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Chapter 1
 How the West Became
 Wealthy and Modern

If all humans have inalienable human rights and basic material entitlements, as most modern Western people now believe, why is it that most humans who have ever existed—non-Westerners and nonmodern Westerners alike, endowed with an equal measure of the very same human nature as modern Westerners—profoundly lacked such rights and entitlements? Where are such rights in twenty-first-century Congo, and where were they in tenth-century England? Why are these allegedly essential rights so atypical for nearly all humans who ever existed?

Clearly, there is something missing from such gracious pronouncements about essential human requirements. That modern Westerners announce such things more than others is a tell. Ancient Europeans of the Roman variety never thought like this. Apparently, one must be rich in the first place to think as much. Historically and biologically speaking, human rights are not essential cosmological constants of human history or the long arc of justice, much less of biological nature, but some sort of very recent historical acquisition or even a luxury. Sadly, this means they are not an essence located deep within human nature but a spotty local event attached somewhat superficially, not just to human history but to human nature itself. This attachment was recently bought by the very people who regard human rights as natural features of the universe. Truth be told, rights are indeed alienable if they cannot be purchased.

Indelicate questions ensue: Why do such pronouncements exactly and perfectly coincide with the existence of modern wealth over the last several hundred years? What degree of riches is sufficient to think in terms of universal humanity instead of family, clan or tribe, given that riches are historically abnormal for universal humanity? Was there a historical event that enabled this idealistic thinking?

The majestic spiritual question of rights and ideals, long dissociated from material matters, now abruptly materializes into the following question: How did the West reach a level of riches to pay for its ideals? The answer cannot be found by delving deeper into the feelings that well up from the optional and recent renditions of human nature.


A Picture Worth a Thousand Words

Mixing morals and matter, how the West so recently became so wealthy is really the same question as how it became modern, since modern riches coincide precisely with modern morals.

Immediately, two obstacles appear. First, the question is tricky foremostly for Westerners themselves, because while the poor definitively feel poor enough, the rich never really feel rich enough. Indeed, historically speaking, one has to be significantly rich to notice that what passes for moral depravity and material poverty is an option rather than a fate and, consequently, needs to be addressed. Only with a life of possibilities can one truly be disappointed in one’s fellow humans and oneself—the rest is fate. In interpersonal comparison, human happiness appears to be a relative standard, not an absolute one. Neighbors require neighbors to compare, as in keeping up with the Joneses. By becoming rich, the West effectively denaturalized dire poverty, which had been the status quo or the human condition for most of human existence.

Second, most modernity speculators note that, since being rich and free seem like good things, humans must have intended them, like reaching for a cookie. Such motives seem self-evident. And if intended, there must be a hidden blueprint or game plan of intentions located deep within the already modern, inner little man or homunculus who brought about modernity. Thus, in vast and ongoing tautological investigations, modern thinkers have sent their best minds to find and interrogate this homunculus as their culture’s very own ethnocentric version of human nature itself.

That is what became of denaturalizing poverty. Quickly, the modern project of making more people rich and free graduated into some sort of moral or material self-realization project of the already modern but imprisoned homunculus. Modernity reduced to a mission for liberators and revolutionaries (if a Leftist) or developmental economists, who seek to unleash another hidden Latin creature, homo economicus (if an Anglo-Saxon). Such missions came complete with their lists of universal human needs, which soon became modern rights and entitlements, on their way to becoming postmodern grievances and crimes. All of this is the byproduct of the search for a timeless, eternal but paradoxically all-too-modern human nature. This is the implicitly modern homunculus struggling to break free.

That none ever feels rich and free enough—a rich and free person’s malady to be sure—makes modernity’s failure to consummate the marriage of man and modern into some sort of crime, ergo the ubiquitous Western self-hatred industry. In the exhaustion of searches for the modern, the West became spiritually postmodern, the religion of a dumped lover. One cannot have a great idea without eventually falling prey to it. In times past, this was called hypocrisy; today it is called apostasy.

Barring an explanation of modernity as some type of material or spiritual self-realization act, more jaded and cynical historians, suspicious of the very possibility of big pictures and in a sour-grapes mood, regularly proclaim that they have outgrown the need for an old-fashioned imperial theory of modernity. With this anti-homunculus, what passes for explanation is a long concatenated list of complexities reporting to the puzzled that modern life simply had to be, because it is. It had to be because, with twenty-twenty hindsight, it in fact took place. They replace the inevitable destiny of religious providence or secular self-determination with the inevitable fate of fact. Today, one attempts to be historically authentic, not timelessly true. Authenticity has replaced truth as the basis for preaching, as thinkers substitute providence with fate as the preferred idiom of modern inevitability.

Yet the belief that modernity had to be, by will or happenstance, confronts a serious problem. Modernity did not have to happen, and it is, if nothing else, a highly abnormal, unnatural, and atypical way of using one’s permissive human nature.

In sum, there are no good morally, materially, or even accidentally based explanations for why and how the West became so rich, so free, so suddenly, and for so many. No, not one. To the cynical post-truth historians, who offer long concatenate chains of one damn thing after another, the response is simply thus: “No kidding, so you are confirming that modernity happened?” Thinkers and mediators on the modern problem cannot even explain what they mean by modern. The very concept is slippery, because they never stop to ask how Westerners afforded to ask such questions, and because moderns flatteringly regard themselves as the cause and not the consequence of modernity.

If ideas must be afforded, the modern question, however, is really a stuff problem. Justice and happiness, if they come at all, arrive after stuff. Wealth is a necessary but not sufficient condition for justice and happiness. Thus, the question of wealth should be rephrased: How did Westerners afford their minds? How did they procure all the material trappings that engendered the modern mind and made its formidable flotilla of expectations appear reasonable?

These are pre-happiness, pre-humanity questions, in the same sense that pre-algebra and pre-calculus are what come before algebra and calculus. Here, one has to denaturalize or denormalize modernity and its corresponding homunculus, self, subject, human nature or whatever. Modernity was not a form of self-realization, since the very modern self in question is a minuscule fraction of what human nature has been up to for the last quarter million years of its anatomical existence. That, and that alone, makes the much-celebrated modern self a consequence and not a cause of the wealth puzzle.



The Graph of Great Mystery

Remedying the pathologies of navel-gazing, perspective can be attained in one brutally simple picture that admits none of the subtleties and counterintuitions coveted by contemporary intellectuals. This picture is called the Graph of Great Mystery. As is said of pictures, this one is truly worth a thousand words. Its import is so unsubtle that complex terms must be invented to comprehend its simplicity.

Its truth is hiding in the most effective of all secret spots—plain sight. What begs explanation is not historical poverty, which is normal, but contemporary wealth, which is abnormal. In the hunt for the cause of modernity, seekers have gotten matters precisely backward. That for which modernity theorists probe was not an essence in the bosom of human nature but an event in rough-and-tumble human history.

Behold the graph.




[image: Line graph showing human income staying low for thousands of years, then rising sharply after about 1800, indicating rapid modern economic growth.]

The Graph and Attempts to Debunk It

The graph provides needed historical context by avoiding the mistake of focusing on a molehill converted into a mountain or by fluffing the X and Y axes, as most graphs of this divergence do. As is commonly known from looking through a car’s rear-view mirror or a magnifying glass, objects appear larger than they are. To that end, both the X and Y axes are larger and longer than standard examples of this wealth curve. The Y axis is zero to one hundred and fifty dollars per year (in year-2000 US dollars), and the X axis covers a whopping seven thousand years, from the first Neolithic villages in prehistoric Greece and the Danube Basin—about which respectable material assessments of living standards can be inferred—to the present. Seen previously, with too much focus on a short span of a few hundred years, this curve is generally called by the leisurely name, the great divergence. Less subtle but still gradualist, some call it the more sharply inclined hockey stick.

In the extended version here, the curve is in fact a big fat right angle, making it less a bird or a plane and more a rocket. The graph depicts three salient features. The long horizontal section slowly undulates around an intractably stingy mean of roughly five dollars a day for the last seven thousand years. The nearly vertical rocket section shoots upward from its five-dollar launch pad to more than one hundred and fifty dollars per day (roughly sixty thousand dollars per year) in less than two centuries. Finally, there is an inflection point. This is the blast-off between the horizontal and the vertical lines. The Y axis dramatically overpowers the X axis sometime in the nineteenth century.

In historical terms, this vertical portion of the graph is dumbfoundingly recent. Indeed, in 1900 C.E., most Europeans were still earning a very premodern four-figure salary of about four thousand dollars a year, taking home only twice what their Neolithic brethren were making and barely competitive with a minor provincial Roman lord. The horizontal and vertical sections are precisely coincident with what most Westerners call the premodern and modern eras. Modernity is about material matter.

The Graph of Great Mystery and its sudden and mysterious right-angled curve illustrate that human GDP per capita in Europe, since the introduction of agriculture, leisurely oscillated around a very low horizontal mean of about five dollars per day. Like a crop duster, it hugged the earth for thousands of years until, sometime between 1750 and 1850, in Western Europe, an inflection point appeared. The pilot suddenly jerked the stick back and ignited a rocket engine to shoot straight up vertically for two centuries, yielding an oxymoronic right-angled curve.

The West sustained this vertical velocity until the 1970s, but that is another topic entirely. The Graph of Great Mystery is neither subtle nor counterintuitive, but it is nonetheless true. It is a big picture of big data, revealing what little self-absorbed snapshots cannot—the forest through the trees.

The graph is unfair to the poor. By revealing material under- and overachievers, it hurts feelings. If all are free and equal, all must achieve at the same rate. This makes any distortion in the metaphysical fabric of human equality the de facto result of morally illegitimate elites, like the Anglo-Saxons, or illegitimate biological luck, like access to cows, or illegitimate geographical luck, like access to fertile soil.

The graph presents a problem for intellectuals, who rarely appreciate it. They suffer from obophobia, the fear of stating the obvious. Intellectuals have their power interests too, in making things so intellectual. Thus, confronted with the obvious question of what provoked the graph to blast off from a horizontal to a vertical in a historical blink of an eye, the first scholarly impulse is to disbelieve and then debunk or deconstruct it. The graph is insufficiently counterintuitive to be correct, and, as a result, definitions are tinkered with. Was human GDP per capita really two or eight dollars in 1980, 2000 or 2020 dollars? Did it oscillate from three to six or from one to nine, making the assessment potentially off by a whopping one hundred to nine hundred percent—the windfall of using very small numbers. Yet all this is melodramatic overstatement and statistical chicanery: none of this really matters in the big picture. The composite graph is based on various assessments, measures and standards. There is nothing cutting-edge in its depiction. In the future, someone will produce a better version.

But anyone who extends the Y axis, from zero to one hundred and fifty dollars per capita for ten thousand years or so, will discover the exact same graph supplied here. The debunkers of the graph reduce to nitpickers on matters that are academic in the worst possible sense of the expression.

Naturally, the fair-minded are tempted to take issue with the graph’s unfairness, because it seems to confirm the nasty and illegal Western stereotypes about the premodern and non-Western world as unchanging and unprogressive. Naively believing change to be an Enlightenment-friendly, progressive vector, moderns hold that all change is inherently good. Activists go further and ask: “But does the graph measure happiness or justice?” Sadly, it does not. Notice it is merely a measure of material matter. Moreover, the premodern and non-Western world did change profoundly in its people, languages, gods and greetings, but always did so on five dollars a day.

Thus, scholarly efforts to demonstrate that the premodern world grew are accurate only in the same sense that a cat exhibits a command of differential calculus when it leaps for a butterfly. On this point, consider the scholarly work of Angus Maddison, whose praiseworthy efforts yield a picture of the world before the modern West arrived. He has been somewhat disingenuous, however, in claiming that the world grew in a modern economic sense before the eighteenth century. Indeed, European GDP per capita grew, even doubled, from the High Middle Ages in the eleventh century to the early modern period in the sixteenth century. It went from about four to eight dollars per capita per day, which is to say, four dollars in a five-hundred-year period.

But a dime compounded for twenty generations is not exactly a political event, much less the modern lotto. This is not modern economic growth. Rather, it is truly and quite literally academic growth and a disingenuous shift of perspective, where what the scholar sees as growth is imputed to a culture in order to rescue primitives and pre-moderns from static stereotypes. It is not growth and progress if no one notices growth and progress.

Importantly, academics are overcompensating and patronizing the premodern and primitives: the ancestors, elders and prophets did not regard their truths as static so much as enduring. Moreover, on an ecological note, their material lifestyles were millennially sustainable.

What Maddison does not report is that in the previous five hundred years, from the collapse of the Roman Empire to the High Middle Ages, GDP per capita in Europe fell by about half. Before that, from 1300 B.C.E. to 200 C.E., it doubled in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds. By picking and choosing and manipulating the X and Y axes, Maddison makes molehills into mountains. Oscillation around a dismal mean is not the standard concept of economic growth: it is cultural drift, confusing a seasonable restoration of political order with systematic modern economic growth. This is the problem with being too subtle and counterintuitive for one’s own good. To see matters otherwise is to confound rebuilding and order with growth and transformation. The graph stands.

To drive the point home, what the graph illustrates is stunning and makes for bad copy for all humans before 1800. From the beginning of settled agricultural life to roughly 1800 C.E., economic growth simply did not exist. With essentially no modern economic growth before the year 1700, with its base at near zero and its inflection point in the early nineteenth century, the curve is much too polite a term: it is a near right angle.

According to the graph, the West did not so much get rich as the rest remained poor and historically normal. To neighborly mortals, this reality made the old, natural and normal historical poverty look increasingly like an option or perhaps even a crime instead of a fate—the problem of unneighborly comparison. Moderns have gotten things completely upside down. The West—not the rest—is the historical oddball.



Five Terms Describing the Graph of Great Mystery


	A Horizontal World;


	The Iron Fact;


	The Breakout;


	The Vertical World; and


	An Efficiency Effect.




The Graph of Great Mystery depicts the death of effectively static GDP per capita, which imprisoned humans from the introduction of agriculture in Europe until the nineteenth century and later elsewhere. This is the horizontal world (Term 1).

The fundamental material constraint on society, of static GDP per capita, is the iron fact (Term 2). The iron fact is not an inviolate law, however. As with any equilibrium point, it is a statistical average that oscillates around a very low mean of about five dollars a day.

The breakout of the iron fact (Term 3) is the period when the trajectory of growth converts from low horizontal to high vertical. It is an inflection point. Further, there is the vertical world (Term 4). Modernity is defined here materially, not as the attainment of justice or happiness, but as an event in time and space; namely, the breakout of the iron fact in the nineteenth century in Western Europe.

Finally, the Y axis measures an efficiency effect (Term 5) as changes in GDP per capita. Clearly visible is the stark and undeniable fact that GDP per capita oscillated at a few dollars above and below the five-dollar mark for roughly seven thousand years. As a consequence of this static material life, modern economic thought never developed, because there was nothing to explain.




Modern Wealth as an Efficiency Effect


How Stupendous and Populous China and India Lost to Little Britain and France

If growth dramatically accelerated after the breakout of the iron fact, which it did even while making vastly more humans, what is witnessed emphatically is not more extensive empiring or state theft as leftists contend. States have always stolen, but that never made them rich in the modern sense. Thieves, pirates and socialists can redistribute wealth, like Robin Hood, but not make it. Redistribution or theft cannot transform the horizontal world into a vertical one.

Rather, what is observed are dramatic material- and human-productive transformations, as per capita increases on the Y axis. Since the weight of the world has been constant for the last several billion years, the breakout must have happened by some sort of productive transformation in the way that humans used resources and themselves. There was and is simply no other source of wealth to be had.

In other words, the rationalization of social and material life came, ultimately, from a fundamentally new type of productivity-based wealth. Modern wealth is predominantly some sort of efficiency effect, whereby differential human quality trumps uniform human quantity.

By reorienting the focus of Western wealth to a matter of efficiency, another telling clue arises, albeit a highly clinical one, on how to proceed. After 1800, human quality trumped human quantity as the metric of state power. The principle of state wealth morphed from Roman scale to British efficiency. Westerners changed the basic rules of the material game. This explains the principal power difference between tiny and weak Roman Britannia in the second century and the immensely powerful Great Britain in the late nineteenth century. In the year 1700, by their brute dominion over the land and mortal souls in their keep, Mughal India and Qing China (like stupendous Rome before) were the richest states on earth.

Scarcely two centuries later, however, about a half dozen Western European states, a mere fraction of the existing mortals and lands, savored the vast portion of the world’s wealth and power. This is another example of how differential and intensive human quality began to trump technologically uniform and extensive human quantity. By the nineteenth century, the determinant of state wealth had shifted from extensive quantity to intensive quality. Today, Belgium would not accept Congo’s return because modernity exhibits a secular rationalization of human agency and ability in things like science and job training.

In this efficiency effect, not only matter but humans are utilized uniquely. Modern people access the potential of both atoms and other formerly mistreated types of humans, like women and social or ethnic outliers, in contradistinction with humans in the horizontal world. Such wealth is based neither on more control of known reality nor on brute scale but on transformative productivity. As the world has remained constant and bounded, the predominant source of this new wealth could not have been a mere expansion or a stealing of pre-existent reality, even if such a view is flattering to the poor.

Modern wealth is predominantly not a matter of theft or rebuilding after a natural or manmade catastrophe, as ancient wealth was, but an efficiency effect caused by changing the rules of the human engagement with material and social reality. Modern wealth must have originated from some sort of efficiency effect.




The Million-Dollar Question (In Year-1960 Dollars)


What Caused the Breakout?

Why does the graph drag along going nowhere for seven thousand years and then abruptly shoot vertically? Why did systemic economic growth come about, as opposed to mere oscillation around a very low mean? In terms of the graph, what caused the breakout from the iron fact? As the question of life after death is to religion and philosophy, the puzzling question of modern economic growth is to economists, social scientists and historians. The Graph of Great Mystery is no country for the incurious. The right-angled curve demands a theoretical explanation. What caused the efficiency effect?

First, matters can be dispassionately dissected. From the introduction of agriculture in Europe to the 1800s, a span of roughly seven thousand years, the Continent was trapped in a no-growth, Malthusian condition, the fundamental constraint of the iron fact. Between 1750 and 1850, however, a historically abnormal and atypical event occurred. Growth catapulted from its flat line upward at an inflection point termed here the breakout of the iron fact.

What might be further said? First, the breakout was abnormal historically, and the West did not so much get rich as the rest of the world stayed normal and typical. Later, material growth in the West denormalized endemic human poverty by making it optional. In modern retrospect, the human norm was dismal poverty.

Indeed, before 1800, all organisms—plants, animals and humans—worked on the evolutionary payment system of differential reproductive success. Here, all their genetic, physical and instinctual prowess, as well as their learned cultural and intellectual prowess, while giving an initial windfall boost, was eventually converted into more fat or offspring.

This cruel rule applied even to humans, where the inventions of things, like the plow and the wheel, might have given an initial productive windfall, but this windfall simply created a new equilibrium point (a new production-possibility curve), where innovation was converted not into per capita riches seen in the horizontal world, but into more humans (more capita). Eventually, humans, like the rest of life, broke even at the margins of existence, which is what the iron fact represents. Be innovative, fruitful and multiply until thou attainist poverty again. This was the infamous maxim of the Malthusian trap, where all debts must be paid, and slaves whispered into the ears of caesars, all victory is fleeting.

The million-dollar question (in year-1960 dollars) becomes this: What caused GDP per capita to increase from a constant low level of about five dollars a day to about one hundred and fifty dollars, presently, in less than two hundred years? What caused the breakout, and what does it represent?

In the human example of life, somewhere in the late eighteenth century, human innovation began to outpace human reproduction for a sustained period of time. Hence, the Houdiniesque escape, where one sees the secular rise in GDP per capita. This occurred even with vastly larger human populations to boot, making the event of the breakout more miraculous.

What is witnessed is a productivity effect (the rising of the material production-possibility curve upward), outpacing population growth in economic terms. This effect suspended the cruel logic of the Malthusian trap and so summoned a totally new form of science into existence: economics, the science of material growth. Indeed, the most important fact about modern economic theory is that premodern economic theory does not exist. It is the youngest of the sciences without an ancient analog. The world before 1700 may have been physically tough, but, apparently, not theoretically tough.

Calling modern wealth an efficiency effect leaves the original mystery of the breakout still mysterious. Lucky states and criminal states have been around for a long time, but efficient states, apparently, have not. The efficiency effect requires an explanation. The Graph of Great Mystery offers another clue on how to proceed; namely, what caused the rationalization of social and material reality that the per capita change represents and that almost all admit was the most prominent feature of modernity?

Was this efficiency effect coming from in here, in an inner human nature, as from a reason-maximizing, freedom-loving Enlightenment human nature or philosophical subject? Or was it an equally inner-rational but more materially oriented homo economicus, the fabled rational economic actor of classical economics? Or was something else more reactive and out there in the environment stimulating the rationalization of material and social life? Is the mascot for modernity a proactive, unbound Prometheus of the economic historian David Landes or a reactive, myopic Hamlet of Shakespeare? Did the West leap into modernity, or was it pushed? What caused the breakout?



The Traditional Answer: A Homunculus Did It

Why did innovation get the better of reproduction and permit humans to exit the evolutionary profit motive of differential reproductive success, which ended only in more poor organisms? Since more wealth and freedom seem manifestly good, the standard answer has been that humans must have intended both, as a self-realization act based on an already modern blueprint embedded deep within human nature.

Creation and the modern world give the impression that they were intended, planned or created. Therefore, the breakout was no mere event in space and time but an inner essence seeking to self-realize in the outer world, like the God of Genesis, only secularly so. This position holds that modernity was some sort of self-determination act on the part of a hidden modern essence, a homunculus, struggling to teleologically realize its latent form, like a seed aspiring to be a tree.

The standard explanation for the breakout is that modernity was a self-realization act, and subject theory in its modern incarnation was born to hunt down the homunculus who caused it. Left with the question as to what caused the rationalization of humans and resources, most do not like to see modernity as merely a cold, clinical efficiency effect. To call modernity a passive efficiency effect makes for bad copy in Enlightenment mythology. Until only very recently, the 1960s, moderns preferred not to see themselves as the victims of modernity. It is undramatic and denigrates the star and beneficiary of modernity, the reason-loving human. Moreover, modern things, like freedom of speech, respect for human rights and shopping, seem good and desirable. As modern goodies are good, Westerners must have intended them as the ends of desire, will or intention.

Add to this observation that right-minded philosophers or ascetics never set out to find themselves unless there was a self to find in the first place—no motive for meditation. Only the promise of this inner being, as the soul, subject or human nature, as the ultimate point of leverage over reality, enticed Kant and Rawls to introspect in their studies or the truth-seeking Buddha to sit under a Bodhi tree in meditation. As the bone is to the dog, so the quest for the universal human subject is to the philosopher—things they were born to excavate. In this sentiment, the rationalization of reality must have been the result of an inner being that preferred rationality to irrationality, riches to poverty, more to less, freedom to imprisonment, and, of course, life to death, as Enlightenment custom holds.

Problem solved: the inner desire to be materially and morally modern yielded modernity. All this, in turn, now requires a little being with a formidable modern want-list, who is, in effect, explicitly modern but implicitly so. This is what explains the rationalization of life, the efficiency effect. Moderns’ efficiency effect was a living intention. In other words, modernity was caused by an inner modernness. Enter the homunculus.

With the appearance of the homunculus, finding the answer to modernity backslides into a moral or material self-realization problem, or the frustrating question: Why are we still not happy? Over the course of the last half millennium, Western thinkers have personified or anthropomorphized their answers in explaining the rationalization of modern life. They attribute modernity to a little modern being, a craver of reason deep within, who likes to reason and rationalize reality. This general type of solution is termed here the general theory of the homunculus, of which the Western material or moral subject, or version of human nature, is but a special case of the general theory. The scheme and its rationality are highly anthropomorphic, intentional and preeminently self-conscious. Above all, it is tautological. It makes life into a teleological process of ends-seeking, a matter of teleological rationality.

Importantly, the special theory of the Western subject, like any homunculus theory, functions with the idiom of intention, desire or agency. Such desires can be moral (for freedom) or material (for more utility or stuff). Like its original inspiration, the God of Genesis, the homunculus generates reality by will. It owns or appropriates the world by scent-marking it with its legitimating intention. Reality thus has meaning and providence because it is a product of legitimate human or human-like (divine) intention. In this way, both medieval peasants saw providence in the falling of the sparrow and modern Marxists see prices in a market, long considered a reified naturalistic fact, as the will of a collective human species-being.

This intentionalization of reality is how Medievals saw and Marxists see meaning in the world. The world is justified by being an anthropomorphic intention, either of gods or humans. This is how humans socially construct reality. They live in a providential story of freedom rather than in a haphazard history of chance.

The original foundational homunculus—or feminuncula for feminists—is lost to time, but likely it derives from the idea of the little man at the control panel of the mind, who causes self-consciousness in the big man, or the homomagus, one observes on the outside, just as the living soul is said to cause life in living humans.

As with the original homunculus, the soul, the little man inside one’s head who initiates self-consciousness, is fully formed and separable from the bodily vehicle it provisionally inhabits. Indeed, seconds before death, the soul ejects from the corporeal craft, like a SIM card when one’s phone is updated before it crashes. The personality of the phone gets a new body.

Homunculi are tautological, reverse-engineering projects designed to make the past end in the present. They ask the tautological question: How did the world come to suit human desires? Or what did the past have to do to make me?

In the general theory, homunculi come in many shapes and sizes. They can be unfathomably big (Christian God, Hegelian Geist, or Marxist species-beings) or pathetically small (a solitary religious soul, a philosophical subject, a selfish, individualistic economic agent, or just a garden-variety evil spirit). What is important is the anthropomorphizing of reality and the consequent belief that reality can be controlled by an anthropomorphic scientist or analyst, who is a homunculus whisperer of sorts and expert in propitiating, coaxing, divining, unfixating or otherwise cutting deals with shy, angry or traumatized homunculi.

Importantly, the scientific method cannot measure a soul, a human nature or a god. They are too big or too small to be seen with the naked eye or even measured with the finest instruments. One can talk to them or appease them only with the homunculus whisperer—priest, philosopher, analyst or developmental economist. With an anthropomorphic homunculus, it is possible to talk, analyze or meditate one’s way to modernity as a matter of internal philosophical reflection on true feelings. Presumably, one can be happy or just or even modern simply by being properly aware. Since modernity seems like a good idea and inevitable, earth-based humans, like deities, must have intended it in a moment of tautological ecstasy.

As a theory of order in reality, the homunculian motto is that anthropomorphic-looking beings cause anthropomorphic-looking things. To be sure, modern theorists do not speak of silly medieval homunculi. Instead of asserting that life is caused by an inner lifeness, which would sound much too tautological and medieval, modern theorists posit that modernity is caused by an inner modernness. They re-nominalize the comical medieval homunculus into the respectable idea of the Western philosophical subject, a human nature de jour. The key to repeating history lies in artfully forgetting it, to outsmart oneself. Thus, the fabled explanation for modern life and the breakout has been some sort of homunculus relaunched as the Western moral or material subject. As Marx noted, history begins first as comedy (homunculus) and ends as farce (the Western idea of the modern subject).




A Homunculus Did Not Do It

Tautologies thrive on the belief in the necessity of the present or the belief that the present had to be: this is the eternal present. But how likely was the Houdini escape from poverty? Not likely. Thus comes the conviction of the homunculus in absentia as the cause of modernity. Like all essences, homunculi need a sense of inevitability or their necessary existence in the eternal present as a providence, destiny or at least a fate. Yet the graph reveals that modernity was an event in history, not an essence in human nature. With the homunculus as the teleological essence that causes reality, the past essentially reduces to either the same as the present (the Bible or Aristotle) or it becomes an embryonic or fixated form of the present (Enlightenment thinkers, especially Hegel, Marx and development economists).

Like Aristotle and the Bible, Enlightenment thinkers tended not to really believe in the past as something radically different from the present or history as contingent. In the bias of the living, people in the present normalize themselves into the one and only possible version of reality, largely because they happen to be alive in the present and this literal present is their eternal present.

Upon meditation, however, what counts as a reasonably good life is a question of historical calibration and context. Ask a profoundly illiberal premodern European, like a Roman or a caveman, on this matter. The graph furnishes the needed perspective. It liberates navel-gazers from the problem of trying to mediate their way to modernity through a better awareness of present navels. As seen in the graph, modernity is far from being inevitable or typical. It consumes about three percent of European life over the last seven thousand years. Not exactly a starring role.

And if the graph is extended to include the invention of agriculture in the Near East, the modern share shrinks by half. Making homunculus matters even worse, if human nature is defined by its anatomically modern biological definition, humans have spent only one one-thousandth of their two hundred and fifty thousand years of existence as modern. Whither the homunculus now?

Moderns are neither inevitable nor typical types of people. Thus, what needs explaining is not poverty and illiberality (historically normal) but wealth and liberality (historically abnormal). The graph shows modernity decisively as some sort of later accessory, addition, or even accretion to a much vaguer and more permissive human nature. Hence, the normative menagerie of human history and culture in its definitions of a good moral or material day. Modernity is not in human nature as such and cannot be gotten by more mediation on people’s growing list of modern grievances. Modernity is only the present and popular idiom of ethnocentrism. Thus, the meditative or feelings-based method of outlining modern entitlements or grievances in a philosopher or activist’s legal contract will not hold water.

The inquiry here is not a treatise on human happiness or universal justice so much as an attempt to comprehend how modern people came to yearn for both. Hitherto, nearly all theories of modernity treated the cause of modern goods as an intention of a subject that wanted to secure its moral birthrights or cash in on its material entitlements. Modernity became a right of the universal human subject.

In political philosophy, the goal in modern contract theory from Hobbes in the sixteenth century to Rawls in the twentieth century was to definitively state what counted as a legitimate state for equal humans. States had to give their people what they wanted: protections, property, liberty and then to pensions, universal health care and on to diversity training and animal rights. In moral theory, states had to assure freedom and self-determination, from freedom of religion to our latest—but certainly not final—freedom of gender identification. In economic theory, states had to supply the institutions appropriate for the full logical self-realization of selfishness.

Confounding a seasonable European rebuilding in post-war Europe with the making of modernity, Walt Rostow reasoned that if development gurus could build central banks in Congo, then Congo would be like Germany in relatively short order. Indeed, the entire Cold War rivalry in the developing world was premised on a quick recipe for modernity, be it capitalist or communist. That is what made Chile, Congo and Vietnam valuable real estate in the global game of modern human self-realization.

Yet all these modern desires never revealed how the original subject, upon which was built the very idea of modern life, came to think its desires plausible to ask of its state in the first place. Subject theory was never truly historical because it assumed a fully formed modern subject from the outset, its homunculus, which, as some are now coming to appreciate, is a protean, historically moving target.

One can see this shapeshifting in the vast difference in the meditations of Marcus Aurelius and John Rawls on what amounts to a good day in a good state. The goalposts of reasonable expectations continually move as more desires become reasonable. If human immortality became possible, presumably a legitimate state would have to guarantee that too.

When Rawls conceded that his theory worked only in conditions of moderate scarcity, by which he means effectively modern wealth, he did not fully realize that he had sawed off the philosophical branch on which he was sitting. Rawls assumed away the scarcity problem of the horizontal world, but the amelioration of scarcity and the breakout are political problems. They drove the general expansion of the modern state’s job description, to which he was an unwitting accomplice.

This moving of the goalposts is well seen in the history of political contract theory, which balloons from the minimal provision of personal security (Hobbes) to the maximal full-service parental state (Marx to Rawls) in well under four centuries and precisely coinciding with material growth in the West. It follows that desires as such cannot be the bedrock stones of modernity theory, as subject theory assumes. The problem of scarcity means that material man outranks moral man.

To make matters visceral and violent, what counts as a good state, just as what counts as a good dinner, gruel or steak, and what counts as a good weapon, a spear or a rifle, is a historical, not a philosophical, problem. As Christ and the Buddha note, as well as most economists and biologists, abstract and universal living beings want more time and power in general, unto immortality in the religious sense or indefinite utility in the economic sense. Desire is just a power source, the more machine that propels life across the expanse of time. Specific and substantive human subjects, however, want specific and substantive things, like affordable kidney dialysis and a living wage.

Ironically, this observation suggests that something other than a self and its sanctimonious sense of entitlement underwrites the self’s demands as defensible requests in the first place. This forces an explanation of what thinkers have been assuming, including the assumption that all humans deserve to be happy in a modern way, as opposed to a shut up and take the pain in a pagan way or a sit still and you will be rewarded a handsome, heavenly compensation package in the medieval Christian or Islamic way. How can modernity be explained by means of such derivative desires, or what an economist would call induced demands, if the process of modernity created these very desires by escaping the iron fact and ameliorating the curse of scarcity that enforced illiberal ideas?


Wealth as an Event, Not an Essence

Conceding the historical character of modern life turns the traditional Western notion of human nature inside out, reversing the conquest of an inner self into the reflection of an opportunistic, flexible and creative organism to an outside world. As odd as it may seem, while modern ideas have been good vehicles for self-interest, freedom and riches, these accomplishments could not have been the fundamental cause or motive of modern riches or rights, as philosophers, liberators, activists and economists have claimed.

Though sympathetic to economists in explaining how the West became rich, modernity cannot be represented as a developmental embryology of how a state can become the best of all possible vehicles for self-interest, since the very definition of self-interest is at issue here. In this sense alone, the theory of modernity argued here is fundamentally at odds with all modernity theories that explain modernity by evoking a moral or material subject who is directed by long-term substantive ends to conquer reality. Ironically, modernity could not have been the motive for modernity, because human nature is profoundly older than the breakout from poverty.

Ever since humanity began, humans have wanted wonderful modern things, to no modern effect. Thus, if human nature caused modern life, modernity would be coterminous with human nature, just as beaver dams are coterminous with beaver nature, and there would be no right-angled curve on the graph, just a horizontal one.

In addition to progress, history has two other settings long ignored by Enlightenment thinkers: idle and regress. Thinkers might have suspected such had they not been so impressed or oppressed by their modern moment. Less than three centuries old, modern economic growth remains historically wet behind the ears. This is exactly the measure between a contingent historical event and an intentional eternal essence.

In retrospect, the problem with the graph is that humans on the horizontal pre-breakout part, like Aristotle, Confucius and Aquinas, and humans on the vertical post-breakout part gaze only at their respective sections and conclude that normal reality must be what their part of the graph is, horizontally static or vertically progressive. As all dialecticians must, Hegel and Marx tried a synthesis by mixing equal parts of X and Y to create a progressive teleology, but that would have resulted in a diagonal line. All have concluded that the graph must have been the result of an essence or homunculus of some variety. The problem, however, is that the curve is first a horizontal X and then a vertical Y, and an essence could be only one (a horizontal) or an equal combination of both (a diagonal).

Evoking the tautological desire to be rich and free is no help here, because even Zulu- and Viking-flavored humans have always wanted to be rich and free, and that never made them so. Thus, if modernity was caused by an essence, why was the essence so long in arriving? Why all the material underachievement and moral illiberality? Why a breakout in 1800 and not at the inception of humans? Why in Western Europe and not in Kenya or Thailand? The homunculus is AWOL for more than ninety-five percent of the Graph of Great Mystery.

The graph illustrates not an eternal essence trying to realize itself, but a rare contingent event that did not have to happen. There was nothing inevitable about the great escape, and the graph’s form could not have been achieved by a uniform quality-controlled homunculus. The difference here is that essences have to happen or at least die trying, while events are fickle, contingent matters that may or may not show up. Humans are truly historical and contingent beings. So the breakout cannot be explained with more endogenous, internal subject theory as the victor or victim of history. The modern subject must be derived, not assumed.

Importantly, this does not deny human nature. That would be pure idiocy. Puppies and children raised in the very same environment turn out differently on account of the difference in pre-existing dog nature and human nature. A subjectless theory more modestly asserts only that modernity as such is not in human nature, which explains all that history and culture out there are. The human future is unfated and belongs to humans alone. Liberated from both destiny and fate, theoretically understanding modernity is a contingent question of how an event came to fruition.

Less interesting is what would materially or morally satisfy human nature than how such a historically abnormal and atypical subject or human nature could have even happened. Beyond the assertion that humans are very capable organisms that prefer more over less and life over death, nothing said here about modern life derives from an abiding and eternal human nature as such. To reiterate, this is not to claim there is no human nature, only the more modest claim that modernity as such is not inside human nature.

As an event, the modern subject is derived rather than assumed or reified into the cosmos, as thinkers on this matter have posited from the ancient Greeks to the Enlightenment. Here, one asks not how states become just and happy, but how they develop the very pretext for such desires. Here, there is no offer of a modern theory of are we happy yet? Nor the used-car salesman’s what do I have to do to make you modern? Humans bought modernity already and are soaking in it.

To be sure, creation or self-creation from scratch unto perfection, just like the God of Genesis, is appealing, but mortals are only marginally free tinkerers, not creators. People now are already modern and have little choice in the matter. They had no choice in the shape of their hands or the languages they speak either. So, how did humans use their marginal freedom to become so materially rich? Not in human nature as an essence. The answer cannot be found in a monastery or study. Rather, it is out there in time and chance as an event.



A Moral Identity Presupposes a Material Capability

Nearly all theorists of modernity strove to explain the arrival of modern life as a great moral or material quest for justice and happiness, like Rousseau, Hegel and Marx, or as a state legitimacy problem, like Hobbes, Locke and John Rawls, or even as a developmental embryology on the most efficient way to be selfish, like the economic historians Walt Rostow and Douglas North.

Yet these theories neglect how ever-rising human expectations derail schemes of self-realization. As human capacities increase, what constitutes a happy life and a legitimate state endlessly amends: contentment is a moving target. For example, Hobbes’s state provided order, but with basic order secured, it was off to the races. Locke’s state amplified the fruits of order into life, liberty and the pursuit of property while limiting democratic representation. Rawls’s ideal state must be an inclusive social welfare state, tending to the Scandinavian model. Upping the ante even further, the states of Rousseau and Marx purport even to solve religious problems: they are a Christianity in the here and now.

The better at order, riches and well-being humans and their states become, the more is demanded of them. What would have impressed even our recent ancestors, like penicillin and an average lifespan of eighty years, scarcely amuses today. No politician wins an election by convincing constituents that they are better off than cavemen. The rising expectations problem bedevils modernity theory when conceived as a happiness and justice problem, because the very meaning of such high-maintenance selves is never self-evident.

Human desires need a calibrating context, since they play second fiddle to material opportunities and actual abilities. Taste in art depends as much on one’s wallet as one’s taste in art. Little mongooses do not aspire to eat big buffalo. Buffalo is the food of lions. Identity follows capability; interest follows power. Hence, all reasonable moral and material expectations must be historically contextual.

The more proficient humans become at desiring, the more they desire. By way of example, in spite of having the very same human nature and even the very same geography, both ancient Romans and modern Italians have very different concepts of what their respective historical societies owe them and thus very different definitions of state legitimacy and even human nature. Consequently, Roman and Italian philosophers harvest very different fruits from their professed timeless meditations. This observation suggests that Westerners were materially rich before they thought they were morally right.

That both material and moral goals are historically calibrated as reasonable expectations means that they cannot be found through an unadulterated access to a definitive and timeless homunculus, which has been smuggling in outside historical content from its local circumstance, like a dieter sneaking a Twinkie. All theories of modernity have unintentionally reflected this historical calibration but, paradoxically, denied its historical cause. Correcting this means that the solution to how the West became rich cannot be solved by more religious or scholarly meditation into exactly what it is that human nature truly requires to be fully human. As a result, to make way for a subjectless theory of modernity, the homunculus must depart.



God of Genesis or Leaf in the Wind?

Clearly, no respectable contemporary theorists of modernity would give safe haven to a homunculus who tautologically holds that modernity on the outside was initiated by modernity on the inside, at least not openly. That straw man would be too obviously embarrassing, assuming, of course, the little fellow was that embarrassingly obvious.

Supposing then one denies aiding and abetting a homunculus. What is the alternative? Above all, the homunculus is a causal theory, which stipulates that only an orderer can cause order. Here, the paradigm of order is none other than the inspiring God of Genesis, creating from scratch with a fully compliant void or blank slate. This supposition makes the alternative to the homunculus an anti-anthropomorphic theory of order; namely, chaos or chance itself. The opposite of the intentional God-of-Genesis paradigm is the intentionless leaf-in-the-wind paradigm. Today, this alternative is a theoretical surrender on the question of how modernity came to be. The lack of a recognizably human scent in history means that there is no order there. Now the conviction of the homunculus in absentia from the graph makes perfect sense. It is nothing but pure chaos out there.

The previous view, however, defaults to the concatenate fact-flow of the historian’s erudite and long chains of one damn thing after another. This is the status quo of contemporary history books, full of thick detail devoid of big picture. Or it leads to the postmodern claim to have boldly gotten over old-fashioned imperial truths. Here, an inevitable and externally driven chronology replaces an inevitable and internally driven causality. In this still-tautological view of the eternal present, however, modernity had to happen because it did in fact happen. In quantum probability or the multiverse of physicists, a particle or universe of some state or style had to happen because the particle or universe one presently finds did happen.

The spectrum of what could be possible explains what is, and the present proves its legitimacy simply by being here. Similarly, of all the normative roles of the historical dice possible, present moderns got the very one history that coincided with the Enlightenment ideals of freedom, equality and humanity as a matter of probability. This moral universe was possible, too, and so it came to pass. With this option, one may not gain a desired destiny, but at least a definitive fate is secured. But a fate still has important nutritional value for those who have been abandoned by Truth. Like Truth, fate is inevitable. Being inevitable, it ensnares mortals into certain determinate forms, much like what human nature was thought to do. With history as a fate instead of a destiny, the old-fashioned and naive Truth can be dispensed with because one has a locally and sustainably sourced truth-like substitute without the nasty side effects of imperial Truth.

This substitute is called historical authenticity. In this fateful reading, history forces itself on a person and synchronizes a people, by virtue of their historical experience, into a single view of profound matters. Confessing all this historical determinism is to be authentic. Thus, it is not a common human nature that demands the emancipating Enlightenment ideals, but a common historical experience. This inevitabilist and determinate reading of fact-flow confers a warrant to argue modestly for a provisional, normative value of the Enlightenment because it was inevitable.

As a result, modern intellectuals are no longer true in the biblical or Platonic sense but authentic in the historical sense. Significantly, this authenticity enables the preacher, the liberator and the philosopher to continue preaching, liberating and philosophizing because it supplies, supposedly, the common standard that human nature neglected to provide.

Authenticity allows the edifier to keep her job and can carry on ironically as if Truth still existed with the very same sanctimonious habits of Truth. Retold as unsarcastically as possible, this approach is how most modernity thinkers today would likely characterize themselves. Contemporary theorists are so beyond the silly homunculus by now. Yet the persistent need to reveal human irony and insist on the broad moral jurisdiction of a preachy authenticity, all dogmatically enforced, betrays if not the foot, then surely the footprint of a homunculus as the anti-homunculus and his weighty presence of absence.

Leaves in the wind cannot feel the ironic mismatch between hope and fact, because falling leaves, by definition, fall where they may—they take what they get. Nor can one damn thing after another generate a definitive, preachable position, because leaves are pre-authentic already and are immune, therefore, from the normative axes to grind of the other fallen leaves. Authentic leaves accept their blown lot in Zen-like complacency. This leads to the problem with authenticity itself as the new truth substitute. History is neither determinate nor inevitable; thus, what qualifies as authentic is not unproblematically given or determined by historical experience but hotly contested.

Regarding the matter of historical authenticity, consider the case of John Rawls, who with decades of Harvard heft, sought to transfer the normative-guidance system of modernity from human nature in his truthy A Theory of Justice to the Western historical experience in his later truth-free Political Liberalism in a less-filling-tastes-great move. That it is so easy to get one’s predetermined authenticity wrong and requires a maximally skilled professor to tell people what being loyal to their determined historical moment means suggests that history is not doing a particularly good job of determining. Alas, life must be interpreted, making it as difficult to be a convincing victim as a convincing victor of circumstance.



Enter the Anti-homunculus

In sympathy with authenticity seekers, the quest for Truth comes off, admittedly, as très passé, and the homunculus comes off, admittedly, as downright comical. Thus, practically speaking, most thinkers go on record as leaf-in-the-wind types. This is a very sophisticated way of saying, “I have no clue how modernity came to be. Care for more fact-flow?”

With the anti-homunculus, it is clear why the Enlightenment went underground in a historian’s Enlightenment as authenticity and why it became the postmoderns’ Enlightenment as dogma. The historian did a bait and switch of authenticity for Truth; the postmodern offered the even less nutritious bait and switch of dogma, the mortal enemy of reason, for Reason. Seen through the anti-homunculus, the Enlightenment project continues to generate ironic and dogmatic positions based on former homunculian momentum. The leaf in the wind preaches still.

Ironically, postmodern arguments work best of all on postmoderns. Thus, the modern intellectual knows big pictures in history are impossible, whereas the common man only suspects as much. That makes the common man inauthentic. He must be preached to authenticity in the ironic service of the very same result.

Or the intellectual impulse exists in the scholar, who cynically illustrates the mismatch between human goals and outcomes. Thus comes the Waiting for Godot or presence of absence that intimates a missing homunculus, great or small—the iconic ironic.

On the dogmatic side, the Enlightenment has been ceded to its archenemy, dogma, to be enforced by well-intentioned Jacobins, Red Guards or revolutionaries going ahead with the great emancipation project as usual, but this time as a matter of the presumed customary superstitions of their local historical tribe. As dogma dictates here, if disagreeing with the traditional Enlightenment credo of freedom, equality and humanity even under transparent scientific pretext, the scholar will be chased out of the academy—a kinder, gentler form of an intellectual burning at the stake.

In the lecture hall, the historian and postmodern assume all are on the same page and wink at their crowd as naughty European men pass. Those literate elites dwelling in the Western universities, not the illiterate peasants, are the most intolerant of Western people today—the exact and ironic opposite of times past.

As they transition from the pathologies of masculine assertion to those of feminine insinuation, modern thinkers are no longer normative—they are crypto-normative. In this sentiment, most thinkers today keep their homunculus hidden safely out of sight in negative form, lest they be thought silly. Yet the missing homunculus gives their chronicles of human folly the necessary moral jurisdiction and sting that the matter-of-fact recitation of one damn thing after another definitely lacks. One could not be ironic or dogmatic unless one was disappointed with oneself, and as an authentic leaf in the wind, one is by definition pre-authentic as a matter of fated fact.

All such disappointments presuppose a desire for coherence, which a heaven- or earth-based homunculus formerly provided. All this is strange, given the Enlightenment’s original promise to be transparently reasonable and to advance the conceptual conquest of reality, neither of which historians and postmoderns even pretend to offer today. This is surely yet another irony of the learned.

The bait and switch of authenticity or dogma for the truth, as the deep normative Enlightenment project, is the giveaway of the hidden contemporary anti-homunculus. Enlightenment ideals are simply too good to be untrue, and for that reason, the homunculus is hiding as his ironic alter ego.

The point of this exposition of the alternative to the out-of-the-closet homunculus is that modernity has so transformed, even contaminated, its moderns that it is very difficult for them to imagine not being modern, though swearing to hate modernity. In this present eternal present, the past reduces to either an infantile and embryonic modern (if an optimistic and outgoing Westerner, from 1789 to 1945) or the past reduces to the original romantic modern (if a pessimistic and apologetic Westerner: 1945 to present). The native cannot be a native at all, much less a real other, only a modern of the past or future. In any case, one is still very much looking at one’s own modern reflection. In this inquiry, both the anthropomorphic and the opposite and equal anti-anthropomorphic models of human nature are rejected as flip sides of the same debased coin.

Like all tautologies, this approach assumes its own legitimacy. As a result, it cannot explain what modernity is or how it happened because it cannot actually see modernity. To break the cycle, the position here is that modernity cannot be explained either by intention or chaos.

There are rules and patterns of order in history. There are repeating patterns to be seen at the very instant that the self-blinding modern self is unassumed as an assertive presence (1789 to 1945) or an insinuating absence (1945 to present). But none of this can make sense until the modern notion of human nature and its long list of entitlements are decommissioned, beckoning a look at the horizontal and vertical worlds anew and contemplating these old worlds in a new way. Both worlds are about the material empowerment of humans, and that empowerment drives humans’ normative imagination, not vice versa.




Explaining the Breakout as an Efficiency Effect

Having rejected any theory of moral or material fulfillment or theoretical surrender to happenstance as the answer to why the breakout came to pass, leaves still unresolved how the West became decidedly rich. Straight away, a materialist’s question, a stuff-measurement problem, is front and center. Some account must be given not of people’s obsessed present being but just how that being acquired all that stuff and alleviated scarcity.

Having confronted the idea of a homunculus as a causal conception in modern wealth, there remains the allure of the homunculus as a temperamental temptation. To both the religious and the secular alike, it seems right and proper that spirits should outrank bodies in the order of things. From the outset, even materialists and atheists are blown off course by the temptations not of body but of spirit.

The novelist Albert Camus famously proclaimed that whether life was worth living or not was the most important of all questions. Mere scientific stuff, like the number of dimensions of space and most likely GDP per capita, comes much later, if at all. Note, however, that Camus’s remark requires some literary and dramatic context—a stage, like a study or a café. His is an after-dinner, spare-time sort of remark full of sound and fury but definitely not made on an empty stomach. Camus gesticulates with a ham croissant. Insofar as they are living, artists tend not to be as starving as they present. Starving is part of their shtick. Their alleged willingness to go hungry or risk life and limb signals to the rest that their art is worth more than mere life and thus a plausible candidate for the much-needed purpose of modern secular life.

Camus’s remark requires a spot of debunking, because while disdaining mere science, it presupposes nonetheless a remarkable proficiency with the dimensions of space and GDP, as in French cuisine and spare time. In a familiar refrain, one has to be rich in the first place to think like Camus. History bears out the primacy of the body over the spirit, at least to get the spirit off the ground.

As a matter of historical fact, ascetics and liberators, like the Buddha and Socrates on the ancient side and Gandhi and Lenin on the modern side, tend to be the children of the well-off. In the cruelest of ironies, people have spirits only as long as the body is not tortured by need. Thus, someone else’s proficiency in the dimensions of space and time permits the moral renunciation and aesthetic asceticism that enable poets and prophets to badmouth matter.

Bodies must be bought off that spirits might prosper and preach. Compose a poem while suffering gnawing hunger or a splitting headache. Freedom from money and health worries comes only when one has them. The question of the value of life comes only after the bills of the body are paid. Camus was flat wrong: matter matters.

This café inquiry is the credo of the spiritual materialist, the testimony of a relatively well-fed body. By paying the bill for the body, moderns are able to assume away the problems of the body. Like youth assuming bodily health, they fancy themselves to be more immortal than they really are because their bodies are unproblematic. Moderns are incapable of seeing their wealth because they have naturalized it into a birthright. A sharp slap in the face from history on this matter is required. Barring food and leisure, the stuff of Camus’s café, it is an animal existence for both animals and humans all the way down, where the pressing matters of territory, subsistence and sex pre-empt the bluster of well-fed spirits.

Thus, to the great disappointment of the romantic, even the premodern gods turn out not so much to be existential-meaning gods, or even particularly spiritual gods, but near-scientific allies, big brothers, magicians, helpers and accomplices for those who already knew very well what they needed. They needed sturdy bodies, good crops, secure land and something to repeat the cycle all over again, like children, to listen to their tales.

The more scientific gods of longevity, fertility and prosperity appeared long before their scientific equivalents. They were and are legion, while the gods of meaning few. A quick reread of Homer or a stay in an African village until the romance wears off confirms as much. By cruel necessity, most humans know very well what they want. They do not crave the anachronistic meaning of gods of moderns so much as helpful magicians and scientists.

Forcing the materialistic terms on the spirit more historically and less anecdotally, consider the way the morality of Western modernity differed from Western premodernity, well-illustrated in ancient Greeks and Romans. Possessing the exact human nature as contemporary Europeans, the ancients did not speak of ubiquitous human freedom and equality as modern Europeans do, largely because the few free aristocrats who enjoyed freedom already had it, and those who lacked it were better left untempted by its disruptive charms.

In ancient times, free aristocrats and idle princes were interested in what to do with freedom; namely, the pursuit of the proper ends of desire, like conquest, gluttony and sex, or, barring these, a Platonic truth perhaps. They were thoroughly uninterested in the very modern topics of universal human emancipation or how to liberate the masses.

Elite modern Westerners, like Trotsky or Che Guevara, were non-existent in ancient Rome, not because elite Romans were unusually ignorant or malevolent, but because there was no place to put the liberated. This illuminates why the now-modern descendants of peasants and their elite and patronizing defenders believe that happiness is more a freedom problem (a means) than a Truth problem (an end), as the ancients did.

Yet just this difference is the rough measure of moral life before and after the breakout from poverty. In the premodern world, human life faced a cruel decision procedure about how to allocate a scarce world of zero-sum land, prestige and power. Like all who lived in the horizontal world, Greeks and Romans are incomprehensible without the idea that most human life, particularly in barbarian, slave and female forms, simply did not matter or was by necessity pre-empted from its very existence. Not surprisingly, there was much illiberality in the first incarnations of Westerners and non-Westerners alike.

To the dismay of romantics, more sober historians note that kind societies are
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