PART 11

Homo Sapiens Gives Meaning to the World

What kind of world did humans create?

How did humans become convinced that they not only
control the world, but also give it meaning?

How did humanism — the worship of humankind —
become the most important religion of all?
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The Storytellers

stories about money, gods, nations and corporations. As history
unfolded, the impact of gods, nations and corporations grew at the
expense of rivers, fears and desires. There are still many rivers in
the world, and people are still motivated by their fears and wishes,
but Jesus Christ, the French Republic and Apple Inc. have dammed
and harnessed the rivers, and have learned to shape our deepest
anxieties and yearnings.

dince new twenty-first-century technologies are likely to
make such fictions even more powerful, to understand our future
we need to understand how stories about Christ, France and
Apple have gained so much power. Humans think they make his-
tory, but history actually revolves around the web of stories. The
basic abilities of individual humans have not changed much since
the Stone Age. But the web of stories has grown from strength
0 strength, thereby pushing history from the Stone Age to the
Silicon Age.
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The Agricultural Revolution, which began about 12,00, Years

ago, provided the necessary material base for enlarging 54
strengthening the intersubjective networks. Farming made j; POs-
sible to feed thousands of people in crowded cities and thousapg,
of soldiers in disciplined armies. However, the Intersubjective
webs then encountered a new obstacle. In order to preserve the
collective myths and organise mass cooperation, the early farmers
relied on the data-processing abilities of the human brain, which
were strictly limited.

Farmers believed in stories about great gods. They built temple
to their favourite god, held festivals in his honour, offered him sa¢

Ip, but also the most important political and econom
aubs. The Sumerian gods fulfilled a function analogousto moder®

bra.n.ds and Corporations. Today, corporations are fictional f '
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quarrel over their inheritance, they gathered mor

perty and power. An increasing number of Sume .and more
[hemselves employed by the gods, taking loans ﬁ-oenans found
qlling the gods’ Jands and owing them taxes and tith:: the god.s,
Present-day San Francisco John is employed by Go ogle \;}JIESt as In
works for Microsoft, so in ancient Uruk one person was eme iVlarY
by the great god Enki while his neighbour worked for thlz ch;d
dess Inanna. The temples of Enki and Inanna dominated the Sful;
skyline, and their divine logos branded buildings, products and
Jothes. For the Sumerians, Enki and Inanna were as real as Google
and Microsoft are real for us. Compared to their predecessors — the

ghosts and spirits of the Stone Age —the Sumerian gods were very
powerful entities.

It goes without saying that the gods didn’t actually run their
businesses, for the simple reason that they didn't exist anywhere
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70d, and a1l people had to ob.ey his orders and p.ay the tag,
he levied. Just as 1N the Sumerlar} tem;‘wles, SO als.o In pharagp,
Egypt the god didn’t manage his busmests empire by himge)s
Some pharaohs ruled with an iron ﬁst., while others passed the,
days at banquets and festivities, but in both cases the practicy]

work of administering Egypt was left to thousands of literag
officials. Just like any other human, pharaoh had a biologic]

body with biological needs, desires and emotions. But the bjo.
logical pharaoh was of little importance. The real ruler of the
Nile Valley was an imagined pharaoh who existed in the stories
that millions of Egyptians told one another.

While pharaoh sat in the capital city of Memphis, eating grapes
in his palace and dallying with his wives and mistresses, pharaoh’s
officials criss-crossed the kingdom from the Mediterranean shore
to the Nubian Desert. The bureaucrats calculated the taxes each
village had to pay, recorded them on long papyrus scrolls and sent
::::;08 gf;mphis. When a written order came from MemPhif -

€IS to the army or labourers for some constructiof
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brands such as Elvis Presley, Madonna or Jus
pharaoh, Elvis too had a biological body, com
needs, desires and emotions. Elvis ate and drank andslept. Yet Elvis

was much more than a biological body. Like Pharaoh, Elvis was
2 story, 2 myth, a brand - and the brand was far

tin Bieber, Just like
plete with biological

, the brand earned
millions of dollars selling records, tickers, posters and rights, but

only a small fraction of the necessary work was pertormed by Elvis
in person. Instead, most of it was accomplished by a small army of

agents, lawyers, producers and secretaries. Consequently when the
biological Elvis died, for the brand it was business as usual. Even

today fans still buy the King’s posters and albums, radio stations

. 11 of followers
t00 was a brand rather than a living Orgamsa. - ::;:ht;nasnd they kept
his image counted for far more than his fleshy r '

worshipping him long after he was dead.
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Writing has thus enabled humans to organise entire societies
in an algorithmic fashion. We encountered the term ‘algorithm'
when we tried to understand what emotions are and how brains
function, and defined it as a methodical set of steps that can be
used to make calculations, resolve problems and reach decisions.
In illiterate societies people make all calculations and decisions in
their heads. In literate societies people are organised into networks,
so that each person is only a small step in a huge algorithm, anditis
the algorithm as a whole that makes the important decisions. This
is the essence of bureaucracy

Think about a modern hospital, for example. When you arrive
the receptionist hands you a standard form and asks you a prede-
termined set of questions. Your answers are forwarded to a nurse,
wh? COmpares them with the hospital’s regulations in order to



