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A note on the title Times of Crisis: It is unfortunately impossible to reproduce the word play in the title Le temps des crises, which recalls a very popular French song, Le temps des cerises (Cherry Season) written in 1866 by Jean-Baptiste Clément and set to music by Antoine Renard in 1868. It is commonly associated with a time of great upheaval, the Paris Commune of 1871, since Jean-Baptiste Clément himself participated in the “semaine sanglante” (the bloody week) during that revolution.
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Six events

Ancient novelties

Everyone knows about the recent causes of the financial crisis overwhelming the banking casino; there are many competent analyses; some even name those responsible. I would be angry with myself if I were merely to repeat what the media are repeating every day.

I do not pretend to be an economist or a financial specialist. I simply think there is a gap between the numbers reached in the volatile stock market casinos and the weightier and slower reality of labor and goods; this gap, which is measurable in Euros and percentages, equals the immense distance that today separates the media-political spectacle from a new human condition. The numerical gap can help evaluate that distance. This is the aim of my book.

To measure both, I will go backwards in time and space as I did a few years ago, in my book Hominescence, where I tried to take stock of the new things that affected the West in the years following the Second World War, and more specifically during the 1960–70 decade. But first I must define my terms: how does one measure the newness of an event? It is proportional to the length of the preceding era concluded by the event. I will be returning to this point several times.

1. Agriculture

In the course of the twentieth century in countries similar to ours, the percentage of farmers and those whose profession was linked to plowing and pasture fell from more than half of the total population to 2 percent. This drop even became a collapse in the 1960s. And it still goes on. Even as it continues to be fed by the earth, Western humanity has abandoned it.

However, humanity has worked on the earth and lived off it since Neolithic times. This recent break can be considered an event going way beyond usual history because it ends a stretch of time that started in prehistory. We can say that in the twentieth century and especially in the years between 1960 and 1970, the Neolithic period came to an end.

Let me ask again: how can we estimate and measure the importance and novelty of an event? If indeed the measure is proportional to the length of the period it closes, then the sudden depletion of rural populations constitutes one of the most important and most unusual ruptures of the century. It ends an era that started ten thousand years ago. I will apply the same type of measurement to the other ruptures I will mention later.

At the same time, the proportion of humans living in cities goes from 3 percent in 1800 to 14 percent in 1900 and to over half in 2000. Demographers foresee that in 2030, this proportion will reach 70–75 percent. Already we see the emergence of gigantic megapolises around the globe.

What does our old history tell us about the importance of Babylon, Jerusalem, Athens, Rome, Paris, London, or Washington? Doesn’t it celebrate the power of the minuscule minority that haunted those cities? Didn’t most humans live outside those places and hence outside that story? Apart from the wars in which they died, my ancestral farmers and sailors, even those close to my own generation, knew nothing of that history, except that it stole their children’s lives from mothers and from girls their young loves.

When the majority of humans move away from the land, relations to the world are changed. A high percentage among the generations that follow me has never seen a chick or straw, a yoke or a ploughshare, nor a cow or pig or brood. Not only have they never seen or heard a turkey or a duck, but they can no longer speak regional languages, whose sumptuous mosaic faded quickly with the collective murder of peasant infantrymen during the First World War and which later declined precipitously when local rural communities disappeared.

Sailors and aviators now follow GPS, not stars; even astronomers work on a screen. No one observes the sky to know what the weather is like, while everyone looks at the weather report on television. We believe in nature’s goodness and the tiger’s indulgence. And in fact this is how the old being-in-the-world of the philosophers survives. Or rather we should say, the being-in-the-apartment, going off to vacation in Arcadia, sometimes wearing shorts.

The ignorance of the world in which we humans remained so long endures today; unstable and fragile, the awakening world changes its status and becomes the third actor in politics, as we will see.

First move: everything becomes political—from the Greek polis, the city—and everyone is more and more a citizen. Almost no living soul lives or will live outside city walls. There are fewer beings-in-the-world. Who then will know the world as the rural people knew and practiced it? Who now thinks about the world?

Second move: precisely at this very moment, the world takes revenge and threatens humans. Nothing then can remain political in the traditional sense.

I will come back later to this dramatic reversal.

2. Transportation

Let me now consider the new human environment created by transportation systems.

People’s mobility increased a thousandfold between 1800 and today. In air travel, for instance, it amounts to three thousand billion passenger kilometers in 2008. At least a third of humanity (2.3 billion) traveled by plane in 2006 and this increase continues. There is nothing comparable since the emergence of Homo sapiens.

Practiced for previous millennia, the parallel mobility of fruit and vegetables, wild and domestic animals, insects, arthropods, viruses and bacteria has increased in the same proportions. The distance traveled by merchandise before it reaches the supermarkets can be measured in thousands of kilometers.

In my La légende des anges1, I called “New City” an unexpected collectivity that has emerged in the last few decades. Invariant in its variations, it comprises and shuffles all cities through thousands of intercity webs, in which, for instance, the largest “restaurant” in the world belongs to the most important American airline. France becomes a city with the TGV as its subway system and the freeways as its streets.

All this movement exposes the human immune system to pandemics, to which we may no longer be able to respond some day.

3. Health

Around the 1950, the availability of penicillin and antibiotics made medicine more efficient, at least for major infectious illnesses like tuberculosis and syphilis. It seems reasonable to say that this efficient medicine only really appeared after the Second World War. Moreover, chemistry and pharmacy produced analgesics and anesthetics whose power, in statistical terms, erased the pain which used to accompany people’s lives and ruled their behaviors and morals on a daily basis. Now that we no longer live with this daily pain we call its former endurance the glorification of suffering, even though it promoted exercises that helped to tolerate life’s inevitable companion—at least to some extent. For example, canceling a curse that lasted since the emergence of Homo sapiens, generalized epidurals have recently changed the nature of childbirth, which has become less painful for women. Here is another example, a miracle actually: the eradication of smallpox by the World Health Organization in the ’70s. It cured not patients but an entire illness. A global organization eliminated a universal virus.

Just before the Second World War, René Leriche2 defined health as the silence of the organs—that is, if they were heard, they would voice the sound of pain. Today, everybody speaks of being in good shape or of well-being, which I for one define as the organs’ exquisite music. In other words, before the dates mentioned, pathology was so frequent as to be normal, at least in the West. Later, health became the norm.

As a result, the body is changing. After the 1950s, a different human organism emerged whose new features are not yet clear to us. I still speak statistically: less suffering, fewer incurable illnesses, and fewer traces of pain on one’s skin… Hidden in the past because it was dotted with scars and spots, the body is now presentable and undresses on the beach.

Even better, at least since Semmelweiss3 of blessed memory, we started to get control over maternal and infantile mortality and with Pincus4, sexuality, reproduction and birth. Hopefully, sexual equality may arrive some day in our still abominably chauvinist cultures. Until recently, our history books told the intolerable lie that the French had obtained universal suffrage even though only half the adults could vote.

The time of birth, the duration of illnesses or when pain reached a peak, did not depend on us; today they depend on us to some extent. We can even perhaps partly postpone the moment of death by abstaining from fatty foods and tobacco, taking ten available drugs and practicing two different kinds of daily exercises: the useful one for the body and the other kind that is indispensable to avoid precocious senility but nevertheless so rare, intellectual exercise.

To summarize: in a world that is more and more forgotten, in a dream nature, and a mobile environment rapidly becoming virtual, bodies emerge that have little in common with those of their fathers, however close in time.

The period terminated by these health-related events can no longer be measured in thousands of years, but reaches back to the emergence of Sapiens itself; it no longer just extends beyond history to prehistory, but almost reaches back to the hominization process. This is why I prefer the term “hominiscence” to hominization, to characterize a new phenomenon that is millions of years old.

4. Demography

At the same time and roughly for the above-mentioned reasons, and mainly because of the slowly generalized drop in infantile mortality, the number of humans went from two billion to six and soon seven billion, most often squeezed together in gigantic megapolises. Demographic growth in 1968–69 reached a peak never before attained by Homo Sapiens: 2 percent. It has been declining slightly since then.

The corollary, in rich countries only, is the increase in life expectancy that demographers today evaluate at the colossal number of three to six months per year. On average, French people in the countryside live beyond 85 years. We will soon live in the company of thousands of centenarians. Only a century ago, novels by George Sand or Balzac show women barely reaching the age of thirty.

Where are the days of yesteryear?

This re-composition of the human landscape should have profoundly transformed institutions and traditions such as the family, retirement, inheritance, succession, and transmission. Does a marriage where spouses pledge fidelity for five years resemble the one where the same promise extends to 60 years? Why, then, be surprised by the declining number of nuptials? The word may remain, but covers a different reality. The transmission of property sometimes skips two generations. Furthermore, in days gone by young men used to go to war, a flower in their gun, to give their country additional life expectancy. Today, would they as enthusiastically hasten to offer a few decades to a collectivity they consider disgusting and monstrous, or to generals seen as killers? Why, then, be surprised by a totally different sensibility towards war? Would we today build bronze or marble statues on our squares for assassins that are glorified by history according to the number of corpses they sent to mass graves during their lifetime?

Where are our heroes of yesteryear?

5. Connections

After the world and the body, let us look at our relationships. New technologies change our ties, our neighborhoods, our knowledge and how we acquire it. Connectivity replaces collectivity. The most ignorant among us now has fairly easy access to more knowledge that yesterday’s greatest scholar. This ease renders obsolete academic dissertations in history or philosophy where the scholar studiously copied all possible documentation on a given topic and displayed it to show his determined expertise. One click makes it all immediately accessible; one fraction of a second replaces ten years of research. We face a formidable deluge of details, information, observations, and data in general. As a result, together with a new concept of reason which is losing some of its abstraction, a new objective collective memory emerges, which tends to replace the subjective memory that is disappearing fast.

Where are our learned scholars of yesteryear?

What will become of our pedagogy of yesteryear?

Moreover, we no longer inhabit the same space since we no longer refer to landmarks in terms of distance. Our old address, decorated with a street number and the mention of some geographic division, showed that we were living in the old Euclidian or, rather, Cartesian space. The same term “address”, derived from royal laws, allowed tax collectors and policemen to go to people’s home if taxes were not paid, military service not performed, or when offenses or crimes were committed. Cell phone codes and the “adèle”—the superb cell phone code of our Québécois friends—no longer refer to networks of distance; their encoding suggests we now inhabit neighboring spaces. New technologies do not lessen remote distances but transport houses into an entirely different topological space. All neighbors now, we no longer live in the same home as our fathers.

Where is our habitat of yesteryear?

What has also changed is the influence of topics that would have been considered unimportant or even vulgar before. Two summers ago, a Walloon citizen and ordinary housewife, Mrs Huard, had more visits on the Web than the votes obtained in all the campaigns by the politician asked to form the government. A young genius of one of Montpellier’s suburbs, R
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