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If money . . . “comes into the world with a congenital blood-stain on one cheek,” capital comes dripping head to foot, from every pore, with blood and dirt.

KARL MARX, 1867

Our history is each other.

JAMES BALDWIN, 1969
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Note on Language, Place-Names & Measures

Political boundaries and other terms were constantly changing across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For ease of reading I use present-day terms, although I often interlace these with historical usage. Information included in the maps is restricted to places referred to in the text. People used a plethora of terms to describe various measurements, such as “drams,” “bags,” “barrels,” and hundredweight (normally 112 pounds). I have converted these references to pounds and kilograms. Readers will find some quotes from original sources objectionable; generally, I have not edited words that are today widely seen as offensive or likely to cause pain or discomfort. I include them because they are part of the story I am telling. Other terms are subject to ongoing debate and discussion, for example, certain words referring to indigenous peoples in North America. I have tried to be attentive to these issues by using the words peoples themselves employed in the past.
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CECIL RHODES (1853–1902), businessman, head of the British South African Company, and politician responsible for spreading empire and violence across southern Africa.

ADAM SMITH (1723–1790), author of The Wealth of Nations and moral philosopher. Widely lauded as a prophet of free market capitalism, Smith was acutely aware that commerce and western expansion also brought with it “dreadful misfortune.”

JOHN SUTTER (1803–1880), German-born American warlord and one of the founders of the state of California.

TEGBESU (RULING 1740–1774), warlord king of Dahomey.

THOMAS THISTLEWOOD (1721–1786), Jamaica plantation warlord.

SAMORY TOURÉ (CA. 1830–1900), West African warlord who founded an empire and resisted French imperialism.

JAMES WATT (1736–1819), Scottish inventor whose refinement of the steam engine helped catalyze the Industrial Revolution. Watt teamed up with Matthew Boulton to market their engines.

WOVOKA, also known as JACK WILSON (1856–1932), Paiute shaman who helped create and spread the Ghost Dance across the American West.

HONG XIUQUAN (1814–1864), emperor of the Heavenly Kingdom and leader of the Taiping Rebellion who believed that the corrupt Qing state and Western imperialists were responsible for the droughts afflicting much of China.




Chronology



	ca. 9600 BCE
	Beginning of the Holocene



	ca. 1300–ca. 1850
	Little Ice Age



	ca. 1501–1867
	Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade



	1637–1638
	Crown grants London gunmakers charter of incorporation



	1644–1911
	Qing dynasty



	1694
	Bank of England established



	Early 1700s
	Refinements to flintlock musket completed; design was basically unchanged until the rifling of barrels in the 1800s



	Early 1700s
	Rapid adoption of horses by Indigenous peoples across the northern Plains of North America



	Early 1700s
	London emerges as a major manufacturer of weapons, followed by Birmingham



	1712
	First commercially viable steam engine



	1730
	Treaty between Oyo and Dahomey. Dahomey would become legendarily famous for its violence and participation in the Atlantic slave trade.



	ca. 1750–ca. 1850
	Rapid global spread of weapons



	ca. 1750–1840
	Height of the Atlantic slave trade, with approximately eight million African people transported to the Americas



	ca. 1750–1900
	Between 620,000 and 1.3 million Indigenous people in the Americas are enslaved



	ca. 1750–1850
	Rapid expansion of slavery across the Indian Ocean world



	1750–present
	Accelerated destruction of wild animals, including rising rates of extinction



	ca. 1750–ca. 1850
	Rapid expansion of sugar using slave labor across the Caribbean; some of the profits from sugar slavery are invested in the Industrial Revolution



	1750–1900
	Combined United Kingdom and United States CO2 emissions since 1750 exceeds forty-four gigatons (forty-four billion tons), approximately 99 percent of global total



	1756–1763
	Seven Years’ War, the first global conflict



	1757
	Battle of Plassey, followed by accelerated British East India Company (BEIC) looting of South Asia



	1760s
	The BEIC’s army becomes the largest in the world



	1763–1766
	Pontiac’s War



	1765
	Signing of the Treaty of Allahabad and the extrication of diwani rights from the Mughal emperor to the BEIC



	1768
	The steam engine arrives in Jamaica, second machine imported to the Americas



	1770
	Bengal Famine in which approximately 12 million die



	1776
	American Declaration of Independence. Adam Smith publishes The Wealth of Nations.



	1779
	George Washington issues instructions to begin genocidal conflict against the Iroquois and other tribes



	1780s
	The Comanches become a dominant power west of the Mississippi River



	1781
	The Captain of the Zong throws 133 enslaved Africans overboard to drown and then tries to claim their insured value



	1784
	Inventor James Watt designs a new steam engine



	1786
	Impeachment of Warren Hastings



	1790
	First rotative steam engine used to produce cloth in Manchester. The city becomes known as “Cottonpolis.”



	1791
	Beginning of the Haitian Revolution



	1791
	The Second Amendment to the US Constitution is ratified



	1792–1793
	Macartney mission to China, where the British official refuses to “kowtow”



	1797
	First steam-powered sugar mill on the island of Cuba, followed by trains, where slavery is rapidly increasing



	1797
	The BEIC creates the Opium Department in India



	Early 1800s
	First steam mills, using a Watt engine, to produce guns



	1800s
	Birmingham becomes the world center in manufacturing of weapons. Wealthy gunmakers invest profits in other enterprises such as banking.



	Early 1800s–
	Rapid expansion of the North and East African



	ca. 1860s
	slave trade



	Early 1800s
	John Jacob Astor becomes the richest man in North America, with much of his wealth derived from the fur trade



	Early 1800s
	Rapid expansion of slave-based cotton in the American South, making it one of the wealthiest agricultural regions in the world



	1800s
	Rapid destruction of elephant herds across Africa and mammals across North America



	1803–1815
	Napoleonic Wars



	1807
	Beginning of New Zealand’s Musket Wars and British abolition of the slave trade



	1810s–1830s
	A wave of independence occurs across Latin America, followed by civil wars and decades of political instability. Indigenous peoples only receive voting rights in the twentieth century.



	1814
	The Treaty of Ghent ends the War of 1812



	1815
	The Tambora (Indonesia) volcano explosion disrupts the global climate and produces rapid cooling



	1817–1835
	Height of the Yoruba (Oyo) Civil Wars



	ca. 1820s
	Beginning of rapid expansion of North American whaling; oil goes to lighting cities, factories, and plantations



	1820s–1880s
	Rapid expansion of cotton production and the slave trade in Egypt



	1820s–1895
	The West African palm oil revolution, with exports of 200 million pounds by 1890



	1830s–1850s
	Early onset of global warming contributed by human-created emissions, especially in the Northern Hemisphere



	1830
	Indian Removal Act resulting in Native Americans being forced west of the Mississippi



	1830
	French invasion of Algeria



	1834–1838
	British abolition of slavery



	1840s–1901
	Mexican Caste War in the Yucatán, tied to the expansion of henequen to produce twine and rope



	1839–1842
	First Opium War



	1850–1864
	Taiping Rebellion in China



	1856–1865
	American “Civil War” drought



	1857–1858
	India’s Great Rebellion, followed by British assumption of control of the BEIC



	ca. 1858
	The United States reaches the United Kingdom in per capita GDP



	1859
	First commercial drilling in Pennsylvania for oil



	1861
	British annexation of Lagos



	1861
	Mexico passes the Law of Arms and Explosives that institutes stricter control over weapons. Other countries in Latin America also pass gun control laws.



	1861–1865
	American Civil War, which creates the 1862–1863 British Cotton Famine



	1862
	Homestead Act



	1865
	Assassination of Abraham Lincoln. General Sherman becomes head of the Military Division of Missouri.



	1870
	Standard Oil is founded



	1870s
	Bicycle Revolution



	ca. 1870s–1910
	Rubber boom in Africa and Latin America leads to the deaths of millions



	1870s–1890s
	American Indian Wars



	1881–1882
	‘Urabi Revolution in Egypt and Mahdist Revolution in Sudan



	1882
	British occupation of Egypt



	1884
	Invention of the Maxim gun



	1884–1885
	Berlin West Africa Conference, followed by rapid European imperial conquests



	1885/1886
	The automobile is invented



	1886
	Slavery formally ends in Cuba



	1888
	Slavery formally ends in Brazil



	1876–1879
	Severe droughts lead to massive famines



	1871
	Indian Appropriations Act restricts guns to Native Americans



	1878
	Indian Arms Act institutes gun control in India



	1890s
	Coal and petroleum become dominant modes of producing energy, rapidly increasing CO2 emissions



	1890
	General Act of the Brussels Conference expands and institutes gun control in Africa but not in Europe



	1890
	Wounded Knee Massacre in response to the Ghost Dance



	1891
	Brazilian Constitution modeled on the US Constitution but without the Second Amendment



	1890s
	American bison population declines from more than 70 million in early 1700s to 350



	1896–1902
	Severe droughts lead to massive famines across large areas of the world



	1896–1897
	Brazil’s War of the Canudos



	1896–1897
	First Chimurenga in Southern Rhodesia (Shona-Ndebele Revolt)



	1899–1901
	Boxer (Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fists) Rebellion in China



	1910–1920
	Mexican Revolution



	1914–1918
	World War I







Preface

FOR AS LONG AS HUMANS have taken life and told stories, for as long as we have wanted something that is not ours, we have sought to make sense of our cruelty and penchant for bloodshed. We have beseeched our gods, demanding explanations for both the tragedies that befall us and the harms we have inflicted on others. We have sought relief in myths with their tales of heroic founders in a world where everything is divine and the future is preordained. We have invented religions and rituals, attempting to create order and meaning from the chaos of human creation and our seemingly boundless capacity for violence that so often defeats our capacity for love and the simple recognition of the lifeworlds of others. We have spun tales to create some distance, to offer a modicum of solace, to turn away from killing and, “from the mystic chords of memory,” toward what Abraham Lincoln optimistically called the “better angels of our nature,” a phrase he penned little more than a month before the American Civil War’s catastrophic beginning.

Over the last few centuries as our gods deserted many of us for some distant home and the West especially grew ever more secular, we have looked to the explanations of historians. History seemed to offer a way forward, a modern scientific discipline that explained humanity’s foibles and possibilities as to why things turned out the way they did. But in its quest for objectivity and scientific rigor, the discipline of history often stripped the past of its soul, turning even the worst atrocities into “events.” History’s nightmares became ordered into periods and places, as if the devastations of human conduct could be found in archaeological strata beneath our feet, with most layers distant and settled and one epoch neatly following another.

But what if we think of history not as chronological layers but instead as accumulated wreckage, an extraordinary storm that has swept across our planet? This is the contemporary nightmare of global warming.1 In the twenty-first century, death, violence, and danger haunt us in unprecedented ways. We live with the sense that history has been so powerfully inscribed into the earth and into our daily lives that it confounds the very tenses we use to manage time and to distance ourselves from the past and its horrors. What we thought had disappeared into the obscurities of annihilation has suddenly become visible and insistent. Histories long thought to be hidden now stand right before our eyes, speaking directly to us.

The presence of our current climactic nightmare is unmistakable and insistent. By the end of the century, well over half of all species might be lost. Every day a bit more of Bangladesh dissolves into the Bay of Bengal, as does southern Louisiana many thousands of miles away. Sometime in the not-too-distant future, the small nation of Kiribati will vanish beneath the Pacific Ocean, the final insult of a seemingly irrevocable history two and a half centuries in the making; to the islanders, the disappearance of their homes and the scattering of the Kiribati people will be a kind of genocide. Storms have grown more ferocious everywhere. In the United States, Hurricane Harvey dumped a record of nearly fifty inches of rain on Houston in just a few days in 2017, a once in a five hundred thousand–year event (more than the history of the species Homo sapiens). In 2022 the monsoons arrived early and violently, turning large areas of Pakistan into a fetid lake and displacing millions of people. On the other side of the planet, much of the American West has been in the grips of a megadrought, the worst in over a thousand years. The Northern Hemisphere’s 2024 summer was the warmest on record.

Greenland’s glaciers are disappearing with ever-increasing rapidity. Since 1972, Greenland has lost over ten thousand gigatons of ice, much of it in just a few years. Just this one part of the world has lost enough water to bury Manhattan in more than five thousand feet of ice. Once-silent spaces now rumble with hundreds of millions of tons of ice succumbing to the Atlantic and roaring waters plunging down moulins, with Cold War waste newly exhumed in the process. Vast amounts of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, are being released from disappearing permafrost. Equally huge amounts of methane drift into the atmosphere from the oil wells along the Niger Delta, where two centuries ago millions of slaves were forced into ships heading to the Americas. Spillages amounting to one Exxon Valdez yearly for the past forty years (some 440 million gallons) have made the area one of the most polluted on the planet.

A warming planet brings biological threats. Long-frozen pathogens have come back to life as if out of a horror movie, while habitat destruction has led to an increase in zoonotic diseases such as Ebola and COVID-19. Human migration is increasing drastically as vulnerable populations flee inhospitable zones and seek refuge in cities or in other countries, where they are often met with bigotry and xenophobia. Between 150 million and 250 million people now live on lands that will disappear; by 2100, a billion or more people may be displaced by encroaching seas. Large areas of the world may become uninhabitable, too hot for humans to survive. Devastation and displacement will be greatest in the Global South, including those urban coastal areas that grew tremendously from the middle of the eighteenth century with the rise of the capitalist world economy. The population of Calcutta (now Kolkata), for example, has swelled to over 15 million, 125 times its population of 120,000 in 1750. Kolkata is a city of profound inequalities, as is the case in cities the world over. Kolkata’s poor are uniquely vulnerable to rising seas and ferocious storms, while the rich can build at higher elevations and buy air conditioners.

How did this happen? How have we created a world that may well threaten our survival as a species? We might recognize that humans are having an impact on our planetary home, but we are only just beginning to understand the conditions that made our present nightmare possible and precisely when and how these disasters have unfolded. When did human relations become so entwined and globalized that they began changing the planet in such irrevocable ways that we can see them in the earth under our feet and the skies above our heads? How might the past look differently if we resist the tendency of opposing cultures and nature? What role does history, with its traditional focus on people, events, and periods—its concern with individuality and contingency and not the general forces determining human existence—have in the twenty-first century?

These questions stand at the center of contemporary global controversies ranging from environmental policy to demands for reparations from the West. Across the continents, millions of people are asking how we wound up here. How did we create this nightmare that has left us on the brink of planetary devastation? In 2020, thousands gathered in Bristol, England, to protest global warming and government inaction. A few months later, a different group of antiracist protestors smashed the bronze statue of slave trader Edward Colston (1636–1721) and tossed it into Bristol’s polluted harbor. Bristol’s protests resembled those unfolding in cities across the United States, with one group pursuing one kind of politics and another group pursuing something very different. Elsewhere, people have begun putting together what the English and American protestors pulled apart, demanding attention to the interconnections of global warming, inequality, colonialism, and racism.

This book offers one answer to the questions people have been asking about our current crisis. The Killing Age tells the story of how our world emerged from the worst violence and destruction in human history, a cataclysm that ranks second only to the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction event sixty-six million years ago, when a giant meteor smashed into the Yucatán Peninsula, ending the reign of dinosaurs and paving the way for the rise of mammals. This more recent cataclysm took place roughly between 1750 and 1900 and before the great world wars of the twentieth century and was made possible by the global spread of weapons and modern finance. It was an age of human possibility and greed and epochal destruction of human and nonhuman worlds, paving the way for the best of times for the privileged few and the absolute worst of times for the majority. Killing created global interconnection and the world we now inhabit, a world born in blood.

This is a different story about the origins of our present than those we have grown used to hearing recently. In 2000, Dutch chemist Paul Crutzen coined the word “Anthropocene,” the Age of Man, in an off-the-cuff remark at a conference. For Crutzen, who won the Nobel Prize for his work on the effects of aerosols on the ozone layer, the Anthropocene began with “carbonic” (CO2) gases belching out of England’s textile factories and eventually spreading across the world, altering planetary systems and bringing an end to the Holocene era that had begun about twelve thousand years before and had established a generally hospitable world for humans. Crutzen gave a precise date for the launch of the Anthropocene: 1784, the year inventor James Watt designed a new steam engine.

Crutzen’s new word had staying power. From the mid-2000s, references to the Anthropocene developed a life of their own, appearing in newspapers, magazines, books, academic journals, conferences, college courses, a school, movies, popular fiction, poetry, the fine arts, the popular media, and even video games. “Anthropocene” entered the Oxford English Dictionary in 2014. Debates soon followed: When, precisely, did the Anthropocene begin? Many followed Crutzen’s dating, but some pointed back to the age of European discovery in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries or still earlier to the beginning of agriculture at the dawn of the Holocene era. Others argued for a more recent date, the so-called Great Acceleration. These advocates highlighted the globalized spread of industry and fossil fuels and other technological developments, such as the widespread use of fertilizers and nuclear weapons that began permanently scarring the planet. Many pointed to a single moment: the morning of August 6, 1945, when an atomic mushroom cloud reached tens of thousands of feet above an incinerated Hiroshima.

To some, the Anthropocene serves as a call to action, rising from the simple recognition of our deleterious impact on the planet, most importantly the industrial emissions responsible for global warming. To others, the word can be paralyzing, leaving us feeling helpless before inevitable and abstract processes, hostages of our own progress once the genies of technological innovation have been set loose upon the world. Definitions of the Anthropocene that peg it to CO2 emissions tend to fixate on heavy industry and technical solutions to global problems: carbon capture, new systems for producing energy, or geoengineering the climate. But here the story becomes, yet again, all about the Industrial Revolution, a history of northern England spreading outward, with global warming the unintended consequence of technological marvels. Writers will mention the invention of the steam engine and then leapfrog to the present as if the development of capitalism was as natural as the sun rising every morning. The rest of the world is typically minimized or left out of these accounts, perpetually waiting in the wings of a history that is never quite their own. Individuals also tend to disappear from these accounts: the decisions people made, what they did and didn’t know, how they lived, and what they believed. Human actions fade under the weight of abstraction and inevitability and with them our capacity to imagine a different future.

Most of all, the violence that created our present world of global warming is too often forgotten in the now vast literature on the Anthropocene, including and especially the violence that was the Industrial Revolution. We forget—or don’t want to remember—that the Industrial Revolution emerged out of a century and a half of untold predation, made singularly possible by the modern manufacturing and global spread of guns, which made killing infinitely easier. Guns unleashed the most concentrated and widespread slaughter in human history, so much so that—as I will argue—killing became the West’s most profound contribution to world history. Without this globalized violence, the Industrial Revolution would not have happened. It would have emerged in dribs and drabs instead of the explosion that now threatens our existence. To comprehend the predicament we face today, we must return to the beginnings, to all the messiness and dramas of human existence, to the relationships people made and unmade under conditions they inherited and confronted, the awful painful yawing of a history that offers few consolations. We need a narrative that places these detailed social and political histories alongside—indeed in lockstep with—an accounting of the stark planetary destruction humans have wrought during the same period.

Instead of the Anthropocene, we should consider speaking of the Mortecene, the Age of Death and Killing. The Industrial Revolution in England and the United States cannot be explained without understanding the enslavement of Africans and their exploitation in the Americas and the changed landscapes that both created. The factories of Europe and North America cannot be explained without understanding the dispossession of Native Americans and the conversion of their lands into cotton fields and the spread of disease and the destruction of soils in Egypt. The actual workings of coal-fired factories in the United States cannot be explained without also understanding the near extinction of the American bison, whose skins became industrial belts, while large areas of the western United States became one of the world’s most polluted areas. The Anthropocene effectively leaves out human predation, slavery, and even imperialism. It leaves out the massive killing at the heart of the creation of a fossil economy, an era when violence reduced everything, including human beings, to goods that could be exchanged in a so-called free market. All this death left its own markers. The Mortecene has shaped who we are, what we value, what we fear and what we have forgotten, and the precarious present we inhabit today.

This is the past we will be exploring in this book: how the world was pulled together and torn apart by greed and violence, how the engines of history that had begun centuries earlier suddenly sped up and surged out of control like a runaway train or a storm that never ended. We will turn to scenes of terror and suffering and to those who resisted and warned of the world being made as well as to the origins of denialism. The Killing Age is the story of the men who wrought this destruction, for it has been men who have largely killed and who have inflicted physical violence on one another and on women and on the innocent. It is also about the people who fought them and who offered and defended alternative visions of a world grounded in communal values such as sharing and environmental responsibility.

We live in troubled times but not ones without hope. Writers, artists, and social movements of all sizes invite us to consider pasts that are still present and, most importantly, to refuse to accept the world as it is and how it has been represented. We will have occasion to meet some of these figures in the pages that follow and, from “the mystic chords of memory,” visit “the better angels of our nature.” These voices of hope and resistance have their own deep histories in the warnings, sorrows, and dreams of the subjugated, and they are not without their own contradictions. But they are also invitations to take responsibility, to collectively grieve for what we have done, and to create new histories, weave stories that shape us, and prepare, together, for our shared future.




Introduction

THE PROFESSOR ARRIVED IN LONDON in the spring of 1773 to finish the book and shepherd its publication. He had been thinking about the manuscript for a long time. Fretting over his health and anxious to make progress, for over a decade he had buried himself in a bewildering array of texts on the price of corn as well as on banking, taxation, money, labor and wages, and international trade and the colonies. Now settled into an elegant neighborhood of resolute white limestone homes near King George III’s residence at St. James’s Palace, he put pen to paper. Occasionally, a short ride carried the professor away from his desk to the dappled light of the British Museum’s Montagu House, where he continued his labors surrounded by one of the world’s greatest collection of books.1

Adam Smith (1723–1790) lived in a rarified world of intellectuals, politicians, aristocrats, scientists, and inventors. These extraordinary men gathered at the Royal Society (women couldn’t be members), to which our esteemed professor was admitted in May 1773. There they sometimes discussed weighty philosophical matters. More often, the assembled group would address more practical topics: how to design better weapons or how best to safely store the thousands of tons of gunpowder that had a nasty habit of blowing up and reducing entire neighborhoods to a smoldering rubble. Smith also belonged to the Literary Club, where he struck up friendships with intellectuals such as Edward Gibbon, then struggling to complete the first installment of his six-volume history of humankind’s shortcomings and tragedies, and Edmund Burke, the conservative politician, muckraker, and prolific author who lived nearby on Gerrard Street.

Smith discussed his project with the visiting colonial Benjamin Franklin, whom he had known previously from Franklin’s time in Scotland. Smith harbored a particular fondness for the relentlessly inquisitive and loquacious colonial. America fascinated Smith; he believed that it would one day rule the world. He admired the settlers and sympathized with their cause, part of his broader criticisms of British imperial policies as “a manifest violation of the most sacred rights of mankind,” which he interpreted as the right to profit from a country’s resources and its industrious people.2

Smith’s book saw the light of day three years later in 1776, the same year his friend Franklin signed the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia and Gibbon’s first volume arrived from the printers. Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (commonly known as The Wealth of Nations) would become one of the most famous books ever published in the English language; two and a half centuries later, his work remains a bestseller. In its pages, Smith deplored war and excoriated mercantilism, the policies of government protectionism that he saw as akin to tyranny. He set out a vision for how a free market of commerce and manufacturing might guarantee individual liberty and advance human progress. He fervently believed that under the protection of good government humankind thrives, while those “exposed to every sort of violence” are reduced to “their necessary subsistence.”3

Sickly, reserved, and generally preferring books to people, Smith rarely left the comforts of his posh neighborhood for the bustling commercial and manufacturing districts of the great metropolis. London had entered its golden age, and one could see the wealth generated by commerce and industry in the estates and expensive well-lit houses ornamenting Richmond and lining Hampstead Heath. This luxury Adam Smith knew well. This was his world.

Most of the city’s population, however, was living a different story. Many Londoners were desperately poor and lived in dark hovels, even though their combined labors had made the city great. This world Smith knew less well, even if it regularly spilled into even the toniest neighborhoods: tens of thousands of London’s impoverished, workers who cleaned excrement from its streets, bone pickers and scavengers looking for something to eat, rag gatherers, beggar-children, and sewer hunters who lived underground, quite literally in shit. Prostitution was rampant, and seemingly everyone drank vast amounts of beer and gin, the “liquid fire by which men drink their hell.”4 The working classes rioted with such regularity that protestors knew the names and addresses of officials whose well-appointed residences the mobs seemed ever ready to burn to the ground.

London served as home to the world’s most powerful bank—the Bank of England, established in 1694—in addition to scores of other banks and financial institutions such as stock exchanges and insurance companies. In a city awash in bank notes, a dizzying array of money passed through people’s hands, with everyone praying that their investments would grow. Jobbers, brokers, and thousands of clerks made their way through coal-stained fog so thick they could barely see down the road. Reaching their desks, they set in motion loans that extended around the globe, each one leading to higher interest rates and for the first time in history sending vast swaths of humanity into the maws of crushing, intractable debt. Other institutions issued insurance policies protecting the shipment of goods against loss, including for nearly a century the most brutal trade of all, one responsible for the deaths of millions and untold suffering: the trade in human beings.

Not more than a mile from where Smith completed his famous book on the virtues of free trade and the genius of manufacturing churned a world tainted by “every sort of violence.” Intellectually, Smith knew that the spread of commerce might be good for some but a “dreadful misfortune” for millions of others. But he had convinced himself that this contradiction was the cost of progress, and he would rather focus on the future. With unshackled commerce yielding unparalleled wealth, Smith believed that liberty, justice, and common decency might prevail, with the world ruled by reason and at its center individuals endowed with inalienable rights. Commerce would create a moral economy, a peaceable world of human progress, specialization, and invention. This vision—for Smith and especially for those who followed him—comprised the essence of capitalism and of modernity in general.

The great theorist kept a comfortable distance from violence and misfortune. Smith never went down to the city’s docks, some of which had direct ties to the West Indies and to islands such as Jamaica, where enslaved people were being worked to death. Had he ventured down to that waterfront, he would have seen ships being loaded with thousands of guns and tons of gunpowder and shot. These weapons and ammunition were meant not for armies but instead for nonstate actors and would spread killing from Borneo to America’s Great Lakes. Other vessels lumbered up the Thames, their holds filled with thousands of barrels of oil rendered from dead whales and millions of North American animal skins. Still other ships arrived quite literally filled with “loot,” a word entering the English language from South Asia, where the British East India Company (BEIC) plundered the region, pocketing its wealth—gold, silver, gems, and whatever had a value and could be hauled away—while millions starved to death.

It is undeniable that much of London’s—indeed England’s—economic miracle depended on killing. The country rose on making guns and gunpowder and on the financial apparatus that made global commerce and destruction—the Mortecene—possible. Along the narrow dirt and cobblestone carriageways of London’s East End, thousands of workers beat and reamed white-hot iron into barrels as deafening noise and black soot rose from the foundries. England was the world’s most important supplier of guns, and London stood as a vital center of gun making, with large gunpowder mills dotted in and around the city, one reason why the learned men of the Royal Society were interested in reducing explosions. The Industrial Revolution began less with pumping water out of coal mines and with spinning thread and weaving cloth than with making weapons, beginning in the great city on the Thames.5

In 1784, when just about everyone who was anyone was reading Smith’s newly revised book and James Watt walked into the London Patent Office with designs for an improved steam engine, over 200,000 guns entered Africa alone along with millions of pounds of gunpowder and lead, over 1.14 million pounds just from Great Britain and enough charge for 18 million to 47 million musket shots and more. The English monopoly of Indian saltpeter—potassium nitrate, the key ingredient in gunpowder—launched the country’s explosives industry. British guns and gunpowder could be found everywhere along with other European makes. Not to be outdone, the Americans soon followed suit. Between 1750 and 1900, Europe and America exported hundreds of millions of weapons, upwards of half a billion, nearly as many guns as there were people during that period, and enough gunpowder to kill every single person on the planet many times over. Across the world, many weapons ended up in the hands of warlords: men who sought gain and the control of economic resources from the barrel of a gun. With a clump of fiery lead weighing upwards of one ounce traveling up to one thousand feet (about 304.8 meters) or more a second, guns made killing infinitely easier.

*

On the printed page at least, Smith’s moral economy offered stability and minimal (albeit responsible) government, a world in which people such as Watt could become wealthy from selling an important invention. Smith hoped for an ethical commercial society, although he and his contemporaries were well aware of the challenges. Humans seemed infinitely capable of corruption or, as his friend Franklin put it, “more dispos’d to do Mischief to each other than to make Reparation.”6 Down the block from where Smith wrote his great book and across Africa, Asia, and the Americas, profoundly immoral economies were emerging where violence and near anarchy prevailed. Smith knew this, but he chose not to write much on the world’s “dreadful misfortunes.” At heart, Smith was an optimist. And yet capitalism’s “big bang”—a turning point in the history of the planet—emerged out of nothing less and nothing more than the globalized use of violence to make money. To summarize this book’s argument, destruction made the modern world.

But who were its creators? This was a world wrought less by modern armies and certainly not by staid businessmen, intellectuals, statesmen, although they all played their part. This modern arena was created by a global proliferation of warlords, men who sought to profit from selling modern weapons and using them to generate wealth or extricate labor from others. Violence made money in revolutionary new ways. Warlords were directly or indirectly connected to new financial institutions and practices such as banks and even insurance policies. Using guns made in Europe and North America, warlords looted the world, turning what they could kill or capture into salable goods. These merchants of destruction were not especially interested in acquiring territory, at least not initially. Instead, they were interested in combining violence and commerce. In this way, killing became inextricably bound to the birth of capitalism and modernity, including our current age of global warming.

Consider the following facts from the year 1784, the early years of the Mortecene, when The Wealth of Nations was becoming one of the most important books ever published. In 1784 alone, ships carrying hundreds of thousands of weapons and thousands of tons of gunpowder, lead, and other goods to Africa were restocked with nearly one hundred thousand enslaved people headed for the Americas, with its voracious appetite for labor to produce sugar and other export products. This was the highest number of persons forcibly shipped since 1514, when the first slave ship crossed the Atlantic. Many more died on the African continent to produce this already astronomical number, anywhere between one hundred thousand and three hundred thousand, as warlords captured people to sell into the slave trade. In the eight years between the first and third editions of The Wealth of Nations, over five hundred thousand people were forced onto slave ships; over a million people in Africa died as warlords ruled a continent.

Of those one hundred thousand people chained belowdecks in 1784, ten thousand perished on their way westward, literally a decimation (and roughly the same percentage of the total population killed in the 1994 Rwandan genocide). Many were headed to plantations on the islands of Jamaica, Cuba, and Saint-Domingue, each founded by men who used money gained from violence to become the earliest plantation masters. Saint-Domingue (Haiti) would become one of the wealthiest and most cosmopolitan places in the world, where the well-to-do listened to Mozart’s latest minuet or attended a performance of his The Marriage of Figaro, and would also become one of the most violent. Plantations were heavily stocked with weapons and served as military garrisons as much as farms exploiting slave labor. Each year, roughly 5 percent of Saint-Domingue’s slave labor force died. In nearby Jamaica, with much of the island turned over to growing sugarcane at the expense of food, many thousands died of disease and malnourishment, producing what was in effect at first a luxury good and later an item of mass consumption. In the cold economic logic of planters, it made sense to let their slaves die from lack of food as well as disease, abuse, and overwork.7 Profit was more important than life at the time and in later reforms that attempted to reduce mortality to better extract labor from the bodies of enslaved peoples.

The slave trade united African and European warlords in a single system. Human beings were the resource to be looted, stolen in whatever ways possible. Guns made the explosive increase in such thefts possible. Human destruction and environmental destruction became part of a single process of accumulation, one that led to our use of fossil fuels, industrialization, and, consequently, global warming. We cannot understand one without the other. In 1784 when the Atlantic slave trade reached a new dismal record, well over a million wild North American mammals were killed, skinned, and sold, their pelts distributed around the world. North America was experiencing the most concentrated destruction of wild mammals in history, an ecocide largely organized by warlords who either did the hunting or controlled the flow of pelts into the global economy. The great killing of whales was just beginning, making port towns such as New Bedford, Massachusetts, among the richest places on Earth. North America’s industrial revolution started not in the mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, but instead at sea in the killing and carving up of animals using the finest steels and the boiling of their flesh into oil, an industry responsible for the largest human destruction of wild animal biomass in our roughly three hundred thousand years as a species. The profits from this pelagic genocide would support various industries, including the beginning of America’s fossil fuel economy: the whaling ship with its men, stench, and plume of black smoke uncannily awaiting the twentieth century’s oil derrick.8
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FIGURE I.1. Burning Ship. Painting by Christopher Volpe.


To these images of stacks of wild animal skins, men peeling blubber from a whale, and the rotting corpses of tens of millions of bison and elephants and the myriad other images of the natural world’s destruction made possible by weapons and finance, imagine the following scenes of human suffering (we will be returning to these scenes in more detail later): indebted Indigenous Americans engaging in unsustainable trapping and other violence that permanently reshapes the American landscape and losing their land to the same settlers who sold them guns and purchased their pelts so that the earth itself became private property. In West Africa, a man pawns a family member as part of a complex set of credit and debt relations involving the purchase of weapons and ultimately a London bank; the family member ends up on a Caribbean plantation, dying a few years later from overwork, cruelty, or malnutrition. An Asian man’s debt exceeds the value of his body, so he becomes a slave. These tragic incidents would be repeated countless times across the globe, with people’s anguish profoundly shaped by their gender and generation. Women were exposed to sexual violence in ways seldom experienced by men. Children were especially vulnerable. Each instance, however unique, emerged out of the spread of the weapons and commerce from which the Industrial Revolution and our age of global warming was born.

Now consider the deaths of nonhuman animals. Since about 1500, the planet has lost roughly one thousand species. The rate of extinction took off dramatically from about 1750, likely several hundred times what scientists call the “background rate.” Sometimes extinction is an indirect process. Pollution kills. People cut down trees for lumber, and a creature vanishes. Or someone introduces an invasive animal such as a fish or a rabbit that eats its way through the habitat, outcompeting native species. Many of the first to decline were birds and small mammals, some vanishing because of habitat destruction. They went extinct as an indirect result of human activity. Others, however, disappeared because of human desire, hunted out of existence because they could be made into something that sold for money. Weapons, whether guns or traps, made killing easier. Europeans so liked their fancy feathers that some bird species went extinct for women’s hats and headdresses. Other birds provided down to keep people warm, particularly with the colder temperatures across Europe during the Little Ice Age (ca. 1300s–1850). The lumbering, defenseless great auk, a flightless seabird gone by the mid-1800s, ended up on people’s beds and as fishing bait.9

Extinction grabs headlines but only tells part of the story. The populations of many other species—whales, elephants, and hundreds of millions of North American mammals—were severely depleted during the same period, often brought to the edge of extinction. Each of these became commodities: think oil, piano keys, and false teeth. (Carl Sagan, the popular science writer, noted of our use of fossil fuels that “like some ghastly cannibal cult, we subsist on the dead bodies of our ancestors and distant relatives.”)10 More than 70 million bison in the United States during the early 1700s were reduced to just 350 by the late nineteenth century; most were killed in just a few decades during history’s most concentrated killing of wild mammals, with tongues sent to Chicago for cheap food, hides ending up as industrial belts, and bones loaded onto trains heading to factories. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century entrepreneurs depleted and even wiped out animal populations because their bodies might be turned into profitable goods.

How much? We will never know with absolute certainty. Scientists like to use the term “biomass” as a way of measuring organisms living in a certain area. A very conservative estimate of just the annihilation of large wild mammals between 1750 and 1900 is well more than 500 billion pounds (250 million tons, or about 226,796,000,000 kilograms), about 3.33 billion pounds (1,510,461,360 kilograms) of animal biomass yearly for a century and a half. This yearly figure is about the combined weight of Western Europe’s human population in 1750. Including smaller mammals, the combined total is equivalent to the weight of every single person on the planet today, in other words the complete and utter destruction of our species. Many other animal and plant species were severely depleted as well, including trees and especially fish.

All this violence against living creatures was not limited to acts against nonhumans. The spread of weapons closely tracks both the destruction of animal populations and the enslavement of people during the same period. The export of enslaved persons from Africa reached its height during the Industrial Revolution and in the years Adam Smith was writing his book. In the decades between 1750 and 1840, nearly 8 million people crossed the Atlantic, over half of the total trafficked between 1500 and the 1860s; between 16 million and 24 million people died to produce the 13 million slaves transported across the Atlantic Ocean over these three centuries. The capture of people and the development of slavery constituted a global phenomenon, turning human beings into property that could be sold to others. Between 620,000 and 1.3 million Americans were enslaved between 1751 and 1900. The enslavement of people also increased across large areas of Asia. On the eve of the American Civil War, there were many more slaves in Africa and South Asia than there ever were in all of the Americas.

Until quite recently with the rise of environmentalism and human rights, people have been accustomed to living with what today looks like exceptionally high levels of violence against humans and nonhumans alike. Across the West while our modern world was being forged, people regularly applauded the destruction of nature and the disappearance of human and nonhuman communities. Extinction was not only inevitable but was also desired, a mark of progress to be celebrated, not mourned. The word “extermination” regularly appeared in print, from local newspapers to government reports. In the United States, “extermination” registered civilization’s westward march as settlers systematically annihilated bison, wolves, and Indigenous peoples.11

Now consider the rise of two countries that became the wealthiest places on Earth and the greatest polluters. Much of this book will emphasize Great Britain/United Kingdom and the United States of America and, as we shall see, for very good reasons. In 1700, per capita GDP in the United Kingdom and what would become the United States was roughly the same as in China and India. By 1850, a tremendous gap between East and West had appeared. The United Kingdom and the United States were now over four times wealthier than their Asian counterparts and accounted for nearly half of all global wealth. These developments, moreover, took place at precisely the same time as the onset of human-induced global warming.12

The growth of the United States is especially remarkable. Just before the outbreak of the American Revolution, colonists already had higher incomes than many of their relatives back home. The Revolutionary War was an economic shock, but growth took off spectacularly from the end of the century until 1861 and the American Civil War. Less than seventy-five years after its founding, the young country had reached the United Kingdom in per capita GDP. The United States became “one of the first, if not the first, to join the modern economic growth club.”13

Two countries, once part of a single empire, developed in tandem to dominate the world and became responsible for most of the CO2 emissions that by the 1830s were already beginning to alter the planet. In the United Kingdom, CO2 emissions increased by a factor of nearly 400 between 1750 and 1850 and fifty years later by a factor of over 1,700, from 9.35 million metric tons to 16,743 yearly. And the United States? In the century after 1800, emissions increased by a factor of 40,000. Between 1750 and 1900, just these two countries emitted at least 44.8 billion cumulative tons of CO2, nearly 99 percent of the global total. (This total is equivalent to the combined weight of over 122,700 Empire State Buildings. Stacking these up would get one nearly thirty thousand miles into space and beyond the many satellites circling the planet.)14

Compared to contemporary emissions of greenhouse gases, forty billion tons seems negligible; in just 2022, after all, global CO2 emissions were roughly the same as what the United Kingdom and the United States released into the atmosphere in 150 years. We are often told that it is the cumulative amount of emissions that matters and that a significant lag—up to a century—persists between emissions and warming. The latest scientific research paints a more complicated picture. Even relatively small bursts of CO2 emissions may create temperature anomalies in just decades. As prominent climatologists recently noted, “the temperature consequences of CO2 emission materialize more quickly than commonly assumed, [and] they are long lasting.”15

This is one piece of strong evidence that “industrial-era warming” began earlier, in most parts of the world by the middle of the nineteenth century; by 1861–1880, it is possible that “a warming of 0.1C had already occurred due to CO2 increases.”16 Admittedly this number is small, and its impact on natural variability is unclear (volcanic activity helped mute rising temperatures). But the data suggest that even small increases can have notable effects, such as on the Indian Ocean monsoon system upon which billions of people depend. Global warming was under way much earlier than we typically think, emerging in this era of slavery, imperialism, and the slaughter of wild animals.

Behind the numbers are stories of the most profound violence and the untold tragedies and struggles of our world.17 This violence was—and still is—inextricably connected to the creation of our world of global warming and planetary peril. These are the stories I will be telling in this book. Here is a history of violence on a global scale we are only beginning to comprehend, a great killing, an epoch of terrible bloodshed and extraordinary predation by people using guns to pursue wealth. Yet it is also the story of heroic resistance by those who rejected this world and in their own ways warned of what was coming.

*

This book may anger those on both extremes of a centuries-long debate on the origins of our modern world: those who insist there was something intrinsically special about the West and that its rise emerged from endogenous forces and, more recently, those who believe that the only thing distinctive about the West is its racist exploitation of the world. Others may object that the search for origins is a fool’s gambit, one that flattens and sacrifices the limitless possibilities of human conduct—the open-endedness of history—in pursuit of identifying general, universal patterns. But the West was distinctive and where modern capitalism first arose in two countries, England and the United States, nearly simultaneously, before spreading to other parts of the world. But capitalism and Western dominance emerged out of an enlargement and intensification of one of the most fundamental features of our species that can be seen in rock art around the world going back one hundred thousand years—the human as killer—and a nearly universal desire to possess what is not ours. The West may have pioneered and driven the process, but the entire world contributed to the horrors of our age, just as those who dissented and resisted are found everywhere from London to America’s Great Plains to the jungles of the Amazon.

Killing became inextricably tied to the spread of modern weapons and a modern commercial system marked by new, often punishing, relations of credit and debt. The combination—primeval killing and modern commerce and finance—created a merciless and ruinous cycle of economic growth that we now recognize is changing the planet, a process of “accumulation by annihilation.” Everything from the exotic to the mundane, it seemed, could be transformed into something else, converted into value: the brain matter of a whale turned into the most exquisite candle, a bison hide into an industrial belt, a piece of ivory into a pie crimper, the inner hairs of an aquatic creature into a felted hat, or captured human bodies into financial bonds, a bit of paper protecting economic interests unfolding across an ocean.

For as long as we have lived, we humans have hunted and killed, and for as long as we have been animals capable of reflection, we have spun stories about death and our unique ability to destroy, to take life, often for no other reason than that we coveted what was not ours. It is a story older than Cain and Abel. No sooner had we chased an animal down—perhaps striking an antelope’s head with a stone as it grazed on the African savanna—than we began killing each other. Violence among humans emerged from competition, jealousy, rage, or hunger.18 All religions and myths, indeed human culture itself, have grappled with the human as killer. Our conundrum has always been a simultaneous capacity to destroy and care for each other, to annihilate and unite, to feel someone else’s pain and cause it, to love and wound anyway.

War as a form of organized violence is ancient. Bands and peoples living in small communities attacked others, at times ferociously. The rise of states permitted new forms of warfare, often (not always) against nonstate peoples seen as “barbarians” and “savages.” Many nonstate peoples ended up as slaves.19 And violence has preoccupied classical and Western thinkers at least as far back as Thucydides and his History of the Peloponnesian War, likely written around 400 BCE. Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), often considered the father of modern political science, translated the famous ancient Greek thinker. Hobbes believed the state ruled by the just sovereign—his Leviathan—would end the “war of all against all” and begin expanding the civilizing process.

Hobbes wrote his magnum opus Leviathan in the middle years of the seventeenth century as one world order gave way to another. He was thinking of the ancient world but especially the century of war that began in the mid-1300s and the three decades of slaughter in the early 1600s that swept away 20 percent of the population. In fits and starts, violence in Europe began declining, much as Hobbes had theorized. England, for example, has remained quite cohesive and stable since its Glorious Revolution (1688–1689). Most of Western Europe also experienced a decline in violence especially after Napoleon’s defeat in 1815. A more stable period persisted for a century (with important exceptions, such as the 1870 Franco-Prussian War) until the great bloodletting era of 1914 to 1945. The capacity of governments to kill and to care increased, a process that continued (albeit unevenly and slowly) up to the 1970s, when economic crisis ended a remarkable period of expansion and, across much of the West, spelled the demise of the welfare state. During this decade nonstate violence began accelerating on a global scale, producing what some have described as the “new barbarism.”20 Today, large areas of the world where the state has failed or is absent are controlled by militias.

Although Western Europe, especially England, became more peaceable and prosperous—what many used to call “civilized” or “progress”—during the rise of the modern period, violence did not disappear: it went elsewhere. Killing for capital, I will argue, is the West’s most profound contribution to world history. This claim takes a little explaining, because at first glance, it seems counterintuitive. When history books discuss violence, they invariably concentrate on the wars between and among states. Entire libraries are filled with tomes describing battles of armies and navies and the decisions (and debacles) of military leaders. This is sometimes referred to as “grand strategy” and statecraft, topics that the ancient Chinese writer Sun Tzu set out in his The Art of War, still a hit after 2,500 years. Certainly, the military capacity of Western states increased across the modern era. Armies and navies grew larger, especially those of Britain. Creating, maintaining, and most of all paying for these militaries became an important task of governments, or what some have called the “fiscal-military state.”21

This state-centric perspective notes the growth of military prowess—and lauds the lessening of traditional warfare during the same years—but misses another development of this period: the relationship being forged among commerce, finance, and killing. Here, the object of violence was not political but economic, and it was prosecuted not by formal militaries but by warlords. Violence using modern technology (guns) combined with modern finance (banking, bonds, insurance, stock markets, and so on) created a revolutionary and shockingly speculative new mode of generating wealth. This was the “military-commercial revolution,” and it made accumulation by annihilation possible. When I say that violence “went elsewhere” in the modern era, I mean that it went here: into the killing that made the West rich.

This argument requires us to shift our thinking about violence, if only because our contemporary world of universal human rights abhors violence even if it remains sadly omnipresent. Initially, war may have arisen as a mode of pillaging and confiscating property—“I will pillage and plunder the entire place,” declares the invader Gog in the book of Ezekiel from the Hebrew Bible; “I will steal.”22 In the eighteenth century, however, violence became uniquely productive. Violence paid, often handsomely, generating wealth that could be consumed ostentatiously or, crucially, turned to other activities such as establishing a plantation or a factory. This is a defining feature of capitalism: turning wealth into a thing we call “capital” that is secure from arbitrary seizure and can be exchanged, reinvested, and “grown.” The process requires a set of institutional mechanisms, especially legal systems, that triumphed in England and the United States and expanded elsewhere, albeit more slowly and sporadically.23

The act of generating wealth that could become capital, however, arose within a Hobbesian world dominated by nonstate actors, a world that was nasty, brutish, and, for some, quite profitable, very different from what Smith and his successors had imagined. Political consolidation and stability in England and soon in parts of North America developed hand in hand with global destruction and political fragmentation elsewhere, like the hubs and spokes of a wheel. By the middle of the nineteenth century, at the height of the Industrial Revolution, the planet was more connected—and more violent—than ever before.

This is not the usual story of expanding and aggressive modern states. Nor is it an overseas extension of European political competition that purported to solve anarchy and violence at home by exporting it abroad.24 The conventional tale is how the state—specifically the British state—became both stronger and less arbitrary, especially domestically and then—slowly—internationally. Britain’s navy patrolled the Seven Seas, helping bring an end to an earlier age of pirates and protecting commerce, at least its own. Its military power, however, was sorely tested in the conflict with the American colonies. And in fact well into the nineteenth century, the British depended on private militias, as did other countries, much like today, where some of the world’s strongest states nonetheless depend on subcontractors: think Russia’s Wagner Group and America’s Blackwater. These could be huge. In 1800, the BEIC’s military was twice the size of the British Army, one reason why the corporation was at the forefront of developing weapons to better loot Asia. Other companies also had their own militaries, their own flags, and even their own postage stamps. Large areas of the world were colonized not by states but instead by thugs: nearly anarchical nonstate violence served the West very well during its formative rise to global supremacy.25 What no one realized at the time was that violence would metastasize and ultimately threaten Western dominance.

The Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), the world’s first global war, marked a turning point in the military-commercial revolution. The conflict ostensibly centered on which country would most profit from international commerce. Smith considered the war a prime example of government overreach and of corrupt companies accountable to the few better at plunder than trade. Britain and France battled on the high seas, and soldiers killed one another across Central Europe’s plains. Other nations with overseas interests waded into the fray, especially Spain and the Netherlands. Mostly, France lost and Great Britain triumphed. With the 1763 Treaty of Paris, France ceded control over vast territories ranging from Canada to South Asia. The war’s end also saw the beginning of looser state control over commerce and the rise of what we call today “free trade.”26

Surprisingly, the great bulk of the fighting during the Seven Years’ War did not take place in Europe or even at sea, nor were battles waged by official armies and navies. Instead, the war was mostly fought in frontier areas by a bewildering and unstable array of largely independent and private militias and proxies, warlords armed to the teeth with guns manufactured in Europe. Participants ranged from the employees of various companies, with their own militaries, entrepreneurs, and collaborators, to South Asian princes and the Iroquois Confederacy and many, many, others. Viewed in this light, the Seven Years’ War can be seen not just as the first world war but also as the first world war fought with modern weapons and modern (nonstate) actors in what became a bloody scramble to determine who would profit from environmental destruction and the control of natural resources.27

Uniting this motley crew of avaricious men was their unwavering commitment to generating wealth by combining new and more lethal weapons with commerce. They knew that violence paid, even if only a few could turn their wealth into capital and make the transition from predation to production. For these men—and they were all men—the central issue was not conquering territory and creating colonies; it was generating and controlling the flow of resources: North America’s lucrative fur trade, which left hundreds of millions of animals hunted, skinned, and sold; the theft of India’s resources, which left millions of people dead; the sugar and molasses produced by enslaved people in the Caribbean who were unlikely to survive more than a decade; and the trafficking in human bodies that resulted in the deaths of millions.

Part loan shark or predatory lender, part gangster and gun dealer, often a member of a group with its own codes and methods of aggressive enforcement and always armed, these warlords combined commerce with spectacular violence and changed the world. They created predatory and looting economies—immoral economies based on extortion and the pervasive use of guns—in which business flowed from violence against anything or anyone who might yield a value. Predation allowed these men to gain control over resources, including over human beings, particularly in regions marked by instability where power in effect became privatized and in frontier spaces that remained loosely administered or entirely free from state control.

The political structure of most non-Western societies made them uniquely susceptible to fragmentation and warlordism once weapons became more widely available. Around the world, power often rested less on consent than on rulers’ ability to control the means of destruction. This allowed the powerful to demand tribute from those they had conquered or neighbors they successfully intimidated by threatening bloodshed, extract resources, and, to a much lesser extent, acquire land, to extort, in short, whatever was considered valuable. Few of these regions were states with a capital, ruling dynasties, or administrative offices. Across Asia, Africa, and North America, tribes and confederacies emerged without the durable institutions usually associated with the state and its compact with those it ruled. With access to weapons, these societies might see the dominance of “big” men, often chiefs who rose to power through predation, such as “General” Ecueracapa, who with guns and horses in the 1780s transformed the Comanche into one of the most dominant powers west of the Mississippi River.

But these predatory and tributary systems fractured almost as easily as they took initial shape. Once leaders lost control of weapons, their power proved to be ephemeral. No one, after all, likes being extorted, although many relish demanding things from others. Once they had guns in their hands, those who had paid tribute could declare independence and turn their weapons on others. Westerners were keenly aware of these fault lines; they studied their customers both at home and abroad, tailoring their weapons sales to local demand and, when it suited them, subverting attempts by rulers to control the flow of guns. When rulers complained, gun merchants invoked “free trade.” The military-commercial revolution made possible, even inevitable, the profound democratization of violence, a century and a half of anarchy and barbarism until the late nineteenth century and the first global arms treaties.

Contemporary history since the 1970s offers a disturbing parallel to what unfolded over two centuries ago, sharing in common weak states and political fragmentation, the rapid spread of weapons, free market fundamentalism and accelerated capital flows, and the reemergence of private military companies. The AK-47 is today’s flintlock musket, with approximately one hundred million manufactured since the end of World War II. We live in a world where warlordism has grown tremendously along with globalization and a renewed scramble for natural resources, and at precisely the same time state control of weapons in many areas has all but disappeared. Exceptional bloodshed goes hand in hand with transnational commerce, connecting areas of stability to regions of remarkable insecurity and also connecting industries to mass violence and environmental destruction: to name just a few examples, Khmer Rouge genocidaires selling gems and timber on the global market to the tune of more than ten million to twenty million dollars a month; Sierra Leonean killers hanging out with international businessmen, their headquarters the European capitals; Liberian murderers drinking beer with their foreign business and government buddies; mass killings in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and international shipments of the precious coltan and cobalt destined for smartphones and advanced battery systems; criminal syndicates working with multinational corporations to ensure the flow of millions of barrels of oil from the Niger Delta; and the warlords in charge of Kazakhstan’s oil and gas industry.28

To a world economy dependent on fossil fuels and especially the urgent and ongoing microprocessor and electrification revolutions, these resources are vital. In each case, the goal of warlords is less to possess territory than to control the flow of scarce resources into the global economy. The situation is especially acute in Africa, where the state remains remarkably weak and in many areas absent and most of its people desperately poor. Africa produces about 10 percent of the world’s oil. The Democratic Republic of the Congo accounts for upwards of 80 percent of global supplies of coltan and has over 3.4 million metric tons of cobalt, in addition to gold, diamonds, and other minerals. Much of the country is ruled by warlords in cahoots with huge mining conglomerates. Between 1994 and 1996, Angola, Congo, and Equatorial Guinea received the largest amount of foreign investment in Africa; at the same time, upwards of two hundred thousand people living in these countries were murdered.29

We live in a world of planetary peril and in a new age of barbarism amid rapid capitalist development. What has unfolded in the past fifty years is remarkably like the spread of violence and the extraction of resources in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For that earlier epoch, the most obvious example of the warlord is the slave catcher. Entwined in global circuits of credit and debt, armed and violent, the slave catcher engaged in capturing and selling people at a time when humans were among the scarcest of resources. There were tens of thousands like him.

If we extend our perspective along these lines, we begin meeting remarkably disquieting people, men such as Robert Clive, the leader of the BEIC and erstwhile “founder” of modern India. Clive spearheaded the looting of a subcontinent, followed by men such as Warren Hastings, whom Burke would drag through a parliamentary impeachment in 1786, accusing Hastings and the BEIC of an “unbounded license of power” and incessant “bribery and plunder.”30 Clive and Hastings were warlords, as was America’s Daniel Boone, commercial hunter, colonizer, and killer, and, like Clive, later a national hero (until British protestors began demanding the removal of numerous statues of Clive across the country, including one near Downing Street). We also meet a man with impoverished roots, born in the Carolinas and later becoming a warlord, hunting Native Americans and profiting from the fur trade, selling guns and merchandise, and engaging in land speculation. Newly wealthy, this fellow reinvested the profits in slaves and a cotton plantation. He entered politics and began to morph from “controversial warlord to consensus candidate,” eventually becoming the seventh president of the United States: Andrew Jackson, known at the time as the country’s “warrior President.”31

The warlord embodies what seems like a contradiction at the center of the modern world’s creation: stability in some areas, fragmentation and violence everywhere else. According to the gospel of Adam Smith, connecting violence to trade, let alone international commerce and capitalism, is inherently contradictory. Merchants can’t successfully truck goods when bandits or pirates threaten their ships or caravans. We tend to think of successful trade as dependent on peace sustained by institutions that protect private property from rapacious “rent-seeking” individuals, including rulers. This association between institutions and economic growth is reinforced by today’s ideologies extolling free trade and free markets and international trade pacts. Our textbooks say the same thing, especially in drawing a bright line separating war from peace, violence from consent, predation from production. England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688, or so the story goes, established the conditions for eighteenth-century growth through a sweeping series of legal and institutional reforms that curbed royal power. Thanks to these reforms, English rulers such as Henry VIII could no longer behave like arbitrary tyrants, seizing assets as they pleased. A century after the Glorious Revolution, Smith would praise this “security of laws” that the English enjoyed, which “is alone sufficient to make any country flourish.”32

Smith was right in his interpretation here, or at least half right. England and a few other places did enjoy a security of laws; others followed. But actions and laws that might have seemed virtuous in one place spilled over as viciousness and exploitation in another. The two were connected. Violence resided at the very core of these profound developments. As the great historian Fernand Braudel wrote, “the real home of capitalism” is “where the great predators roam and the law of the jungle operates.”33 At the end of the day, capitalism was all about killing and still is.

*

The destruction wrought by warlords and the ties between violence and industry not only permanently scarred the environment but also created our age of global warming. Less than a century after the beginning of the Industrial Revolution and at the height of slave-based agriculture and rising Western imperialism, greenhouse gases were already warming ocean waters, including in the tropical Indian and western Pacific oceans that profoundly influence global climate systems. These human-created changes, which scientists were already noting and warning about their consequences, formed part of broader natural planetary shifts. Some readers will be familiar with the Little Ice Age (ca. 1300–ca.1850). For nearly five hundred years Earth was especially cold, particularly in the eighteenth century when the great killing began. Volcanic activity helped delay the end of the Little Ice Age, but volcanic ash could only do so much. The world’s climate entered an especially unstable period after
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