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It is easy for me to imagine that the next great division of the world will be between people who wish to live as creatures and people who wish to live as machines.

WENDELL BERRY




It may be that our role on this planet is not to worship God but to create him.

ARTHUR C. CLARKE






Caught in the Web of Its Song

AN INTRODUCTION

WHEN I WAS A CHILD, I wanted to live in a pine forest. Or, to be more accurate, a pine plantation. We have a lot of these in Britain, sown across the hills and mountains during the twentieth century for cheap paper and pulp. The tight ranks of conifer trees, planted so close together that most of their branches die for lack of light, and which acidify the soil for miles around, are hated by ecologists, landscape lovers and most of the local wildlife, which barely ventures into them. Perhaps that’s what I liked about them. There seemed to be some kind of dark, mossy mystery in that maze of pillarlike trunks. Maybe I’d been reading too much Tolkien (this was a perennial problem), but I could imagine myself pitching camp in there, making a small tent of branches and leaves, wandering the soft forest floor, drinking from the streams, becoming something other than myself.

I’ve never been addicted to drugs or alcohol, but I have often been addicted to dreams. This is the lot of the writer. You become a writer because the world you encountered in the stories you read as a child is more exciting than the world you are actually living in. More exciting and, in a strange way, more real. Your world is school and suburbs and bus stops and breakfast cereals and maths homework and being forced to wash your dad’s car at the weekend and wondering how to talk to girls and listening to the charts to work out what kind of music it’s permissible to like. This is not Lothlorien, and neither is it Earthsea. The worlds created by Tolkien and Asimov and Verne and Howard are better than this, and there is no doubt at all that given a splinter of a chance you would prefer to live in them, just as you would prefer to live in a pine wood on the northern fells. Then, one day, you pick up a pen and realise that you can create your own.

Meanwhile, out in what is fondly called ‘the real world’ by people who often don’t know very much about reality, you are living in a metastasising machine which is closing in around you, polluting your skies and your woods and your past and your imagination. If you have the kind of sensibility which prefers Lothlorien to Isengard, this means that you are a character in a tragedy rather than a heroic epic. Most of the things you like are fading away. The great forests and the stories made in and by them. The strange cultures spanning centuries of time. The little pubs and the curious uninhabited places. The thrumming temples and dark marshlands and crooked villages and folk tales and conviviality and spontaneous song and old houses which might have witches in them. The possibility of dragons. The empty beaches and wild hilltops, the chance of getting lost in the rain forever or discovering something that was never on any map. A world without maps, a world without engines.

This world, you can see, is on the way out, if it is not already long gone. The one that is manifesting to replace it is a left-brain paradise, all straight lines and concrete car parks where the corn exchange used to be. The future is STEM and chatbots and cashless parking meters and economic growth and asteroid mining forever and ever. There is no arguing with it. You can feel the great craters that it makes in the world, you can feel what is being tarmacked and neatened and rationalised into oblivion, and the depth of what is leaving, but you cannot explain or justify it in the terms which are now the terms we live by. You just know that something is wrong. Everybody tells you that you feel this because you are infected with something called ‘nostalgia’, or that you picked up a dose of ‘Luddism’ or ‘Romanticism’ at a party or in a doctor’s waiting room. Basically, there is something wrong with you. You don’t understand Progress, which is always and everywhere a Good Thing.

But you can feel something going on that is not a good thing, and it doesn’t matter how many lies, damned lies or statistics are produced to prove otherwise. You can feel this something enveloping you. The Welsh poet R. S. Thomas described it chillingly in his poem ‘Other,’ in a verse I have never forgotten since I first read it:


… The machine appeared

In the distance, singing to itself

Of money. Its song was the web

They were caught in, men and women

Together. The villages were as flies

To be sucked empty.

God secreted

A tear. Enough, enough,

He commanded, but the machine

Looked at him and went on singing.



This, I understood when I read these lines, is what I wanted to hide from in that pine forest, and a Machine was as good an image as I had ever found for it. Another poet, the American Robinson Jeffers, a writer admired by Thomas, seemed to see the same thing one night, when he sat on a mountain looking at the lights of an American city and had a vision of a giant purse seine fishing net, slowly hauling in its prey:


… I cannot tell you how

beautiful the city appeared, and a little terrible.

I thought, We have geared the machines and locked all together

into inter-dependence; we have built the great cities; now

There is no escape. We have gathered vast populations incapable

of free survival, insulated

From the strong earth, each person in himself helpless, on all

dependent. The circle is closed, and the net

Is being hauled in. They hardly feel the cords drawing, yet

they shine already.



I read a lot as a child. After my fantasy-reading period, it was the poets who opened up the world for me, and a lot of them, I began to notice, in the centuries between Wordsworth and Merwin, were gesturing in some way towards the same thing: this Machine. Later I found that novelists had been writing about it as well, from Mary Shelley to Aldous Huxley, via George Orwell, E. M. Forster and Ursula Le Guin. The filmmakers, meanwhile, had been on the case from Metropolis to The Matrix. As for the non-fiction writers, they had been pouring forth great tomes on this force for over a century; this book will dig into some of them.

In other words, this was not a new story. This triumph of the mechanical over the natural, the planned over the organic, the centralised over the local, the system over the individual and the community: this was the tale of our time. As this Machine rose around them, all of these writers tried to pin it down in words. Many succeeded, and yet we are still here trying to work out what is going on and what to do about it and what it quite means. All we know is that some force has been unleashed in our world which we are struggling to contend with. A huge change is birthing itself; a change in our human relationship with nature, with each other, with our past, with our tools. With everything.

SOMETIMES I FEEL LIKE I’VE BEEN writing about this thing all my life, running from it and pursuing it all at once. Wanting to hide from it in a pine forest at the same time as I want to trap it in a jar, or a book, and examine it for what it is. Those suspicions or intuitions I had as a child—that something was off about the world I lived in, about its values and its direction—morphed as I grew older into a way of life, or perhaps an obsession. At university in the early nineties, my love of nature and my anger at the thing that seemed to be eating it turned me into an activist. Back then, I wanted to tackle this Machine head on, and Earth First! was my drug of choice. Later, my years of chaining myself to bulldozers, living in treehouses and turning up to any protest site I could find gave way to something else: writing as a form of activism.

Journalism, magazine editing, writing for NGOs, the bad poetry and the unpublished novels: it all counted. It was all, in the end, the same pursuit: an investigation into the Machine, and a friction against its onward march. After a few years helping to run The Ecologist magazine in London, I left to write a book of investigative journalism, wandering the world from protest site to tribal village to township to summit venue, writing about resistance to the new game in town, something called ‘globalisation’. The name was different, but the values were the same—the values of money and numbers and profit and growth—and as usual I was against them. I was against them for years, through many more books of non-fiction, fiction and poetry, published now, but still circling around that same story: the tale of this Machine. Yet I still didn’t have a name for it, and I still wasn’t quite sure what it was.

A few decades later, I find myself still circling the monster, like Ahab pursuing the whale. I think I’m closer to the thing now, though: I can see it just ahead of me. I’m older now, married with children. My wife and I fled our urban lives in England more than a decade ago, bought a small house on a bit of land in Ireland, threw away our TV, and started growing food and homeschooling our children, all of it in an attempt, again, to fend off the excesses of the Machine. I kept writing, too, to understand it. This book is an attempt—a final attempt, I hope—to circumscribe this thing with words. To do my best to explain, to myself and to whoever is reading, the nature of this force that the poets have seen for so long. The nature of the Machine: where it comes from, how we built it, and what it is doing, finally, to our world and to our souls.

Things have changed since I moved to Ireland; the West has changed, and the wider world with it. Much of the culture I grew up with seems to be disintegrating, along with the natural world it was always rooted in, though we were able to forget about that part for a while. A cultural revolution has been brewing; a ‘culture war’, as we have all learned to call it. We know the battle lines of this by now, and maybe we have all chosen our sides. But I began this book with an intuition: that the roots of this culture war were much deeper than they looked. That it was related in some way to that Machine that had stalked me all my life. By the time I had finished the book, I was sure that this was true.

I was sure of something else too: that the political and cultural upheavals which continue to roil the West have historical, technological and ultimately spiritual roots. The ‘decline of the West’ which is so hotly debated right now is, in my view, not a matter of the wrong people being in charge, or the wrong economic policies being pursued. It is not due to the rise of China or Russia, or racism, or ‘misinformation’, or nasty populists, or the institutionalisation of ‘woke’ ideology. As such, it will not be solved by tougher border controls, or radical rightist governments, or revolutions, or ‘decolonisation’, or controls on freedom of speech in the name of ‘protecting our democracy’. Any number of these things might or might not be real or true or desirable, but they are symptoms, not causes, of our malaise. The malaise is deeper, older, more interesting and far more consequential than any of this, and it affects the very basis of our humanity. What happens next will determine what it means to be human in the twenty-first century and beyond.

This book seeks to tell the tale of this Machine: what it is, where it came from, and where it is taking us next. Drawing from history, from religion, from current events and from the work of many other writers and thinkers, it aims to pin down the shape and genesis of this thing. My inquiry is divided into four parts. Part one explores the roots of the current Western cultural malaise. Part two explains where the Machine came from, and how it contributed to that problem. Part three examines how its values manifest around us today, and what they are destroying. Part four offers a guide to practical and spiritual survival and resistance.

I never ended up in that pine forest, but that was probably a good thing. Part of me has always wanted to be a hermit, but the job opportunities are just not there these days. Besides, I would probably just have gone mad. Here in the Irish West, I’m far enough away from the centre of the maelstrom to have, I hope, a useful perspective on it. If this book can be of some help in navigating the strange perils of the world that is rising—in pinning down this Machine in words, and offering up some alternatives to it—then it will have done its job; and, maybe, at last, so will I.




Part One



THE WESTERN DEVIATION


The whole modern world has divided itself into Conservatives and Progressives. The business of Progressives is to go on making mistakes. The business of Conservatives is to prevent mistakes from being corrected.

G. K. CHESTERTON






I

The Dream of the Rood

LET ME TELL YOU A STORY.

This story begins in a garden, at the very beginning of all things. All life can be found in this garden: every living being, every bird and animal, every tree and plant. Humans live here too, and so does the creator of all of it, the source of everything, and he is so close that he can be seen and heard and spoken to. Everything walks in the garden together. Everything is in communion. It is a picture of integration.

At the centre of this garden grows a tree, the fruit of which imparts hidden knowledge. The humans—the last creatures to be formed by the creator—will be ready to eat this fruit one day, and when they do they will gain its knowledge and be able to use that knowledge wisely for the benefit of themselves and of all other things that live in the garden. But they are not ready yet. The humans are still young, and unlike the rest of creation they are only partially formed. If they ate from the tree now, the consequences would be terrible.

Do not eat that fruit, the creator tells them. Eat anything else you like, but not that.

We know the next part of the story because it is still happening to us all the time. Why should you not eat the fruit? says the voice of the tempting serpent, the voice from the undergrowth of our minds. Why should you not have the power that you are worthy of? Why should this creator keep it all for himself? Why should you listen to him? He just wants to keep you down. Eat the fruit. It’s your right. You’re worth it!

So we eat the fruit, and we see that we are naked, and we become ashamed. Our mind is filled with questions; the gears inside it begin to whir and turn and suddenly now here is us and them, here is humanity and nature, here is people and God. A portcullis of words descends between us and the other creatures in the garden, and we can never go home again. We fall into dis-integration and we fall out of the garden forever. Armed angels are set at the gates; even if we find our way back to the garden again, we cannot re-enter. The state of questless ease that was our birthright is gone. We chose knowledge over communion; we chose power over humility.

The Earth is our home now.

This Earth is a broken version of the garden, of our original integration with creator and creation. On Earth we must toil to break the soil, to plant seeds, to fight off predators. We will sicken and die. Everything is eating everything else. There is war and dominion and misery. There is beauty and love and friendship too, but all of it ends in death. These are the consequences of our pursuit of knowledge and power, but we keep pursuing them because we know no other means to escape from our exile. We keep building towers and cities and forgetting where we came from. Outside the garden, we are homeless and can never be still. We forget the creator and worship ourselves. All of this happens inside us every day.

There comes a time when the creator takes pity. After so many centuries of this, after so many years of humans missing the mark, of wandering from the path, of civilisations rising and falling and warring and dying, of eating the fruit again and again, the creator stages an intervention. He comes to Earth in human form to show us the way back home. Most people don’t listen, naturally, and we all know how the story ends. God himself walks on Earth and what does humanity do? We torture and kill him.

But the joke is on us, because it turns out that this was the point all along. The way of this creator is not the way of power but of humility, not of conquest but of sacrifice. When he comes to Earth he comes not as warlord, king or high priest, but as a barefoot artisan in an obscure desert province. He walks with the downtrodden and the rejected, he scorns wealth and power, and through his death he conquers death itself, releasing us from our bondage. He gives us a way out, a way back home. But we have to work at it. The path back to the garden can only be found by giving up the vainglory, the search for power and the unearned knowledge which got us exiled in the first place. The path is the path of renunciation, of love and of sacrifice. To get back to the garden, we have to go through the cross.

Now imagine that a whole culture is built around this story. Imagine that this culture survives for over a thousand years, building layer upon layer of meaning, tradition, innovation and creation, however imperfectly, on these foundations.

Then imagine that this culture dies, leaving only ruins.

If you live in the West, you do not have to imagine any of this. You are living among those ruins, and you have been all your life. Many of them are still beautiful—intact cathedrals, Bach concertos—but they are ruins nonetheless. They are the remains of something called ‘Christendom’, a 1,500-year civilisation into which this particular sacred story seeped, informing every aspect of life, bending and changing and transforming everything in its image. No aspect of daily life was unaffected by this story: the organisation of the working week; the cycle of annual feast days and rest days; the payment of taxes; the moral duties of individuals; the very notion of individuals, with ‘God-given’ rights and duties; the attitude to neighbours and strangers; the obligations of charity; the structure of families; and most of all, the wide picture of the universe—its structure and meaning, and our human place within it.

Current arguments about the state of ‘the West’ usually begin with disputes about what it actually is, and the answer you receive to that question will depend on who you talk to. For liberals, the West is the ‘Enlightenment’ and everything that followed—parliamentary democracy, human rights, individualism, freedom of speech. For conservatives, it might signal a set of cultural values such as traditional attitudes to family life, religion and national identity, and probably broad support for capitalist economics. For the kinds of post-modern leftists who have dominated the culture for some time now, the West—assuming they will concede that it even exists—is largely a front for colonisation, empire, racism and various other historical horrors.

All of these things could be true at the same time, but each is also a fairly recent development. The West is a lot older than liberalism, conservatism, Marxism or empire. The West, in fact, is at the same time a simpler, more ancient and immensely more complex concoction than any of these could offer. It is the result of the binding together of people and peoples across a continent, over centuries of time, by a sacred order constructed around this particular religious story.

In his book Religion and the Rise of Western Culture, written shortly after World War Two, the medieval historian Christopher Dawson explained it like this:


There has never been any unitary organisation of Western culture apart from that of the Christian Church, which provided an effective principle of social unity … Behind the ever-changing pattern of Western culture there was a living faith which gave Europe a certain sense of spiritual community, in spite of all the conflicts and divisions and social schisms that marked its history.1



Your personal attitude to that ‘living faith’ is beside the point here. So, come to that, is the entirely legitimate question of whether ‘Christendom’ was even Christian much of the time. People will be arguing about all of that forever. The point to focus on is this: that when a culture built around such a sacred order dies then there will be upheaval at every level of society, from the level of politics right down to the level of the soul. The very notion of an individual life will shift dramatically. The family structure, the meaning of work, moral attitudes, the very existence of morals at all, notions of good and evil, sexual mores, perspectives on everything from money to rest to work to nature to kin to responsibility to duty: everything will be up for grabs.

The West, in short, was Christendom. But Christendom died. What does that make us, its descendants, living amongst its beautiful ruins? It makes ours a culture with no sacred order. And this is a dangerous place to be.

The philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre argued in his classic work After Virtue that the very notion of virtue itself would eventually become inconceivable once the source it sprung from was removed. If human life is regarded as having no telos, or higher meaning, he said, it will ultimately be impossible to agree on what ‘virtue’ means, or why it should mean anything. MacIntyre’s favoured teacher was Aristotle, not Jesus, but his critique of the Enlightenment and his prediction of its ultimate failure were based on a clearsighted understanding of the mythic vision of medieval Christendom, and of the partial, empty and over-rational humanism with which Enlightenment philosophers attempted to replace it.

MacIntyre, writing four decades ago, believed that this failure was already clearly evident but that society did not see it, because the monuments to the old sacred order were still standing, like Roman statues after the Empire’s fall. To illustrate his thesis, MacIntyre used the example of the taboo. This word was first recorded by Europeans in the journals of Captain Cook, in which he recorded his visits to Polynesia. ‘The English seamen had been astonished at what they took to be the lax sexual habits of the Polynesians’, MacIntyre explains, ‘and were even more astonished to discover the sharp contrast with the rigorous prohibition placed on such conduct as men and women eating together. When they enquired why men and women were prohibited from eating together, they were told that the practice was taboo. But when they enquired further what taboo meant, they could get little further information’.2

Further research suggested that the Polynesian islanders themselves were not really sure why these prohibitions existed, either; indeed, when taboos were abolished entirely in parts of Polynesia a few decades later, there were few immediately obvious consequences. So were such prohibitions meaningless all along? No: but when the context in which they once had meaning evaporates—once times change—the taboos, even if they are still standing, have less and less meaning. They eventually become relics. Once a society reaches this stage, one shove is all it takes to start a domino effect that will knock them all down.

MacIntyre believed—forty years ago, remember—that this stage had already been reached in the West. ‘Modern moral utterance’, as he put it, is best understood as a series of badly understood and fragmented survivals from a forgotten past. These ‘fragmented survivals’ are a remnant of that Western sacred order. Now, as MacIntyre predicted, the final taboos are falling like ninepins, and from all across the cultural spectrum the effects are being felt.

If you’re broadly socially conservative, for example—which in practice means that you hold views which were entirely mainstream until about fifteen years ago—the questions are currently coming at you in a rolling barrage. Why should a man not marry a man? Why should a man not become a woman? Why should a child not have three fathers, or be born from a uterus transplanted into a man’s body? Why should the state not assist people to commit suicide? Since the source of our old understanding of marriage, family, sexuality and perhaps even biological dimorphism was the now-problematic Christian story, these are the kinds of questions to which there is now only one logical answer.

Things are not much better, though, for those on the left who are concerned about the destructive inequalities created by the modern economy. ‘Woe to you who are rich’, said Jesus, in one of many blasts against wealth and power that we can read in the Gospels. ‘Greed is a sin against God’, wrote Thomas Aquinas, one of the giants of Western Christian theology. Not any more. Now our economy runs on greed, and it laughs in the face of any foolish and unrealistic romantic who rejects it. The shaky binding straps with which medieval Christendom kept the traders, the merchants and the urban bourgeoisie tied down have long since broken, leaving us with no better argument against rampant greed and inequality than against total sexual licence or the remaking of the human body itself.

This is what Friedrich Nietzsche knew, and what today’s liberal humanists will too often deny: if you knock out the pillars of a sacred order, the universe itself will change shape. At the primal level, such a change is experienced by people as a deep and lasting trauma, whether they know it or not. No culture can just shrug off, or rationalise away, the metaphysics which underpin it and expect to remain a culture in anything but name—if that.

When such an order is broken, what replaces it? It depends on how the break happens. When the taboos were abolished in Polynesia, reported MacIntyre, an unexpected ‘moral vacuum’ was created, which came to be filled by ‘the banalities of the New England Protestant missionaries’.3 In this case, a certain colour of Christianity had stepped into the breach created by the death of an earlier sacred story. The end of the taboos had not brought about some abstract ‘freedom’; rather, it had stripped the culture of its heart. That heart had, in reality, stopped beating some time before, but now that the formal architecture was gone too, there was an empty space waiting to be filled—and nature abhors a vacuum.

It seems to me that we are now at this point in the West. Since at least the 1960s our empty taboos have been crumbling away, and in just the last few years the last remaining monuments have been—often literally—torn down. Christendom expired over centuries for a complex set of reasons, but it was not killed off by an external enemy. No hostile army swept into Europe and forcibly converted us to a rival faith. Instead, we dismantled our story from within. What replaced it was not a new sacred order, but a denial that such a thing existed at all.

In After Virtue, MacIntyre explains what happened next. The Enlightenment project of the eighteenth century was an attempt to build a ‘morality’ (a word that had not existed in this sense before that time) loosed from theology. It was the project of constructing a wholly new human being After God, in which a new, personal moral sense—no longer eternal in nature, or accountable to any higher force—would form the basis of the culture and the individual.

Did it work? In a word: no. Post-Enlightenment ‘morality’ was no substitute for a higher purpose. If the correct path for society or the individual is based on nothing more than that individual’s personal judgement, then who or what is to be the final arbiter? Ultimately, without that higher purpose to bind it—without, in other words, a sacred order—society will fall into emotivism, relativism and ultimately disintegration. This was MacIntyre’s prediction. It’s starting to look like he was spot on.

In many ways, I am a roundhead at heart. Maybe we all are, we Western folk. The Enlightenment may have failed to create a new moral order that would last, but it taught modern Western people something useful: how to interrogate power and identify illegitimate authority. But while I learned this early, it was much later that I learned something else, dimly and slowly, through my study of history, mythology and, well, people: that every culture, whether it knows it or not, is built around a sacred order. This does not, of course, need to be a Christian order. It could be Islamic, Hindu or Daoist. It could be based around the veneration of ancestors or the worship of Odin. But there is a throne at the heart of every culture, and whoever sits on it will be the force you take your instruction from.

The modern experiment has been the act of dethroning both literal human sovereigns and the representatives of the sacred order, and replacing them with purely human, and purely abstract, notions—‘the people’ or ‘liberty’ or ‘democracy’ or ‘progress’. I’m all for liberty, and it would be nice to give democracy a try one day too; but the dethroning of the sovereign—Christ—who sat at the heart of the Western sacred order has not led to universal equality and justice. It has led, via a bloody shortcut through Robespierre, Stalin and Hitler, to the complete triumph of the power of money, which has splintered our culture and our souls into a million angry shards.

This has been the terrible irony of the age of reason, and of the liberal and leftist theories and revolutions which resulted from it. From 1789 to 1968, every one of them ultimately failed, but in destroying the old world and its sacred order they cleared a space for money culture to move in and commodify the ruins. The vacuum created by the collapse of our old taboos was filled by the poison gas of consumer capitalism. It has now infiltrated every aspect of our lives in the way that the Christian story once did, so much so that we barely even notice as it colonises everything from the way we eat to the values we teach our children. Cut loose in a post-modern present, with no centre, no truth and no direction, we have not become independent-minded, responsible, democratic citizens in a human republic. We have become slaves to the power of money, and worshippers of the self.

The old taboos are not coming back, and Christendom will not be returning to Europe any time soon. Neither do we need to desire it. The point is not to make an idol of the past, but to recognise that when a culture kills its sovereign, the throne will not remain empty for long. Dethrone Christ if you like—dethrone any representative of any sacred order on Earth. But when you do, you will understand that the sovereign, however imperfect his rule, may have been the only thing standing between you and the barbarians massing outside—and inside—your gates.

A culture, I think now, is above all a spiritual creation. When the cult departs from the heart of the culture, the thing starts to fall apart. The centre cannot hold. This, I think, is where we are. If this is true, then the ‘culture war’ is the equivalent of two bald men fighting over a comb. We are not in an existential fight for the future of ‘Western civilisation’. Western civilisation is already dead—and both sides of the current ‘war’ are reacting, in their own particular ways, to the vacuum that has replaced it—a vacuum which something must come to fill. The French philosopher and Sufi mystic René Guénon, writing in 1927 in his short book The Crisis of the Modern World, suggested that what he called ‘the Western deviation’ away from the sacred order had unleashed materialist demons which ‘now threaten to invade the whole world’. Guénon could see that the power of materialist science, allied with the values of commerce, would cause the West to ‘disappear completely’ if it did not change course:


Those who unchain the brute forces of matter will perish, crushed by those same forces, of which they will no longer be masters; once having imprudently set them in motion, they cannot hope to hold their fatal course indefinitely in check. It is of little consequence whether it be the forces of nature or the forces of the human mob, or both together; in any case it is the laws of matter that are called into play and that inexorably destroy him who has aspired to dominate them … 4



When a sacred order collapses, despair can ensue, even amongst those who would not want its return or who are not even aware of what is missing. But the cycle of rise and fall is an inevitable part of the human historical pattern, and a necessary one. ‘The passage from one cycle to another’, wrote Guénon, ‘can take place only in darkness’.5

What if we are in that passage now? What if we are living in Guénon’s ‘darkness between worlds’? It would explain the strange, tense, shattering and frustrating tenor of the times. It would start, too, to get to the heart of what we are lacking, for we modern creatures are people with everything and nothing all at once. We—at least if we are among the lucky ones—have every gadget and recipe and website and storefront and exotic holiday in the world available to us, but we are lacking two things that we seem to need, but grasp at nonetheless: meaning, and roots.




II

The Great Unsettling

THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS a perfect society, and anyone who tries to build one will either go mad or become a tyrant. Humans are fallen, or just natural, and both of those words are synonyms for ‘imperfect’. What is ‘perfection’ anyway? It is a concept designed by a part of the modern human mind—the part that likes clean lines, easy answers, plots that end by neatly tying up all the threads. The quest for perfection is a quest for homogeneity and control, and it leads to the gulag and the guillotine, the death camp and the holy war. Even if we could agree on what perfection amounted to, we would none of us be equipped to build it.

But. Though no human culture has been anything but flawed, all lasting human cultures in history have been rooted. That is to say, they have been tied down by, and to, things more solid, timeless and lasting than the day-to-day processes of their functioning or the personal desires of the individuals who inhabit them. Some of those solid things are human creations: cultural traditions, a sense of lineage and ancestry, ceremonies designed for worship or initiation. Others are non-human: the natural world in which those cultures dwell, or the divine force that they—always, without fail—worship and communicate with in some form.

We need these roots. We need a sense of belonging to something that is bigger than us, across both space and time, and we underestimate that need at our peril. A rootless society is like a society with no sacred order: it is adrift, and open to capture by dangerous forces. In her brilliant and singular book The Need for Roots, written in 1943, the French writer and reluctant mystic Simone Weil put the case starkly:


To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognised need of the human soul. It is one of the hardest to define. A human being has roots by virtue of his real, active and natural participation in the life of a community which preserves in living shape certain particular treasures of the past and certain particular expectations of the future … Every human being needs to have multiple roots. It is necessary for him to draw wellnigh the whole of his moral, intellectual and spiritual life by way of the environment of which he forms a natural part.1



Weil was writing from exile in England, as her homeland was still under Nazi occupation. She saw National Socialism’s perversion and capture of the notion of rootedness, and the evil that was being done with it. But unlike many intellectuals of the left, the Nazis’ racial tyranny did not lead her to reject the notion of rootedness in favour of some universalist flavour of ‘global justice’. She saw that for the perfectionism it was: the same flavour of perfectionism that, to the east, was leading the USSR to roll out the same kind of tyranny as the Nazis were building, right down to the barbed wire that surrounded the camps designated for those who did not fit into the model.

Weil saw beyond all of this: When she looked at Hitler and Stalin, she saw two tyrants leading nations that had already been uprooted—by the Industrial Revolution, by Bolshevism, by the Great War, by the Depression, by the wider process of modernity. Both tyrants promised a return to security, power and meaning for their people through the imposition of a totalitarian ideology which they claimed would speak for the masses. Both delivered hell instead.

Weil’s book was commissioned by the Free French in London, led by Charles de Gaulle. It was intended to be a manifesto for the renewal of France, and Europe, after the scourge of Nazism. Her prescription was radical. Europeans, she said, had been uprooted by industry, by the state and what she saw as a form of pseudo-Christianity which had lined itself up with ‘the interests of those who exploit the people’. Both state nationalism and state socialism were con tricks: exploiters of the people posing as their liberators. The ‘totalitarian idol’ of grand world-saving ideologies such as communism and fascism was the scourge of the twentieth century. The whole game had to be junked, the terms redefined. ‘The only punishment capable of punishing Hitler, and deterring little boys thirsting for greatness in coming centuries from following his example’, she proclaimed, ‘is such a total transformation of the meaning attached to greatness that he should thereby be excluded from it’.2

A transformation of the meaning attached to greatness. Perhaps this has always been the task, and perhaps it has always been urgent. But it certainly is now. Our society has attached a meaning to greatness that is not as far away from Hitler’s as it would like to believe, despite our cant about democracy and freedom. Our idols today are economic conquest, unending ‘growth’ built on turning all life into ‘resources’ for human consumption, scientism disguised as objective inquiry, manic forward motion, and the same old quest for perfectibility.

What could such a ‘transformation’ look like? The conflagration that consumed the West in the twentieth century, as two vast materialist ideologies confronted each other and tyrants offering salvation rampaged across the continent, feels in retrospect like some sort of endgame. If the West was, as the previous chapter argued, a spiritual creation, then this attempt to create heaven on Earth in the absence of God was a lesson in what a culture without a spiritual core can come to. The history of religion offers no shortage of tyrannies and persecutions, but its secular replacement has, if anything, fared worse. What does ‘greatness’ mean, then? Where should it aim its gaze?

Simone Weil found the answer in the eternal things, and the way she spoke about them could never be boxed in. She wrote in praise of God, tradition, roots, peoples and culture; but also of justice, freedom of speech and thought, honour and equality. She was a sort-of Catholic, but fought for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. She could be equally scathing about fascism, communism, established religion, liberal elites, capitalism and mass education. She incinerated the ‘uprooted intellectuals obsessed with progress’ who dominated the cultural elite of her time (and who have entirely conquered ours), assailed the left for its contempt of the peasantry and asserted that ‘of all the human soul’s needs, none is more vital … than love of the past’. But just when you imagined you were dealing with a conservative Defender of the West, you would read something like this:


For centuries now, men of the white race have everywhere destroyed the past, stupidly, blindly, both at home and abroad. If in certain respects there has been, nevertheless, progress during this period, it is not because of this frenzy but in spite of it, under the impulse of what little of the past remained alive.3



Weil wasn’t wrong. We in the West invented this thing called ‘modernity’, and then we took it out into the world, whether the world wanted it or not. Once, we called this process ‘the white man’s burden’ and exported it with dreadnoughts. Now we call it ‘development’ and export it via the World Bank. But—and here is the point so often missed, especially by critics on the left—before we could eat the world, we first had to eat ourselves. Or rather: our states, our elites, our ideologues and power-mongers had to dispossess their own people before they could venture out to dispossess others. We were the prototype, the guinea pigs in a giant global experiment. Now we find ourselves rootless, rudderless, unmoored in a great sea of chaos; angry, confused, shouting at the world and each other. We have made of our world a nihil. We are both perpetrators and victims of a Great Unsettling.

Of course, ‘Western’ people are not the only ones responsible for the rolling destruction of culture and nature that is overwhelming the world, whatever progressive deconstructionists may claim. The culture of uprooting is global now. You can see it everywhere you care to look, accelerating in speed and destructive power. Witness the Indian government trying to undermine the power and agency of the nation’s peasant farmers, and triggering a rural rebellion by doing so. Witness the Chinese state, which is increasingly looking like the most efficient machine ever invented for uprooting, resettling and controlling mass populations. Witness the Indonesians colonising the tribal cultures of West Papua, or African governments corralling the last of the bushpeople. This is what states do, whatever colour or culture their ministers are. It’s the ancient human game of power and control, turbocharged with fossil fuels and digital surveillance technology.

However we dissect it, though, I believe that the heart of the crisis that is enveloping so much of the world today—cultural, ecological and spiritual—is this ongoing process of mass uprooting. It is also, as this book will explore further, the root of the West’s current turmoil. We could simply call this process modernity, which is not a time period so much as a story we tell ourselves. But I prefer to call it the Machine, because a machine—as the poets showed me—is what it feels like. This process, which has been going on for centuries, of uprooting us from nature, culture and God, leads us into a mass society, controlled by and for technology, in which we have been on course to become, since at the least the Industrial Revolution, mere cogs in a giant mechanism that we have no control over.

Wherever we come from, wherever we are, we are almost all uprooted now. The power of the ‘global economy’ demolishes borders and boundaries, traditions and cultures, languages and ways of seeing wherever it goes. Record numbers of people are on the move as a result, and as the population increases and climate change bites, those numbers will rise everywhere, churning cultures and nations into entirely new shapes or no shapes at all. Even if you are living where your forefathers have lived for generations, you can bet that the smartphone you gave your child will unmoor them more effectively than any bulldozer could. The majority of humanity is now living in megacities, cut off from non-human nature, plugged into the Machine, controlled by it, reduced to it.

This process accelerates under its own steam because, as Simone Weil explained, ‘whoever is uprooted himself uproots others’, thus feeding the cycle. The more of us are pulled or pushed away from our cultures, traditions and places—if we had them in the first place—the more we take that restlessness out with us into the world. If you have ever wondered why it is de rigueur amongst Western cultural elites to demonise roots and glorify movement, to downplay cohesion and talk up diversity, to deny links with the past and strike out instead for a future that never quite arrives—well, I’d say that this is at least part of the explanation.

We are, I think, in this flailing, dissolving ‘West’ of ours, desperately in need of real culture. We want to go home again, but even when we know where home is to be found, we see that we can’t return. And so a void is created, and into the void rush monsters: fake versions of the roots we are looking for. Identity politics, newly rigid racial labels, extreme forms of nationalism, endlessly multiplying genders, and ‘identities’ constructed online with no reference to reality. The mono-ethnic identitarianism of the far right or the ‘diversity’ identitarianism of the far left: take your pick according to your predilections and fears. We reach for toxic imitations of our lost roots, but they can never replace the real thing and the result is an orgy of anger, bitterness and wanton destruction. Meanwhile, the Machine pushes on, relentless.

If you are looking for a ‘solution’ to this—presuming, of course, you think it is a problem—then you will not find one in politics, nor in ideologies. The twentieth century shows us this clearly, and today’s culture war, which sometimes seems like a 1960s nostalgia trip, shows it too. Once these rootless, curated ‘identities’ are the choices we are faced with, we are already a long way down the road that leads away from real culture. In all the time I have spent with people who live in genuinely rooted cultures—rooted in time, place and spirit—whether that be here in the remnants of rural Ireland, in indigenous communities in Mexico, Papua or India, on some of the last small farms in England, or talking to Maori or Native American or Aboriginal Australian people, I have been struck by one fact: people don’t tend to talk much about their ‘identity’ unless it is under threat. The louder you have to talk about it, the more you have lost. Once an entire country is talking about nothing else, that’s a pretty good sign that the Machine has sprayed the roots of its people with Roundup and ploughed the remains into the field.

‘Our age is so poisoned by lies’, wrote Weil, ‘that it converts everything it touches into a lie’.4 Everything deeper, older and truer than the workings and values of the Machine has been, or is in the process of being, scoured away from us. We turned away from a spiritual, rooted understanding of the world in order to look at ourselves reflected in the little black mirrors in our hands. Some people are quite happy with this, and have no time for romantic Luddites like me when we lament it. Even we romantic Luddites are doing much of our lamenting on the internet. But some day soon we will all have to look up and begin to turn back again. I have a feeling that this process has already begun.

When a plant is uprooted, it withers and then dies. When the same happens to a person, or a people, or a planetful of both, the result is the same. Our crisis comes, I think, from our being unable to admit what on some level we know to be true: that we in the West are living inside an obsolete story. Our culture is not in danger of dying; it is already dead, and we are in denial. This, now, is the reality we have to wrestle with—and transcend.




III

The Faustian Fire

SPRING IN IRELAND MEANS THE NIGHTS are still frosty, the fire is on in the evenings, and the birds are still hungry. Summer is slow in coming to this island, and sometimes it never really comes at all. Early this spring, as the first shoots appeared, I ploughed and raked a section of my field, and then sowed it with native wildflowers. A week later, the birds all got up earlier than me and ate the lot. There was barely a seed left; only a lot of telltale little patches of blue and white bird shit where my seedbed had been.

Working on the land is like that: an endless battle to protect your little space from every other creature that also wants its bounty. We can all identify with this in some way or another. Still, digging and sowing and leaning in to the last of the winter winds has a purifying side to it. Working on the land, I can clear my head of thoughts and questions. Sometimes, anyway. But there are times when the questions won’t leave; they swirl around, they compost in my mind, they develop and grow tendrils and shoots. Sometimes they are answered, at least partially. Sometimes, they just give birth to more questions.

It’s hard to work on the land without thinking about roots, because you’re often working with them: trying to create them, or sometimes trying to dig them up. As spring began to ripen, in between planting seed and cursing the birds and wanting to work with the birds to avoid the cursing, I found myself thinking about those roots a lot. I knew that Simone Weil was right: I have been writing for years about the uprooting of things that seem to matter, both around me and within me. That uprooting is the story of our time; the story and the genesis of the Machine. In the end, all the digging and the thinking prompted me to sit down with a book I had been putting off for years: a book which, like its author, had an intimidating air but which I was sure would have answers to my questions.

Published in 1918, the book—or rather, the first of its two volumes—catapulted its author, a previously obscure private scholar, to fame. In that decisive year, the book’s title might have been reason enough: The Decline of the West, by Oswald Spengler. Germany was emerging shattered from the First World War and beginning its spiral into two decades of catastrophe which would climax with the Second. Decline was very much in the air. But it wasn’t just in Germany that the book took off. Across the West, after the horrors of the Great War, there was a sense that something was terribly wrong. A society that could create a hell like Passchendaele (where my own great-grandfather was a sniper), and pull much of the world into it, seemed to be suffering from some terrible sickness.

Spengler took the long view. The Decline of the West is a comparative history of civilisations, in which its author claims to have discovered a pattern of birth, growth and decline which can be applied to all major human cultures, from that of Ancient Egypt to that of the modern West. What sounds like a mathematical formula is then rendered in prose which is sometimes closer to poetry (Spengler preferred to call himself a poet rather than a historian), employing overarching metaphors, sweeping historical claims, layers of polemic and an often-overlooked spiritual undergirding. All of this resulted in both the instant scorn of professional historians, and an entirely original piece of work.

Spengler’s poetic, intuitive and Teutonically wordy model divided the world up into discrete cultures, each of which had a distinct form. He then explained, through comparative examples, what he believed the standard cultural cycle was. First, a ‘culture’ is born, in a specific part of the Earth. The place itself is the primary influence on the feel and form of the culture, which cannot function properly outside its birthplace. A young culture is ‘organic’; that is to say, it grows from the bottom up. The peasant, said Spengler—the ‘eternal man’—is the base upon which a culture is built. A culture is at root a product of the countryside and the small town.

As the culture grows, it coalesces around a distinct ‘Idea’. Each culture exists to fulfill this Idea, though it may not know it. The culture rises and grows, reaches its full potential and then flowers. The Idea floats off into the world like pollen on the wind. This is the golden age. Having fulfilled itself, then, the culture ‘suddenly hardens, its blood congeals, its force breaks down and it becomes civilisation’. At this point, it may create great monuments, build empires, erect glorious buildings, produce great art—yet its life force is already seizing up. Its peasantry is gone, sucked into the urban slums; the small towns have become sprawling cities; its spiritual life has ossified; and its arts have become self-referential. Civilisation has triumphed, and civilisation ultimately only has one final arbiter of value: money.

Eventually, after a century or two of vainglory, such a civilisation evolves into a globalised ‘cosmopolis’. Great ‘world-cities’, made up of people uprooted from landscapes far and near, are its heart, but despite their energy these cities—‘the monstrous symbol and vessel of the completely emancipated intellect’, where ‘money and intellect celebrate their greatest and their last triumphs’1—are unable to create or maintain real culture. What was once animal has become machine.

At this point, the decline begins in earnest. The uprooting of everything and everyone, the quest for glory, the construction of empires and monuments, the accumulation of wealth and the subsequent dependency upon it: all of it creates an exploited, unhappy mass population in the ‘barrack-cities’ which are easy prey for corporations, media manipulators and demagogues. Here the arch-traditionalist Spengler comes into strange alignment with the communist Karl Marx, with his theory of alienation, and the uncategorisable Simone Weil with her reflections on the consequences of rootlessness. All are in agreement that the creation of vast populations in industrial megacities is the precursor to turmoil. What kind—and whether the turmoil is to be welcomed or feared—is another question.

Spengler’s prediction on this front was clear: the age of cosmopolis was the beginning of the end of all civilisations, from China’s Warring States to Ancient Rome. The resulting decline in each case paved the way for ‘Caesarism’: the rise of demagogues promising to bring order to increasingly formless chaos. After several hundred years of such centralised tyranny, the civilisation finally succumbed to the weight of history and was replaced by another. This, he said, would be the fate of the West; and soon.

So what did Spengler make of this thing we call ‘Western culture’: What did he mean by it, and what did he predict? The thing that seems to set Spengler apart from other comparative historians, aside from the poetry and the purple passages (always a plus for me), is the way he categorised cultures. This is the part of the book that academic historians really hate, which may be why it is the most interesting bit. Spengler bunched up great chunks of historical time in unique ways. Rejecting the then-common division of past eras into ‘ancient’, ‘medieval’ and ‘modern’—a schema which he said was too parochial and flattered the West by placing it at the centre of the world—he invented his own pattern instead.

First came ‘Apollinian culture’—Spengler’s term for the Classical world. Apollinian culture, like all others, had its own distinctive forms—arts, architecture, literature and the like, all accreting around key symbols. The symbol of the Apollinian world was the column. Growing out of the ruins of the Apollinian world came a culture invented especially for the occasion by Spengler: the ‘Magian’, which took in Judaism, Byzantium and early Islam. Magian culture, too, had its own forms and poetry: primarily, as the name suggests, it was a time of mysteries, of questions without answers, of trust in the higher will. Its symbol was the cavern.

Then came the culture in whose dying days we are now all living: the splendidly named ‘Faustian’ age. As the name suggests, the Faustian Idea—the soul, the essence which has driven the rise and fall of ‘the West’—is expansion, curiosity and an endless forward drive. An endless need for conquest, invention and exploration define the Faustian soul, which believes to its core that the whole world should follow its example, and that its values are universal.

Faustian culture, said Spengler, was born around the year 1000. Its summer was the High Middle Ages, its symbol the great Gothic cathedral, its golden age represented by the music of Bach. By the time of the sixteenth-century Reformation the decay was setting in, and by 1800 Faustian culture had begun to atrophy into civilisation: Classicism and Romanticism were signs of an increasingly rigid civilisation already looking fondly back to its cultural or natural origins.

With industrial revolution, Enlightenment and empire, the Faustian fire was carried to all corners of the globe, and its core Idea—the onward push of economic growth, material expansion, ‘development’, ‘progress’ and all the other modern mythologies—was seeded across the world by the ‘expansion power of the Western soul’. Organic lifeways were replaced by abstract systems, and modern science (‘no other Culture possesses anything like it’) became the ‘servant of the technical Will-to-Power’. Religion declined, to be replaced first by liberalism (‘freedom from the restrictions of the soil-bound life’) and then socialism, which in Spengler’s broad usage meant the urge to politically reshape the whole world according to egalitarian lights. The Western left, in Spengler’s telling, as the Marxist revolution in Russia had so recently demonstrated, were Faustian too in their totalising universalism and their ruthless destruction of opposition.

But even as the West was conquering the world, its own soul was seizing up. By the twentieth century, the direction was clear, and for Spengler the Great War only confirmed it. Only disintegration, followed by Caesarism, and a ‘return to thorough formlessness’, awaited us now. The twenty-first century, predicted Spengler, would be the period in which this would begin. The only realistic response was to adopt some version of Stoicism, and hope for the coming of a cultured and suitably strong Caesar to steady the ship as she sank.

It’s probably not necessary to labour the point that one of Spengler’s readers did indeed become leader of Germany fifteen years later, and tried to fill the role he believed the author had allotted for him. Spengler was not impressed: the parvenu Hitler was not the Caesar he was looking for, and he had no time for Hitler’s racial theories about ‘Aryans’. But all Spengler’s talk about ‘blood’ and the ‘vigour’ of nations, not to mention his fear of ‘coloured races’ usurping ‘Prussians’, and the need for a strongman to respond, had fed the tiger which would come to eat his country. He had discovered that we don’t get to choose the shape of our Caesars, or their designs. Perhaps all we can do is try to make sure we do not prepare the ground for them to spring from.

I expect that those academic historians could still kick a hundred holes in the details of The Decline of the West, but it is hard to argue that the broad trajectory which its author offered was wrong. Now, as we watch a new period in our decline unfurl, I find it useful to keep his model in mind. I find it useful to remember that we are the men and women of the Faustian age: the age of the Machine. The values of this Machine are the values of Spengler’s Faustian culture, and the upheaval that they create
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