in special warehouses exempt from national customs duties, along with cases of wine, piles of gold, and boxes of jewels. The harm here is twofold: not only is nobody present to admire, study, and understand these sequestered Monets and Picassos, but their owners may be hiding them for more nefarious reasons, like avoiding taxes or dodging a lawsuit.


These freeports inspired the Christopher Nolan film Tenet. Tenet is an action movie full of shootouts and car chases whose plot hinges on the idea that time is not always linear (which—spoiler alert—matters a great deal in a shootout or a car chase). The movie takes place almost entirely offshore: on yachts, on wind farms, and in these warehouses, which are geographically “in” a country but enjoy a fictitious extraterritorial status.


In his choice of settings, the director happened upon something more profound than the film might let on: The hidden globe can suspend time and place. It upends our sense of where we are.


My growing interest in these weird jurisdictions coincided with what appeared to be a geopolitical sea change. Donald Trump had just been elected president in the United States and was talking a big game about ending “globalism.” Narendra Modi, Victor Orbán, Jair Bolsonaro, and Rodrigo Duterte had won elections in India, Hungary, Brazil, and the Philippines on overtly nationalist platforms. The British were gearing up to pass Brexit, while European nations struggled to reconcile their purported commitments to human rights with large numbers of asylum seekers showing up at their borders. Pundits proclaimed that the era of freewheeling globalization was coming to an end, and nationalist politicians fed those pundits what they wanted in the form of racism, xenophobia, and the occasional trade tariff.


In the pages of the Financial Times and The Economist, on CNBC, and in dozens more websites and publications, columnists waved farewell to Davos Man. The nation-state was back, baby!


The tenor of these public conversations—and in particular, the binary between nationalism and globalism that was taking shape—vexed me. Having grown up in Geneva, with its many enclaves, I knew that you could be in two places at once: on Swiss soil, but under foreign jurisdiction; bound by some Swiss laws, but immune from others. On a much bigger scale, it seemed obvious that being part of a nation, territorially or otherwise, did not preclude participation in the global economy. That was precisely why Geneva was so full of international organizations. You had to be somewhere.


I also noticed that the so-called anti-globalists in the news had an awfully, well, global way of doing things. Donald Trump ran hotels and golf courses all around the world, as well as having a thing for foreign women. His high-profile entourage, too, seemed always to have one foot out the door. Peter Thiel, the libertarian investor turned conservative donor, was revealed to have bought himself New Zealand citizenship at the precise time he was embracing Trump’s America First ideology. Steve Bannon, often made out in the press to be Trump’s mastermind, was consorting with nationalists from other countries to globalize his vision for closed borders—from an Italian castle. Shortly before the 2017 World Economic Forum—the Trump administration’s first—I emailed the organization to ask how many times the members of his delegation had attended. The answer stunned me. Although energy secretary Rick Perry had attended only once before, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson had been to Davos three times. Elaine Chao, overseeing the Department of Transportation, was preparing for her fifth visit. And Robert Lighthizer, the secretary of trade, had fifteen notches on his ski poles.


Politicians are not known for being particularly consistent in their beliefs. But the chasm between what these men and women represented and what they actually did—not just in their personal lives, but with their money, and professionally—seemed to reveal more than opportunistic hypocrisy. It suggested that the system we all live in is made for this: to reconcile closed borders with the capitalist maxim of free trade.


As I began to understand these contradictions more clearly, I identified the places set aside to reconcile them so that everyday life could carry on: the places above, beneath, and sometimes within nations, in special jurisdictions that are largely hidden away, and in laws that stretch so far beyond a country’s borders that they are physically out of reach. These places also let politicians keep talking about their borders and tariffs and walls without losing out on business. This game of hopscotch, the economist Ronen Palan argues in his prescient 2003 book, The Offshore World, offers states “a politically acceptable, albeit awkward, way of reconciling the growing contradictions between their territorial and nationalist ideology . . . and their support for capitalist accumulation on a global scale.”


These places are not exactly secrets, but they are far-flung and disparate enough to seem at first glance like discrete oddities, rather than a network or a system. That is one of the reasons they remain so hidden in plain sight.


We tend to think of ourselves as citizens, or at least residents, of a nation. After all, the lessons most of us encountered in school included a map of the world divided by lines into countries. Each country, we learned, has a government; and each government rules over its land and its things and its people. The idea of one land, one law, one people, and one government is dominant, powerful, and often accurate. It forms the basis for much of national and international law.


The hidden globe is a kind of transfiguration of this map, an accretion of cracks and concessions, suspensions and abstractions, carve-outs and free zones, and other places without nationality in the conventional sense, stretching from the ocean floor to outer space. The hidden globe is a mercenary world order in which the power to make and shape law is bought, sold, hacked, reshaped, deterritorialized, reterritorialized, transplanted, and reimagined. It is state power catapulted beyond a state’s borders. It is also a state’s selective abdication of certain powers within its remit: enclaves filled not by lawlessness but by different, weirder laws.


The concept of the loophole originated in the seventeenth century to describe the small vertical slits in a castle wall through which archers could fire without risking enemy exposure. Its modern meaning has not changed all that much, only the archers are lawyers, consultants, and accountants—and the fortress, the state itself.


The desire to carve out exceptions is not new: communities have always set places apart for the purpose of contemplation, ritual, and worship. The Celts called these “thin places,” where the distance between heaven and earth was said to be shorter.


Today, our elsewheres and nowheres aren’t places of offerings, but places of evasion. They remind us of the newness of our world of bordered, independent states—a mold whose contents began to set only after decolonization—and its vulnerability to more powerful forces.


Capitalists, forever pursuing profit, regard liminal and offshore jurisdictions as frontiers. This book is as much about these modern frontiersmen as it is about their battlegrounds. But theirs is no freewheeling regime of open borders. While the existence of the hidden globe might appear to challenge the myth of the meaningful, unified nation, the nation is too sticky and politically expedient a concept to do away with entirely. In fact, the hidden globe can empower the most xenophobic and exclusionary nationalism. And these policies are not just the domain of the political right. Whether Republican or Democrat, conservative or liberal, the regimes behind them aim to bring the right people in and keep the wrong ones out.


By enabling nationalist immigration policies, the hidden globe thus circumscribes the lives of the world’s most disenfranchised people: there are detainees languishing in offshore prisons in the Caribbean and the Pacific, impoverished workers processing goods for export in duty-free industrial zones across the Global South, sailors and asylum seekers stuck on vessels they cannot leave for lack of papers. When a person can’t stay home and is unwanted abroad, they might end up in a third space: neither here nor there.


Seeing these spaces for what they are changed the way I saw the world, and I think it will change the way you see it too.


In the chapters that follow, you will learn how my hometown of Geneva and its nation, Switzerland, laid the foundation for the world we live in, through the people and wars and laws that shaped it. You’ll discover how this model inspired other states to push their borders farther and farther afield—onto the high seas, down to the ocean floor, and even into deep space. You’ll visit secret warehouses, virtual courtrooms, and legal black holes controlled by Western democracies and their allies. You’ll spend time in a free zone for goods, and think through whether we should be building free zones for people too.


The individuals I profile—who, I should add, took the time to share their worldview, their methods, and their ideals—are but a sample of a much larger group operating in the context of world-historical forces. I am grateful for their participation and am not here to judge their choices. But I do hope that my position on the hidden globe’s impact is clear. When the wealthiest citizens hide their money instead of paying taxes, towns and municipalities make do with less, which means worse schools, roads, infrastructure, and health care. When that money ends up in offshore centers, or is funneled through them westward, inequality grows. At a time when money is disproportionately transferred from poor countries to rich ones, and not the other way around, we need to think about the mechanisms that make that happen. When 90 percent of goods travel by ships that can easily evade responsibility for carbon emissions or labor practices, our seafood ends up being processed by slaves, and our appliances come with a side of pollution. A permanent refugee population anywhere casts a pall on our countries’ commitments to human rights and basic decency. For those of us in nominally democratic states, it casts a pall on us all.


I also want to make clear that resorting to nationalism is not the solution. To know where any of us stand—politically, economically, even physically—we need to stare deep into the cracks between borders. Only there can we see our true reflection in this world—and start to build a better one.
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City of Holes


Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, even if the thread of their discourse is secret, their rules are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals something else.


—ITALO CALVINO, INVISIBLE CITIES


Welcome to Geneva: the capital of the hidden globe. It is a city of exceptions, a state of Swiss cheese. For centuries, its vaults and hiding holes have shielded people from persecution and revolution, taxation and litigation. Since the Renaissance, it’s been a haven for people on the run, as well as their money, their ways of life, and their political beliefs.


Communists and capitalists, Protestants and Catholics, arms dealers and peacemakers, exiled monarchs and penniless refugees have all spent time in Geneva, patronizing the same cafés and chocolate shops, taking strolls along the same picturesque stretch of lake, communicating with one another in fragments of languages from around the world. Geneva has always been neutral territory: if not apolitical then mostly nonpartisan. But what brings us here is also a matter of metaphysics.


Above, beneath, and within this city are dozens of smaller cities, each encased in special dispensations, all playing by slightly different rules. Some are the size of a suitcase. Some are as big as a town. A fortune of vaults, warehouses, consulates, embassies, missions, international organizations, nuclear research facilities, and trading desks—all of them hiding in plain sight—give Geneva the fractal aspect of a Magic Eye book. Walk by quickly and you’ll see wallpaper. Stare harder, and constellations float up from between the lines.


It took me a long time to see Geneva in all its dimensions. The face it shows the world is so solid, so rooted, so heavy, it seems eternal. Its old city, la vieille ville, feels to me as much a part of the natural landscape as the mountains that surround it, as integral to the region’s topography as the Rhône and Lac Léman (aka Lake Geneva). If you read Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, set in Geneva more than a century ago, you’ll notice that the roads, neighborhoods, and embankments have held on to their old names.


The old town’s narrow passageways might even sound the way they used to. Several times a day, on the dot and to the minute, dozens of bells still ring out in tune from St. Peter’s Cathedral. Clémence, the bass bell of the carillon, was installed in 1407. She is twelve feet tall, weighs more than six tons, and keeps us in check with her scolding knell. The bell’s vibrations bore deep into the ground, where beneath the cathedral, the exhumed bones of a warrior chief from the first century BC have been preserved.


St. Peter’s was built high up on a hill in the twelfth century and grew over the years to command the cobblestones with its spiny zinc spire and its glowing stained glass. During the Protestant Reformation, the sixteenth-century movement that united many Europeans against the excesses of the Roman Catholic Church, St. Peter’s Gothic facade was stripped of all adornments and refashioned in a neoclassical style. The religious reformers—led in Geneva by John Calvin—embraced austerity to an extreme. Along with imposing strict moral codes, the Calvinists banned art—even religious art—as encouraging idolatry.


The cathedral’s colorful windows made the cut. An altarpiece, The Miraculous Draught of Fishes, did not. But one of its panels was saved from destruction and now sits on permanent display at a nearby museum.


The painting, by the Basel artist Konrad Witz, is a remarkable artifact: by many accounts, it is the first in European history to depict a recognizable topographical landscape rather than an imagined or biblical scene. Witz was working in the early 1440s, when Geneva was mostly countryside, but he must have been inspired by something bigger when he stared at Lac Léman. The panel explicitly positions the lake as a place where the sacred meets the profane. It anticipates the city’s role as a mediator between the material and the spectral. It is also a painting about faith: in God, of course, but also in money and in the importance of not asking too many questions.


The piece depicts a group of five apostles in a rowboat near shore, two of them holding oars, the three others pulling on a net bursting with writhing fish. It’s immediately apparent that the scene is not set on the Sea of Galilee, where the Bible story is said to have occurred, but someplace closer to the artist’s home: he paints alps, hedges, warehouses, a dock. The countryside is a lush green, so Witz was probably working in the spring or summer, and big white clouds hang heavy above the water. A low mountain, the Salève, with a telltale peak in the background—the white cap of Mont Blanc—gives his precise location away. Witz was likely painting the Léman from the right bank of Lake Geneva.


The men are dressed in knee-length tunics of red, white, and black. They’re staring at the sky, stunned at their good fortune: after a disappointing day on the water, the story goes, they followed Jesus’s advice, cast their nets out one last time, and were richly rewarded. St. Peter is shown, too, wading arms outstretched toward Jesus. The resurrected Christ receives him dressed in a bright red robe, beaming beatifically in the shallows.


Witz was doing something previously unthinkable by painting the physical world as it was. But his painting is somehow otherworldly, and it’s not because of the men, the mountains, or even the miracle. While Witz is meticulous in his treatment of shadow and light, only the figure of Christ casts no reflection onto the water.


By omission, Konrad Witz offers an early glimpse of the other, metaphysical Geneva: one where the laws of man and of nature don’t always apply.


Over the last half century, at the very site of Witz’s miracle, wealth has replaced God. By night, the logos of luxury—Rolex, Breitling, Zenith—light up the sky. Staring back from the lake’s surface is a city equal and opposite to that on the ground: a city as evasive as Geneva is knowable, as fluid and placeless as Geneva is real.


Lac Léman still has plenty of fish: perch, to be precise, which restaurants fry and serve with tartar sauce and lemon. But the real money comes from that spectral economy it plays ghostly host to, swaddled in security, neutrality, secrecy laws, and tax exemptions.


The canton of Geneva has only about half a million residents, with barely two hundred thousand living in the city proper, but more than one third of the world’s grain is traded from desks here. More than half the bags of coffee in the world pass “through” Switzerland, most of them via firms in and around Geneva, in much the same fashion. The country didn’t get its first Starbucks until 2001; a few months later, the company began purchasing its coffee through a Swiss affiliate. There are other jurisdictions, including Singapore, that offer comparable or lower taxes to these kinds of companies. But with a bank on every corner and an insurance company at every turn, Geneva has been too convenient for them to give up.


Geneva has long been a hub for oil—if you can call it a “hub” when the barrels never actually turn up there. Until a few years ago, between 50 and 60 percent of Russian crude was traded from Switzerland, mostly Geneva, according to the research nonprofit Public Eye. When the Swiss Parliament reluctantly voted to join the EU’s sanctions regime against Russia after Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, some of that business decamped to Dubai—a jurisdiction inspired by, if not directly modeled on, Geneva’s patchwork of tax incentives, discretion, and professional know-how, to the point that oil traders have begun calling it “the new Geneva.” (Oil rich as the UAE is, 90 percent of its trades were likewise conducted without oil present.)


Switzerland is landlocked. That is no impediment to its being home to some of the biggest shipping companies in the world, which charter and manage vessels from Geneva while shrouding their beneficial (de facto) owners in layers of corporate secrecy. When asked why the maritime industry has converged so far from the seashore, the Swiss litigator Mark Pieth says that the government simply does not regulate what a boat does, unless it is one of just twenty-seven ships flying the Swiss flag. You don’t need water to float.


This way of positioning itself in the world is Geneva’s greatest contribution to the way we all live now: in an age of exceptions, where the where and when don’t matter as much as who, how much, and why. It’s a world where wealth travels in abstract form: numbers on a screen, trades on a terminal. It’s a world in which borders are drawn not just around places but also around people and things.


In theory, enclaves with special rules can be used for more than moneymaking. During the First World War, the French surgeon general, Georges Saint-Paul, was so horrified by the conflict’s toll on civilians that he proposed establishing islands of safety, which he called Geneva Zones: a little Switzerland in every nation. These zones would distinguish themselves from ordinary camps for displaced persons by being established during peacetime, in anticipation of welcoming the most vulnerable civilians should war break out. Importantly, they would be under the control of the host nation’s government, not some supranational body. The hope was that even during conflict, warring parties would abstain from attacking them. (This seems especially naïve today: humanitarian zones established to shelter noncombatants during conflicts in Bosnia, Rwanda, and Iraq, to name just a few, ended up becoming targets.)


Georges Saint-Paul founded the Association des Lieux de Genève, or the Geneva Zones Association, in 1931 in Paris before moving it to Geneva in 1937. He died before he got a chance to put his plans into action. Still, Geneva Zones seem to have gained some traction on the other side of the earth: the idea inspired a Jesuit priest, Father Robert Jacquinot de Besange, to establish similar safe zones in Shanghai that did save half a million Chinese citizens during the Second Sino-Japanese War. (In a curious territorial twist, the zones were, like Geneva itself, adjacent to the city’s French-controlled concession.) Copycats cropped up in other Chinese cities, including Shenzhen, which would become famous for its free economic zones, and in Spain during its civil war. In this time of great upheaval, with few prospects for actual peace and no international agreements on the rights of refugees, the idea of the enclave was an appealing way to split the difference and save lives.


Today, the heir to Saint-Paul’s idea is an organization called the International Civil Defense Organization (ICDO). The registered international body does provide relief for civilians in wartime, and has operated in politically sensitive places like Cuba, North Korea, and the Caucasus, but only after Russia’s Ministry of Emergency Situations signed off on the missions. The organization is almost entirely funded by the Russian state, to the tune of $140 million per year. Until 2012, it was headed by a Russian diplomat whom Margaret Thatcher had expelled from the UK in 1985 for allegedly threatening national security. A Swiss television report found that today, aid contracts serve to enrich the Russian defense minister, who personally helps select the contractors receiving relief funds. The ICDO’s head paid himself more than the UN’s secretary general. The organization operates out of a stone mansion in the Geneva neighborhood of Petit Lancy, overlooking a park full of tall oaks, graceful willow trees, and, in front of its terrace, three incongruous palms: a reminder that strange things can take root here.


The contrast between the city’s body and its soul is often just as perplexing. One of Geneva’s hundreds of asset management firms provides ultrahigh-net-worth individuals “assistance in opening accounts worldwide” using its “next-generation financial platform.” Their money begets money, which in turn begets money, which plays peekaboo with the taxman wherever it goes. All of this from a big stone house in an old town built centuries before “platform” and “net worth” meant anything other than a ground, a weight.


Across the street, a wealth management consultant claims to do much the same thing in English, French, and Russian. If you have ever dreamed of relocating to low-tax Mauritius in any capacity—corporate, professional, personal—there is a family firm on the same block that has specialized in such matters since the late 1990s.


Never mind that Geneva and Mauritius have little to do with each other in the physical world. They are part of an invisible firmament that binds a most unlikely constellation of places.


Swiss banks have historically been ground zero for this fractured atlas. For years they operated like black holes, taking money from nearly anyone, anywhere, and making it disappear. Much of this was legal: what was illegal, under Swiss law, was to disclose a bank account’s real owner to anyone. As recently as 2015, whistleblowers have been convicted for doing so. As of this writing, Swiss banks hold $8.6 trillion in their portfolios, with more than $2 trillion in the hands of private individuals. By contrast, the country’s nominal gross domestic product is $700 billion, or about a tenth of that sum. The asymmetry stems from the fact that much of the wealth in these banks—from garden-variety certificates of deposit to exotic derivatives—belongs to complete strangers to the country.


The University of California, Berkeley, economist Gabriel Zucman found in 2008 that just a third of foreign securities held by private Swiss banks belonged to people who were Swiss, with the remaining two thirds in entities held by foreigners. French, German, Saudi, and Emirati citizens are particularly faithful clients, but the bankers also manage funds of unknown or unclear provenance, whose contents might have shape-shifted from African mine to suitcase of cash to Caribbean trust to numbered account.


What’s more, much of the money is just making a pit stop on a journey longer than time. “This pattern epitomizes what offshore financial centers do,” writes Zucman. “Swiss banks essentially help foreigners invest out of Switzerland.” The banks are not so much safe houses as they are conduits.


During the Second World War, the Nazi Reichsbank famously sold what today amounts to $20 billion worth of gold to the city’s banks and bankers while the Swiss insisted they weren’t taking sides. The fallout was sensational: an investigation by the U.S. State Department, endless press coverage, a high-profile commission for reparations, and apologies from the highest ranks of industry. In its wake, Swiss neutrality (and banking) became a punch line. But the humiliation was apparently not enough.


After the Arab Spring revolutions of the early 2010s, it transpired that Swiss financial institutions, many of them with branches in Geneva, were sitting on millions of dollars in assets belonging to the heads of state of Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, and Libya. That was on top of fortunes linked to dictators from Nigeria, the Philippines, and the former Soviet Union. Much of this money is still frozen in deanonymized accounts totaling $5 billion, as of 2015.


The banks have made retroactive efforts to block access or dole out restitution, but this work can take years. The embarrassments made an impact: a partial rollback of the country’s bank secrecy laws following pressure from other countries has made it somewhat more difficult for large foreign fortunes to vanish from view.


But the scandals keep piling up: the most powerful people in Malaysia, Kazakhstan, Russia, and Ukraine have all turned out to have lakeside pieds-à-terre, if not for themselves then for a trust or a fund or an investment vehicle linked to an entity connected to their person. More recently, a Texan tech billionaire named Robert Brockman was indicted in the United States for using a Geneva bank (among others) to evade a record-breaking $2 billion in U.S. taxes. Public Eye counted 13,600 shell companies in the city of Geneva, some mere letterboxes, some nominally staffed, many acting as portals through which clients could siphon money farther and farther offshore.


Geneva’s courthouse, the Palais de Justice, stands directly across from St. Peter’s Cathedral. A converted convent, it has been open to lawyers and plaintiffs—but not the public, save for on designated dates—since 1860. In addition to local crimes and misdemeanors, the court routinely hears cases related to far-flung infractions: mining concessions in Guinea, corruption in Venezuela, bribery in Ivory Coast and the Republic of the Congo. These cases reveal how successfully Geneva has woven itself into the fabric of the world and its money by convincing firms to establish a corporate presence there: sometimes real, sometimes fake, and often somewhere in between.


So many things pass through Geneva. Most of them don’t touch the ground.


It was not far from here, on the banks of Lac Léman, that Mary Shelley conjured up her famous monster.


In 1816, Shelley (then still Mary Godwin) was summering in a villa a couple of miles north of the city with her lover, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and her pregnant stepsister, Claire Clairmont. Lord Byron, who was sleeping with Clairmont, had set up the next door down. The group was supposed to be on holiday, but the weather got in the way: a freak volcano eruption in Indonesia’s Mount Tambora earlier in the year had killed ten thousand people, and the migrating ash blanketed much of the globe. It blocked out the sun over Europe, causing crop failures, famine, a deadly typhoid outbreak, and political unrest. As far away as Geneva, “incessant rain often confined us for days to the house,” Mary recalled of this “year without summer.” The group told ghost stories to pass the time; or at least, they tried. Mary was plagued by writer’s block, “that blank incapacity of invention,” until one night, a vision came to her.


“I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out,” she later wrote, “and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life. . . .


“The idea so possessed my mind, that a thrill of fear ran through me, and I wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realities around,” she wrote. “I see them still; the very room, the dark parquet, the closed shutters, with the moonlight struggling through, and the sense I had that the glassy lake and white high Alps were beyond.”


The chimera became one of literature’s most unforgettable figures: an eight-foot-tall giant, composed entirely of corpses plucked from different places, who would roam the earth in search of revenge, friendship, and a mate. The monster was brought to life by Victor Frankenstein, citizen of Geneva.


In ordinary times, the lakeside inspires no such monsters. It’s pleasant, with temperatures rarely dipping below freezing. But the winter months are dark and close and damp, and occasionally the bone-chilling bise, the north wind, sharpens the chill. Then, come spring, a hot, dry foehn—the Alpine Santa Ana—is said to spike psychotic breaks, migraines, and car wrecks. It isn’t that Genevans believe in wind spirits per se; they aren’t a superstitious lot. They blame nature because they believe themselves to be in control. Irrationality can only be a function of meteorology.


From the embankment, one of four pedestrian bridges will lead you across the lake. On its west side, some of the most significant events in diplomatic history have taken place: conventions on world war and peace, international laws, crimes, and punishments. A long, scenic quay named after Woodrow Wilson leads to a grand old sandstone palace also bearing his name. Next to the palace is a separate Hotel President Wilson and, inside it, the most expensive hotel suite in the world. It has twelve bedrooms and a Steinway grand, and it rents for $81,000 per night.


Genevans consider themselves in Wilson’s debt. He was instrumental in founding the League of Nations, which put Geneva on the map—even though it failed abjectly at its mandate to keep peace, and even though Wilson’s own country refused to join. Princeton University has removed the former president’s name from its school of international affairs on account of his overt racism. Genevans—or at least Genevan hoteliers—don’t seem to mind.


In 1946, the United Nations took over from the League, moved into the building intended for it, and brought into the world a multitude of sister agencies—the World Trade Organization, the World Health Organization, the World Intellectual Property Organization, and a dozen more intergovernmental bureaucracies, regulating everything from telecommunications to refugee resettlement.


It was through their membership in these organizations that nation-states—the building blocks of the world we live in—came into their own. Empires were split up into countries, ex-colonies recognized as independent, and each national unit bestowed with sovereign equality: one land, one country, one government, one vote at the UN.


How ironic, then, that Switzerland did not join the UN until 2002. And how fitting that its buildings enjoy legal inviolability from the police. Several thousand members of the Geneva workforce have a degree of diplomatic immunity, exempting them from certain taxes and, in some cases, criminal prosecution. Diplomats carry precious documents around in diplomatic pouches, also cloaked in protections accorded to them by international conventions. Even their cars are exempt from parking tickets and speeding violations. Some have bulletproof exteriors and tinted windows. All of them bear the telltale license plates: CD, for corps diplomatique.


Geneva’s international organizations deal in this parallelism too. The UN has its own postage stamps, different ways of taxing income, and uniquely dysfunctional labor rules that largely prevent workers from striking, suing, or unionizing. And there’s the strange little duty-free shop. I remember visiting it on Friday evenings after school, inevitably bumping into a colleague of my father’s or a schoolfriend’s parent between the perfume aisle and the candy. Geneva’s small worlds exist as if suspended, like the subject of a nuclear physics experiment at CERN—which occupies a sprawling campus at Geneva’s northwest border, part of it in France, part of it in Switzerland, much of it buried underground.


Mary Shelley wrote a book about a man, a monster, and the places they tried to hide. But Frankenstein is also the story of a city: itself a chimera, made of disparate parts, animated by hubris and greed and a touch of the supernatural.


In his essay on the notion of the uncanny, founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud notes that the German term heimlich—meaning “homelike, familiar, enjoyable”—is frequently also used to mean its exact opposite. “In general we are reminded that the word heimlich is not unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas, which without being contradictory are yet very different,” Freud explains. “On the one hand, it means that which is familiar and congenial, and on the other, that which is concealed and kept out of sight.”


(Un)heimlich is Geneva. (Un)heimlich is the hidden globe. You could walk by these places ten times a day without thinking twice about what—or where—they really are. I would know; I did it for eighteen years. And had I not left, I probably would still be doing it.


So I write this first from memory—or rather, from impressions of a memory—and from afar. Then I go back to retrace my steps and retouch, resmell, resee. It’s only backward that I can find the words to convey not the concrete reality of Geneva, or the Swiss state, but the power above and beyond the sixteen thousand square miles that Switzerland occupies in the heart of Europe.


It all started with bodies.


There were no big banks then, no international organizations, not even paper money. It was a time before capitalism, nationalism, or imperialism as we now know them.


In fact, when the Old Swiss Confederacy began its life as an alliance of cantons, Switzerland looked like “a patchwork of overlapping jurisdictions, ancient customs, worm-eaten privileges and ceremonies, irregularities of custom, law, weights and measure,” the historian Jonathan Steinberg writes in Why Switzerland? A “fantastic array of tiny republics, prince-bishoprics, princely abbeys, counties, free cities, sovereignty cloisters and monasteries, free valleys, overlapping jurisdictions, guilds, oligarchies and city aristocracies” characterized the territory.


In other words, if Switzerland had a body politic, not even Dr. Frankenstein could have stitched it together—but none of this was unusual. The Holy Roman Empire, which the Old Swiss Confederacy was part of, was similarly chaotic: nominally one ruler’s land, the empire included myriad governing units, including duchies, marquisates, kingdoms, abbeys, city-states.


This is worth remembering as we contemplate the contemporary “weirdness” of the hidden globe. For those of us who learned geography and history from a world map, it might seem unusual to have parallel or overlapping systems of taxation, policing, and immigration within one state. But the reason for that owes more to nationalist mythology than historical facts. The nation-state, the historian Claire Vergerio writes, did not suddenly become the “only legitimate unit of the international system” after the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia. In fact, the so-called Westphalian ideal of one land, one people, one government did not really look that way until decolonization. Nationalism has “rewired our collective imagination into the belief that this has been the normal way of doing things since 1648,” Vergerio writes.


One thing that has not changed is that rulers can wield power over their people. And long before they took the form of a nation, the Swiss figured out how to monetize their ability to make rules, laws, and armies.


The kernel of the Swiss Confederation emerged in 1291, when the cantons of Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden warded off attacks from their neighbors and formed an alliance to ensure their future protection. They shared a common enemy in the Hapsburg Empire, and by 1315 tensions among the imperial rulers and the cantons led Leopold I to invade the Swiss with an army of eight thousand men—and to suffer a surprising loss.


His opponents’ secret weapon? Tightly packed, square infantries armed with eighteen- to twenty-foot pikes.


With these tactics, the Swiss won huge victories for the next century and a half, defeating Austrian and Burgundian armies four to thirty-six times their size. By the late 1400s, the alliance of territories grew to eight self-governing regions held together by pacts and treaties. With success, their reputation for ruthlessness spread throughout Europe, and before long, their unique tactical formations would become not only feared and respected but exported, in the form of trained warriors.


In retrospect, the cantons’ burgeoning mercenary trade might best be understood through supply and demand. Switzerland was, at the time, unrecognizably poor, with a population that had grown to overburden the arable land and resources of the Alpine regions. Neighboring monarchies (notably the French) had domestic problems that made forming their own militias tricky. Lords couldn’t trust their peasants not to mutiny, and kings didn’t trust the lords either, for fear they’d challenge their power. Enter the Swiss. “To resolve the problems of overpopulation in this infertile land (where there was no public spending to improve agriculture) the heads of the ruling families thought up an ingenious solution: they sold their compatriots to foreign governments,” writes the Swiss politician, intellectual, and activist Jean Ziegler in Switzerland: The Awful Truth.


At first, the mercenaries from the cantons were independent contractors: free “lancers” who were often paid late and enjoyed few workplace protections. In the absence of prospects at home, they made the most of military life and took part in the requisite looting, drunkenness, and womanizing. By the seventeenth century, the mercenary economy had become more formalized, with recruiters, middlemen, managers, and codes of conduct. The men enjoyed all the advantages of Swiss backing—training, equipment, a salary—without actually fighting for their country.


Men of a canton would serve together as a unit, emigrating abroad to fight and returning home seasonally. Being unattached, they carried with them the promise of neutrality. Mercenaries harbored no resentment toward the sovereigns who used them to bolster their power against feudal lords. Nor did they hold rancor for these lords.


The men weren’t considered to be within the jurisdiction of the contracting party but, rather, carried their home law on their backs, like belligerent snails. Their employers liked the arrangement. “These armed corps were completely independent, with their own regulations, their own judges and their own flags,” reads a history issued by the Vatican, which to this day employs Swiss soldiers to guard the papal palace. “The orders were given in their own language, German, by Swiss officers, and they remained under the law of their Cantons: in short, the regiment was their fatherland, and all these customs were confirmed in similar agreements made in later years.”


Military recruiters played a key role in this trade. They’d canvass poor parts of the confederation and draw up agreements loaning out young men to foreign militias. By the end of the eighteenth century, seventy thousand men from the cantons were a permanent element in foreign armies; they fought for everyone from the French Crown to the Dutch East India Company, warding off enemies, traveling abroad, and ultimately playing a small but significant role in helping to colonize the subcontinent.


As for the people they were fighting: “In the bourgeois challenge to absolutism and the class wars of independence,” historian V. G. Kiernan writes, “the citizen soldier and civilian militia fought the mercenary, who was identified with the old, the reactionary, and the repressive arm of the king.” The animus was not mutual; for the mercenaries, war was all business. Being guns for hire, they had no stake in local people’s livelihoods, their families, their lives. The mercenaries didn’t even speak their language. And as they were paid at a higher rate than a local recruit, they did not risk developing fellow feeling based on social class or bonds forged through church or trade. They got the job done, and then they left, leaving no widows and no orphans, and requiring no pensions, medical care, or lodging.


The result of this market for bodies is that the lives of poor men from the cantons became products. “Soldiers had become a standardized market-like product, a ‘commodity,’” writes historian John Casparis. The commodification—or was it dehumanization?—of the men reached the point that they were traded like cattle. Cheese was becoming a major Swiss export, but the towns that produced the famous Gruyères, raclettes, and Emmentals needed a steady supply of salt to make them, and in the landlocked hinterlands there was none to be found. So the cantons bartered with the French Crown. Like the Roman soldiers from whom the expression came, the mercenaries became, quite literally, worth their salt. They were essentially how Swiss foreign policy was conducted.


And they did serve their country, in their way. The mercenary business brought an influx of cash and raised employment rates. By one estimate, 4 percent of the population in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries emigrated as mercenaries, with the proportion falling to 1 or 2 percent by the end of the eighteenth. The sons of the upper classes were commissioned as officers. Lieutenants made five times more than soldiers; captains, fifteen times more. But the lowest-ranking men were virtually indentured servants, living like today’s construction workers in Dubai or domestic workers in Singapore. The money wasn’t great, they enjoyed no social status, and they frequently died on the job, in battle or from disease.


But sending young men to die for someone else was a convenient way of maintaining domestic stability. Better to unleash indigent young men’s aggression abroad than have to confront their demands at home. “Obviously, the service of the Bourbon King of Naples was a better place to see a turbulent young Obwaldner than at the gates of Basel, and no doubt the acceptance of compromise owes much to the export of the uncompromising,” writes Jonathan Steinberg.


The mercenariat, then, served the nascent confederation well. It maintained social stability, created jobs, kept young men out of trouble, and ensured that bigger and more aggressive armies would gain more from leaving the Swiss alone than from attempting to dominate them.


The canton of Geneva, then an independent city-state, did not join the Swiss Confederation until later, but it understood the lesson: there are fortunes to be made by being an efficient and indiscriminate neighbor.


There are two more characters that can help us understand Geneva’s ways: the preacher and the banker.


In the early 1400s, Geneva was an independent diocese at the crossroads of Southern and Northern Europe. It wasn’t a particularly big town, but the Medicis of Florence—the world’s wealthiest and most prominent trading family—opened a bank on what is now Geneva’s main drag. (If you go there today, you’ll find a Hermès boutique.) The Medicis chose Geneva because of its location and its thriving market in textiles and other luxuries. “It was an entrepôt, a place of exchange, and it was a city that served the different regions around and countries in early modern European territories,” the historian Helena Rosenblatt told me. Little did they know that banking would overtake textiles, or any material goods for that matter, by orders of magnitude.


In 1541, a very different figure turned up in the Old Town: John Calvin, a French lawyer and Protestant theologian who would come to lord over Geneva from his perch in the church. He, too, would leave his mark on Geneva’s marketplace.


Calvin was part of the Protestant Reformation, whose leaders—among them, Martin Luther—wanted a greater focus on Scripture as the word of God at a time when the Catholic popes were growing corrupt and losing credibility. Genevans aren’t particularly religious anymore, but reminders of the Reformation are everywhere. In 1909, to celebrate John Calvin’s four hundredth birthday, sculptors even carved his sixteen-foot likeness out of Geneva’s city walls. He’s still there, looming over a narrow pool where, throughout my childhood, every spring ducklings would hatch and cheep for bits of bread. The city’s motto is etched into the wall as well: Post tenebras lux. After darkness, light.


There are other Protestant figures in the walls—the Scottish reformer John Knox, local leaders Théodore de Bèze and Guillaume Farel, and a man known as William the Taciturn. Even in this sullen company, Calvin was hard-core. There was no art, theater, or fun in Calvin’s Geneva, and harsh punishments were doled out to those who broke rules and made noise. Still, his message praising worship and hard work was appealing to poor and working people because it implied that their personal behavior might reflect how well (or poorly) God saw them.


To be clear, Calvin made no causal link between working hard, making money, and being saved; salvation was preordained (by God) and unknowable (to man). But a person’s dedication to God through their earthly work, or their calling, still mattered.


In 1904, the sociologist Max Weber published a book arguing that Calvin’s ideas morphed into a valorization of work and wealth accumulation as goods in and of themselves. This obsession with industriousness, Weber wrote in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, was a way of channeling the deep anxieties that Calvinism inspired about mortality. There were two worlds: life on earth, and life beyond it. There was no surefire path to heaven. In the absence of answers, Weber wrote, Calvinists embraced the possibility that material success was a sign of God’s favor. This, he argues, became a foundational principle of capitalism, helping account for the material success of Protestant groups beyond Geneva and throughout the entire world.


(Swiss bank secrecy might also be derivative of Calvinist thought, but for reasons as political as they are self-serving: it could shield Protestant exiles and citizens from the powerful Catholic Church. “Long ago we gave refuge to Protestants when Protestantism was illegal in much of Europe. Later, it was illegal to be a Jew. We consider a man’s financial affairs to be just as sacred, and as important, as his soul or body. Why should we not give sanctuary to persecuted money, as well as souls?” a Bernese banker told The Atlantic in 1965.)


Calvinism also altered Geneva’s demographics. The religious conflicts that tore through Europe in the early modern period played a formative role in Geneva’s identity as a haven for people, ideas, things, and money. When, in 1685, the French king Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, which had previously guaranteed Protestants equal treatment under his rule, many turned up in Geneva—where some wound up working as financial advisers to the very same king who’d thrown them out. (Geneva’s largest private bank, Pictet, is still run by a descendant of one of the king’s bankers.) They kept their transactions secret too: the king could not be known to be transacting with heretics.


Just as neighboring cantons exported fighters, Geneva exported its bankers. The most notable was Jacques Necker, the son of a theologian and the father of author Madame de Staël, who got his start speculating on grain, and investing the proceeds in the French East India Company as it plundered its overseas territories. Switzerland was not an imperial power in the conventional sense, but it was imperialism adjacent: its bankers played a significant role in the financing of these chartered companies. At the same time, mercenaries from the cantons helped the company-states win important battles abroad.


Necker grew independently wealthy through his financial dealings, working his way into a top finance post in Paris under Louis XVI. As the monarchy’s proto-CFO, Necker was tasked with raising funds—and fast. There were wars to finance and Marie Antoinette to entertain. Necker’s origins served him well. His compatriots in Geneva came up with moneymaking schemes—schemes in which Necker himself would become complicit.


To finance public works, the French state had long sold annuities that paid out until the buyer’s death. An annuity, also known as a rente, is a financial product that promises to pay the bearer, or the owner of the annuity, a set amount of cash in regular installments. The idea is that the seller of the rente can obtain a large sum of money immediately, while the buyer can guarantee a steady stream of cash, plus interest, over a set period.


When the French got into the annuity business, quite a bit before Necker turned up, the size of these repayments initially depended on the buyer’s age: a seventy-year-old investing a hundred pounds might be promised ten pounds per year, because he was likely to die sooner than a client half that age, who might receive only five pounds per year, on account of his greater life expectancy. The investment was a gamble for both parties, but it was calibrated to make everyone feel the bet was worth making.


Around 1760, the French changed their terms of service. The state started selling products that paid a fixed sum to all buyers, regardless of age, on the reasoning that the averages would work in their favor in the long run. Geneva’s financiers quickly figured out that there was nothing preventing them from buying annuities in a client’s name and taking a cut of the proceeds.


In 1774, a vaccine against smallpox significantly raised childhood survival rates, so a local banker, in consort with his family doctor, sought to acquire legal personhood from those most likely to live a long time: the vaxed and relaxed young daughters of the Swiss bourgeoisie. The “Thirty Demoiselles of Geneva,” as they were known, formed the basis for lucrative annuity contracts. Bankers bought the bonds in the girls’ names and paid out the proceeds regularly to investors of all ages, and their heirs.


The bankers did not stop there. A wholesome life was very well and good, but this was still Calvin’s town: there was no telling upon whom God would smile. So they reduced the risk of betting on a single girl by bundling their “heads” into tranches of ten, twenty, thirty, or more, and settling on a rate of return based on averages. They would then sell off shares of these bundles to speculators. (Sound familiar?)


Facing pressure from the monarchy to increase returns, Jacques Necker turned to this “financial wizardry” of his compatriots to keep the cash-strapped French state afloat. This infusion of cash breathed new life into the program. Marc Cramer, the Swiss historian who uncovered the scheme, wrote that while Necker did not invent the annuities, “it was he who, having dug them out of the depths of the Comptroller’s filing cabinets . . . made the most immoderate use of them.”


The Genevese rentes helped France borrow what today would amount to billions of dollars, some of which went to finance the American Revolutionary War. Meanwhile, Geneva’s demoiselles, having become a sought-after product on the financial markets, were rewarded with money for their upkeep. The scheme outlived the French Revolution and paid out until 1797, when the state went broke. All but three of the demoiselles lived past the age of sixty.


The link between the military recruiter in rural Toggenburg, the Calvinist preachers, and Geneva’s early experiments with financial entrepreneurship is not a straight one. It may not even be a line. The world and its money changed dramatically between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and to draw equivalences is probably unwise.


But there’s a confluence of worldview, I think, that unites selling off citizen-soldiers and the fashioning of securities out of the life expectancy of little girls. It’s the spirit of the thing: a process of abstraction through which a body becomes a bond. It’s the essence of speculation, the metaphysics of globalization. You could even call it a calling.
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Good Fences


Switzerland . . . is not an ordinary nation-state: it was created, by both internal and external forces, against the nation-state at a strategic moment of history. Switzerland is a unique construct—an international mercenary state, first of feudal militarism, and now of world capital.


—JON HALLIDAY


In early 1964, Jean Ziegler, then a young Swiss politician, received a phone call from a man claiming to represent Ernesto “Che” Guevara, the Cuban revolutionary and minister of industry. Che would be in Geneva in March for a UN conference on trade policy, and some comrades had suggested Jean might be his chauffeur during his stay. Was Ziegler available for the gig?


Today, in his ninth decade of life, Ziegler is Switzerland’s most notorious public intellectual. That’s because, over the course of writing some thirty books, serving for close to three decades in the Swiss Parliament, and relentlessly crusading for left-wing causes in his free time, Ziegler has made a career of unsparing criticism of his home country and its outsize influence on the rest of the world.


In the sixties, though, he was just another eager young leftist, waiting for his chance to change the world.


Ziegler, like Che, was born into a family of upper-middle-class professionals. And, like Che’s, his travels around the world had radicalized him against what he perceived to be a capitalist, imperialist, and racist system. Everywhere he went, he saw its ravages: in the Belgian Congo, whose hungry children haunted him long after he went home; in Algeria’s bloody wars of independence against the colonial French; and in annexed Cyprus, where the British had deprived citizens of their right to self-determination for decades.


Ziegler heard the echoes of oppression closer to home, too, in the deracinated commodity exchanges through which speculators bet on the price of food and fuel; and in the bank vaults mere steps from his home, where kleptocrats siphoned away their countries’ natural resources.


For centuries, the Swiss had prided themselves on keeping blood and money apart. In Ziegler, they spawned an iconoclastic figure who forced them to reckon with the moral cost of their separation.


“Blood may not run down the walls of the UBS headquarters,” he told me one afternoon in June 2021. “But it’s as if it did: the relative well-being of Swiss people is financed by death, fear, and famine. This is Ali Baba’s cave: the world’s haven. That’s unique to Switzerland.”


We were speaking at Ziegler’s home in the small village of Russin, a few miles outside Geneva. He and his wife live a short walk up a steep hill from a commuter train on the Chemin de Croix-de-Plomb, or Lead Cross Road: a fitting address for a Catholic convert waging a lifelong battle against the spirit of capitalism.


Ziegler was wearing gray sweatpants and a stained white shirt when he greeted me at the door, and offered me whisky, more whisky, and wine before conceding to pour me a glass of water while I waited on an upholstered yellow couch by the terrace door. The house was spacious and unfussy. It hung over a steep vineyard with a view of the lake. Every surface in the living room was piled with books, potted flowers, or photographs of his family. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m barefoot,” he said. “I took a tumble recently,” he added, pointing to his bandaged forehead, “and it’s more comfortable this way.”


Ziegler is an old man now, but he still speaks French with the Swiss-Germanic cadence of his childhood. His frame is hunched and much thinner than it once was, and while his tendency to repeat himself might appear another symptom of his age, the truth is that he’s always presented himself that way: persistent, ideological, dogmatic.


When he was born, in the canton of Berne in 1934 to a local judge and a homemaker, Ziegler’s path was all but preordained. He would study hard, become a lawyer, and raise a family in their German-speaking town of Thun. But although his childhood was happy and comfortable enough, from an early age he had a sense that something was off. He fought with his father bitterly when he first learned of a long-standing Swiss tradition of “placing” children from poor families to work in wealthier households, often in abusive and neglectful conditions. He refused to accept his father’s justification: that God had willed it so.


Ziegler nonetheless began his political life as a conservative; he was even an active member of a student group formed in 1819 to promote Swiss national unity. But his restlessness got the best of him, so he left his hometown and moved to Bern to read law. He passed the bar exam but found he was more drawn to sociology, which he then studied in Paris at the Sorbonne in the mid-1950s, before returning home to finish his PhD. Between lectures, Ziegler befriended Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, and over the course of smoke-filled, wine-drenched evenings in Sartre’s mother’s flat, the couple turned him on to Marxism and encouraged him to report on the Algerian war for their magazine, Les Temps Modernes.


Beauvoir took it upon herself to edit Ziegler’s awkward Swiss–German–French into a more polished and literary prose. She also urged him to ditch his given name, Hans, and become Jean, which she judged a more dignified byline.
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