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‘A free people standing on free land’

Goethe Faust II (1832)
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Chapter 1

Faustian Visions of ‘A Free People 
Standing on Free Land’

Here there shall be an inland paradise:
Outside, the sea, as high as it can reach,
May rage and gnaw; and yet a common will,
Should it intrude, will act to close the breach.

So proclaimed Faust in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s epic poem (Goethe 
1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223). The 
blind and dying Faust was in a hurry to complete his vision. Mephisto was 
hovering over Faust’s frail body, ready to snatch his soul. Faust had con-
tracted a demonic pact to enjoy worldly powers, and the devil wanted to 
claim his due. Could Faust escape hell? Faust died overseeing a grand proj-
ect to build coastal flood barriers, drain the marshes, and reclaim land from 
the waves. Faust’s redemptive act for humanity is a vision of a free society, 
enjoying liberty and security, cooperating with each other to maintain the sea 
defences and cultivate the fertile land.

Our book returns to Goethe’s Faust as a focal point to review  European 
humanist visions of ‘a free people on free land’, anchored by modern devel-
opment and eradication of disasters (Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt 
of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223). In our return, we follow the precedent of 
Goethe and His Age (1968 [1947]) by the Hungarian Marxist philosopher 
Georg Lukacs (1885–1971), whose study was written against the back-
ground of European totalitarianism and the shadow of war. He returned to 
Goethe’s work as ‘a taking-stock of the historical heritage’ and ‘a necessary 
start toward something new’ against the modern crises and the looming war 
years (1968 [1947]: 161). Goethe’s Faust itself takes stock of Europe’s his-
torical heritage during turbulent times (Piper 2010: 65–68). The Russian poet 
Alexander Pushkin described Faust as ‘an Iliad of modern life’ (Pushkin in  
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2 Chapter 1

Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 157). Faust’s odyssey spanning antiquity to modernity 
explored human strivings to find meaning and create a home in the world. 
Literature helps us interrogate our lives and times and make sense of what 
matters. We may narrate the confusions of the present, recall the confusions 
of the past, and, through our capacity to forge meaningful narratives, imagine 
a renewed future. Our study focuses on Faust the Developer and takes up a 
key theme pursued by the American philosopher and Marxist humanist Mar-
shall Berman (1940–2013). His All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experi-
ence of Modernity (1988 [1982]) analysed Faust the Developer to explore 
the yearnings and contradictions of modernity more broadly. In taking these 
precedents, we share Berman’s definition of humanist modernism as ‘any 
attempt by modern men and women to become subjects as well as objects 
of modernization, to get a grip on the modern world and make themselves at 
home in it’ (ibid.: 5).

The German writer Goethe (1749–1832) has been described as the last 
Renaissance man of modernity, spanning reason and passion, science and 
poetry, government and scholarship, the planetary and the microscopic, 
and the epic and the lyrical; bridging the past and the future; and defining 
the scope of his age (Boyle 1991, 2000; Lewes 1908 [1864]; Lukacs 1968 
[1947]; Piper 2010). Goethe’s work has offered European culture a vital 
blood transfusion more than once, whether Europe after the revolutionary 
and Napoleonic upheavals or the war-ravaged world confronting Lukacs. 
Goethe’s British translator and champion, the historian Thomas Carlyle saw 
an artist and a polymath surveying his age and offering his contemporaries 
guiding purpose. In Carlyle’s words, Goethe was ‘the Uniter, and victorious 
Reconciler, of the distracted, clashing element of the most distracted and 
divided age’ (Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 237–8). Goethe’s ‘incommensurable’ nar-
rative explored the contradictions of the European Faustian spirit (Eckermann 
1930 [3 January 1830]: 341). His Faust addressed the meaning of Europe 
and Europe’s humanist heritage in an era of political revolutions, counter-
revolutions, and wars of national independence. The narrative poem swept 
across European history, putting the medieval Christian and ancient classi-
cal traditions into dialogue with the new scientific age. In Faust’s conjuring 
words, ‘Speech to and fro entices, calls it forth’ (Goethe Faust II 1832 Act 
III ‘The Inner Courtyard’ in Constantine 2009: 163). Goethe’s universal aspi-
rations were a compelling reference point to rekindle a humanist European 
culture from the ashes of total war. He remains a compelling reference point 
to explore European humanism today.

We too are at a critical juncture for Europe, a Europe estranged from its 
humanist tradition and modernity, where the disasters of humanity over-
shadow possibilities of eradicating more of the disasters of nature. The 
foundations of the European Community in the 1950s lie in a coal and steel 
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 Faustian Visions 3

community based on industrial economic cooperation between states over 
key industries facilitating political cooperation. The post-war functionalist 
theories of European integration were materialist and linked to state industrial 
strategies seeing their legitimacy as lying in providing comprehensive mate-
rial security through supporting industries, full employment, housing, and 
welfare, and overcoming the shortcomings of the pre-war economy (Haas 
2004 [1968]). Conversely the foundations of the European Union (EU) in the 
1990s were in non-industrial strategies of monetary union facilitating ‘ever 
closer union’ (Stiglitz 2016). The post–Cold War constructivist theories of 
European integration were idealist and linked to post-industrial cosmopolitan 
social ideals, centring their legitimacy on economic freedom of movement 
and human rights (Christiansen et al., 2001; Habermas 2001, 2012). Into the 
new millennium, European governance is fusing neoliberal and ecological 
thinking on risk and complexity (Hayek 1974, 1988; Beck 2016).

Changing European disaster and development visions are reflected in 
attitudes towards Faust the Developer. Goethe’s Faust imagined the cultural 
fusion of southern and northern Europe, reconciling the Renaissance redis-
covery of ancient classical ideas and the Reformation religious differences 
over faith and works. Collective endeavour allowed people to transform 
their conditions and carve out more space for human freedom and self- 
determination. Faust’s vast industrial project hoped his development would 
provide secure land for people to live on and prosper, free from disaster and 
want. National independence movements involved projects of national devel-
opment. Some even invoked Faust and Faust’s child as inspirations.

Our book traces the rise and fall of European Faustian development from 
Dutch hydro-engineering and British industrialisation in northern Europe to 
Yugoslavia and Croatia in southern Europe and their Non-Aligned Move-
ment ties. Leading European institutions and cultural ideas today reject 
Faust and Faustian development visions. Faust’s name is almost invariably 
invoked to indict human development as disastrous and rein in individual 
freedom and collective self-determination. The non-Faustian political- 
economic pact underpinning EU institutions is straining southern and north-
ern, eastern and western relations in Europe. While some cities and areas 
may be prospering, swathes of Europe witness decaying national industries 
and infrastructure and the lack of industrial renewal strategies. Many citizens 
from southern and eastern Europe have little option but to become cheap 
migratory labour for the centres of economic activity in northern Europe. 
Economic contraction and depopulation are hollowing out the life of these 
countries. This pattern is even starker in what the EU designates its European 
neighbourhood, namely the former Non-Aligned Movement countries of the 
Middle East and North Africa, which came under foreign military interven-
tion. Effectively people are losing their modern home in the world carved 
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4 Chapter 1

out by previous generations, and finding themselves more exposed again to 
external economic and natural forces.

THE FAUST LEGEND AND THE EUROPEAN SPIRIT

Of course Faust has mythical precursors—Prometheus, who stole fire from 
the gods, and Lucifer, the fallen angel. None, though, are as closely tied to 
modern European society and its scientific and industrial development. The 
Faust legend originates in fifteenth-century Europe and accompanied the rise 
of the modern era. Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West (1932 [1918]) 
saw the restless Faustian spirit as defining European culture, both in its spiri-
tual strivings towards the divine and the infinite and its material degradation 
and ruin. Faust is a creature of the Reformation. ‘Here I stand, I can do no 
other’ are the famous words attributed to Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms 
in 1517. Luther initially sought a reform of the church, re-formation rather 
than revolution. His claim to the sovereignty of individual conscience had 
profound ramifications. Modern politics arguably began with Luther, and 
the European conflicts, national struggles of self-determination, and peasant 
revolt he unwittingly helped inspire (Luther 1974 [1520–1531]; Mannheim 
1952 [1936]: 190–206; Porter 1974; Schiller 1860 [1790], 1990 [1788]; 
Wedgwood 1938). Luther invoked individual conscience against traditional 
church authority, but his stance opened up all authority to questioning (Furedi 
2013: 161–4). The claims of conscience were not limited to religious matters 
but were taken up in other areas and engendered social struggles over and 
among the ruling authorities. Luther, like Goethe’s sorcerer’s apprentice, 
could not reverse his spell (Goethe 1948 [1797]: 276–9).

The Faust legend emerged in the early modern period awakening to a new 
sense of human agency and greater possibilities for good or ill. Faust personi-
fied the new individual pursuing new knowledge, activity, and power outside 
the bounds of traditional authority and the tensions over the new individual-
ism, its desires and dangers. The alchemist Paracelsus (1493–1541), who was 
known as ‘the Luther of physicians’, was one of these new individuals behind 
the legend (Krleža 1962b [1955]: 11–90). Paracelsus contended, ‘He who is 
born in imagination discovers the latent forces of Nature’ (Paracelsus in Hirst 
1964: 65). Paracelsus’ ideas broke with the orthodox classical thinking on the 
cosmos and developed medical understanding of the human body drawing on 
experimentation (Paracelsus 1990 [1529–1530]: 75–80). His philosophy of 
knowledge was more audacious than his contemporary the Dutch humanist 
theologian Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536) and the ‘Prince of the Humani-
ties’. His 1511 The Praise of Folly satirising superstitious practices and his 
1515 translation of the New Testament from the original Greek into Latin 
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 Faustian Visions 5

emboldened calls for church reform and independent scholarship, although he 
remained attached to the Catholic Church. Erasmus cautioned against pursu-
ing knowledge outside of the auspices of the existing authorities: ‘Embrace 
what you are allowed to perceive; venerate from afar what you are not 
allowed to perceive, and look in awe and with simple faith on whatever it is 
that is concealed from you. Keep far away from impia curiostas’ (Erasmus 
in Rummel 2017). Paracelsus’ philosophy of knowledge violated Erasmus’ 
docta pietas (learned piety) and tempted impia curiostas (unholy inquisitive-
ness). ‘Thoughts are free and subject to no rule. On them rests the freedom 
of man, and they tower above the light of nature . . . create a new heaven, a 
new firmament, a new source of energy from which new arts flow’ (Paracel-
sus 1979: 45). Erasmus primarily wrote in Latin for a scholarly community 
and the educated elite. Paracelsus innovated with some writings and lectures 
in the vernacular German, opening up his radical thinking to a wider public 
audience. His writings articulated a new bolder individual outlook: ‘Let no 
man who can be his own belong to another’ (Paracelsus 1979: xxxviii).

The Reformation, and Faust as its legendary personification, was empow-
ered by invention of the printing press, which established the new print 
industry, a new reading public, and new ideas in print. Luther’s translation 
of the Bible into German was followed by translations in other languages. 
Individuals were empowered to study the word of God privately in their ver-
nacular tongue. Printers catered to a new popular appetite to read, whether 
devotional works or works catering to an ‘unholy inquisitiveness’. Indeed 
their apprentices were known as ‘print devils’. What were the consequences 
of people being freed from the strictures of the existing authorities and pursu-
ing faith and knowledge for themselves? What was the scope of individual 
conscience and will? How far could free will and self-determination be legiti-
mately exercised? What were the implications of original sin and human evil 
unleashed from traditional church authority? The Reformation eroded the 
mediating priesthood and church institutions and raised the devil’s profile 
because individuals were now more directly exposed to his malign influence 
(Watt 1996: 5). The popular Faust legend consolidated at the time of the infa-
mous witch trials of Trier (1581–1593), involving over 300 executions. King 
James VI of Scotland, later James I of England, wrote Daemonologie in 1597 
on the investigation and prosecution of witches. His Daemonologie warned 
against how ‘upon slippery and uncertain scale of curiosity; they are at last 
enticed, that where lawful arts of sciences fails, their restless minds, even to 
seek to that black and unlawful science of Magic’ (James VI [1597]: 10). 
The pioneering sixteenth- and seventeenth-century figures were truly daring 
in their pursuit of knowledge. Challenging the established authorities risked 
denunciations of blasphemy, sorcery, or other prosecution (Hazard 1973 
[1935]: 7–13; 502–4). Paracelsus as the Luther of physicians imagined the  
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6 Chapter 1

cosmos subordinated to humanity, and demonstrated a heretical impia curio-
stas in his pursuit of alchemic secrets (Herlihy 2019: 165–201; Krleža 1962b 
[1955]: 11–90; Paracelsus 1990 [1537]: 186).

The English philosopher and statesman Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was a 
kindred impia curiostas spirit asserting human power through knowledge and 
belief in human mastery of nature. His 1605 Of the Proficience and Advance-
ment of Learning, Divine and Human gave new dignity to the pursuit of 
knowledge. He claimed commanding knowledge was superior to command-
ing populations as it commanded people’s noblest faculties of mind (Bacon 
2000 [1605]: 51). Bacon pioneered the modern scientific method based on 
experimentation and observation. He invited a ‘fresh examination’ of the 
world, and new deeds against the fetters of ancient scholasticism and the 
tricks of magicians. He was sceptical about alchemy, astrology, and natural 
magic as vain, erroneous, and full of superstition, although their endeavours 
could inadvertently contribute to other discoveries (Bacon 2000 [1605]: 27). 
Through knowing how nature operated, humanity could recover its dominion 
over nature, lost after its fall from Eden. Humanity would leave behind bar-
barism, and civilisation would flourish. His New Atlantis, posthumously pub-
lished in 1627, depicted a utopian kingdom founded on scientific principles. 
At the heart of its government was Salomon’s House, its centre of wisdom 
‘The end of our foundation is the knowledge of causes, and secret motion of 
things; and the enlarging of the bounds of human empire to the effecting of 
all things possible’ (Bacon 2002 [1627]: 481).

The new age required active invention, galvanising its expanding  knowledge 
and imitating divine creation. Bacon compared the role of natural  philosophy 
to a bee gathering nectar and turning it into honey:

The men of experiment are like the ant, they only collect and use; the reason-
ers resemble spiders, who make cobwebs out of their own substance. But 
the bee takes the middle course: it gathers its material from the flowers of the 
garden and field, but transforms and digests it by a power of its own. (Bacon 
2000 [1620]: I: XCV: 79)

Less benignly, scientific examination of nature was akin to rigorous legal 
inquiry or heroic trials of labour, even if he did not go as far as advocating 
torturing nature to reveal her secrets as he is said to have done (Pesic 1999: 
82; 2008).

His science was not simply for contemplation but for founding new worlds 
as well. Just as he wanted humanity to master nature, he supported European 
pioneers colonising new territory, and was instrumental in drafting docu-
ments setting up the British colonies in the Americas, notably Virginia and 
Newfoundland. Thus King James’ court could also host an impia curiostas 
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 Faustian Visions 7

where discoveries accorded with monarchical interests amid its suspicions of 
demonic curiosity.

Tales of Faust increasingly circulated cross Europe in the later decades of 
the sixteenth century. The first surviving German Faustbuch dates from 1587 
and was published by Johann Spies in Frankfurt, the birthplace of Goethe 
(Watt 1996: 19–22). Frankfurt was ruled as a free imperial city of the Holy 
Roman Empire until its dissolution in 1805/1806 and was the city where the 
emperor was traditionally crowned. Frankfurt was a major commercial centre, 
with its trading fairs and imperial privileges, and critically one of the early 
centres of the new printing industry. Even into the eighteenth century, feudal 
customs persisted, and the city gates would be locked at night, and activities 
were restricted within its walls (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 20; Piper 2010: 11). The 
Faust legend might be traceable to a real Faust. There are sketchy records of a 
Georg Faust born in the 1470s in Knittingen, a southern German town on the 
postal service route established by the Holy Roman Emperor Maximillian I. 
This historical Faust is described as a conjuror, whose magic arts transgressed 
into forbidden demonic territory (Watt 1996: 3–4). Luther’s Tabletalk briefly 
referred to Faust as a sorcerer (Watt 1996: 15). By the time of Spies’ Faust-
buch, elaborate myths had grown up around Faust. Tales of demonic contracts 
selling his soul vied with necromancy and his conjuring up Helen of Troy. 
Faust folk stories purported to be cautionary moral tales warning against 
human hubris. But fascination with Faust betrayed another illicit tale of human 
ambitions amid their formal moral framing. Appropriately the very name Faust 
means fist or fortune in German and has associations with the Faustrecht, or 
the law of the fist, and the right of arms and unfettered individualism as the 
writer Walter Scott highlighted (Piper 2010: 20; in Goethe 1850: 401–2).

Faust was elevated to tragic status in The Tragical History of Doctor Faus-
tus by the English playwright Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593). The 1592 
tragedy appeared soon after the first English Faust book and influenced the 
Faust plays of northern Europe (Marlowe 2005). The tragedy presented the 
seven deadly sins from the old medieval morality plays. They were second-
ary though to the daring personality of Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, who not only 
scorns God but overshadowed Lucifer and his evil familiars. His Faustus 
mocked Mephistophilis as weak and lacking the courage to endure his fate: 
‘Learn thou of Faustus manly fortitude, /And scorn those joys thou never 
shalt possess’ (Marlowe 2005 [1592/1604] Act I Scene 3: 17). The horrors of 
damnation were merely old wives tales or gullible ‘freshmen’s suppositions’, 
Faustus declared (Act II Scene 3: 29).

Marlowe’s tragedy invited the audience to look beyond individual sinful-
ness to social evils. His Faustian pact paralleled the oppressive nature of 
existing social bonds of service. Faustus’ servant Wagner jested with a clown 
Robin how poverty and hunger would induce the poor to sell their souls for a 
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8 Chapter 1

cut of meat, observing, ‘The villain is bare and out of service’. The Clown in 
mock indignation jested back: ‘My soul to the devil for a shoulder of mutton, 
though ‘twere blood-raw! Not so, good friend: by’r lady, I had need have it 
well roasted, and good sauce to it, if I pay so dear’ (Act I Scene 4: 18).

The threatened torments of the devil and his familiars meant little to the 
clown. The lice were already ‘too familiar’ and ‘bold’ with his flesh (Act 
I Scene 4: 19). What hold could hell’s terrors have over people whose lives 
were marked by brutality, hunger, and disease? Faustus sought demonic 
 powers to ‘Resolve me of all ambiguities’ (Act I Scene 1: 10). He was praised 
for having eased a ‘thousand desperate maladies’ and ensured ‘whole cities . . .  
escap’d the plague’. Yet he would do more than eradicate plagues and build 
bridges between continents. These ambitions did not satisfy the infinite scope 
of his imagination. He was frustrated to be ‘still but Faustus, and a man’ (Act 
I Scene 1: 8). Faustus wanted his imagination to command reality so that ‘his 
dominion . . . [s]tretcheth as far as doth the mind of man’ (Marlowe 2005 
[1592/1604] Act I Scene 1: 9). Or, in Paracelsus’ words, ‘it is right that . . . the 
stars should obey and follow him, not he the stars’ (Paracelsus 1990 [1537]: 
186). As a magician with necromantic arts, Faustus would be like a deity or at 
least a ‘demigod’ and escape ‘servile and illiberal service’ to church or insti-
tute (Act 1 Scene 1: 7–12). But his unbounded imagination could not escape 
his death and damnation. The tragedy ends with Faustus cursing that he was 
not a beast and his soul simply dissolve into nothingness (Act V Scene 2: 52). 
Devils dragged him away, while the chorus warned against human ambition 
going beyond heavenly authority and divine precepts.

Marlowe’s Dr Faustus and Shakespeare’s Prospero in The Tempest, the 
Faust chapbooks, and Faust puppets were all characters challenging the lim-
its of custom and learned piety and displaying unholy inquisitiveness into 
forbidden spheres of knowledge. Bacon was among the new figures inspiring 
Shakespeare’s Prospero and island kingdom, whose inhabitants Ariel and 
Caliban he enslaved, exploited, and was ready to torture (Shakespeare 1999 
[1611]). In Shakespeare’s romance, Caliban too would uncover nature’s 
secrets, steal Prospero’s knowledge, and turn this knowledge against his 
oppressor.

Though damned, Faust was a popular folk anti-hero, speaking for suppressed 
longings for freedom, and suppressed hostility and rebellion against the exist-
ing order. Goethe’s Faust, begun two centuries after Marlowe, took up the 
Enlightenment daring to know and daring to act, and Romantic history-making 
(Kant AWE 1996a [1784]; Hegel 1975 [1830]). His Faust was an enlightened-
progressive text, seeking to justify the contradictory ways of humanity to 
humanity. In Goethe’s narrative, human deeds superseded the divine word 
of the earlier chapbooks. Europe’s civil wars showed the dangers of religious 
conflicts. State rulers were looking to ground social order and their legitimacy  
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 Faustian Visions 9

in progressive development improving the material security of their subjects. 
Goethe provided a vision of collective self-determination under enlightened 
despotism and a more tolerant forgiving religious framework (Berman 1988 
[1982]: 40–77; Watt 1996: 206). On the question of faith and good works, a 
central contention of the Reformation, Goethe’s Faust answered both. Salva-
tion depended on human strivings, surrender to God, and the forgiveness of 
others to save the soul (Kaufmann 1960: 61–76). He subverted the Lutheran 
and Calvinist preoccupations with original sin and predestination. The poem 
ended with a Grecian-inspired affirmation of the life-giving forces of nature in 
eternal womanhood. Goethe’s Gretchen not only resisted Mephistopheles but 
had the spiritual strength to save Faust.

PLOTTING GOETHE’S FAUST

Goethe’s Faust epitomises how nineteenth-century German writers wanted 
Germany to be a mediating nation in Europe, bridging what they represented 
as northern reason and southern sensuality (Kremer 2016: 58). The poem 
became a prism to reflect on different European cultural developments. The 
ambitious narrative encompassed European history from antiquity to the 
Industrial Revolution, from ancient city states to holy empire and the medi-
eval church to independent industrialising modern states. Goethe’s Faust is 
in two parts and spans over 12,000 lines and six decades of literary composi-
tion from 1772 to 1832, bridging the Enlightenment and Romantic eras. His 
Faust, like Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, speaks to the rebellious human spirit and 
our yearnings for a better fate. Faust cried how ‘Two souls, alas, are housed 
within my breast’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Outside the City Gate’ in Wayne 1949: 67). 
One loves the earthly world, the other the heavenly realm. Goethe’s Faust 
was not Marlowe’s tragic Faustus, though, and escaped eternal damnation. 
Part I ends conventionally with Mephistopheles taking away Faust. Part 
II presents the possibility of human progress, while accepting humanity’s 
conflicted nature and flawed history. It ends with Faust’s salvation, where 
redemption lies not in spiritual acknowledgement of his sins but in his efforts 
to act and not yield to despair. Goethe strained traditional religious morality 
to affirm human striving and flourishing. Our persistent struggle amid our all-
too-human  failings is what matters and makes humans redeemable.

Goethe begins with a Prelude in the Theatre. The Prelude highlights the 
tensions between poetic geniuses and philosopher kings, and the public they 
are tempted to disdain. The theatre director warns that audiences have high 
expectations these days because they are now a reading public with their 
own opinions on events. The director demands the poet entertain people with 
plenty of action and forget giving them his perfect creation nobody would 
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10 Chapter 1

enjoy. The poet though wants to write ‘for ages yet unborn’ and not degrade 
his creativity to the theatre crowd. His heavenly gifts entitle him to higher 
activities than serving a ‘vulgar tide’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Prelude’ in Wayne 1949: 
32). The clown, however, acting the wise fool, reproaches the poet for his 
contempt towards the people and life around him. The poet should ‘plunge 
into life’, for life is the source of his inspiration, and should fire people’s 
imagination with ‘human drama’ revealing that while ‘The act is common, 
the perception is not’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Prelude’ in Wayne 1949: 35).

The Prelude presents the poetic ‘spur of truth’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Prelude’ in 
Wayne 1949: 36). The paradoxical demonic spur of truth follows in the next 
scene. The Prologue in Heaven depicts a wager between God and the Devil 
over Faust’s soul. The wager concerns the use or misuse of human freedom 
and the divine spark in humanity. Personal struggle with the demonic spurs 
individuals morally to be more than beasts. Divine purpose underlies the dia-
bolic tempting of Faust. The devil goads people out of their comfort, and his 
diabolic actions unintentionally induce human progress. For ‘unconditional 
ease’ risks humanity sinking below its proper level (Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ 
in Wayne 1949: 42). As such, satanic forces are ‘Part of a power that would/ 
Alone work evil, but engenders good’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Faust’s Study’ ii in 
Wayne 1949: 75).

Faust only agrees to forfeit his soul if he falls for Mephistopheles’ 
 ‘flattering lies’ and succumbs to pleasure and ‘a bed of ease’ (Goethe 1808 
‘Faust’s Study’ iii in Wayne 1949: 87). The Prologue presents Goethe’s idea 
of goodness as revolving around belief in ‘Eternal growth, fulfilment, vital’ 
(Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ in Wayne 1949: 42). Goodness is attached to divine 
life-giving forces, and personified here in the Eternal Woman, and celebrated 
by the Chorus Mysticus in the final stanza of Part II. Or in Paracelsus’ words, 
if you only live within reason, you live without spirit (Paracelsus 1990 
[1537]: 178–84). Evil is associated with diabolic separation from divine life-
giving forces. Faust is conscious of his alienation from life, and his alienation 
spurs his pact with the devil. His companion Wagner has previously observed 
that scholarly remoteness from humanity makes their advice about human 
affairs inexpert:

If learning ties us, winter, summer,
With holiday so rare, that we see men
As through a glass, remote and ill-defined
How shall our counsel serve to lead mankind?
(Goethe 1808 ‘Night’ in Wayne 1949: 49)

Faust has been trying to overcome his alienation and re-engage with life out-
side his study before encountering Mephistopheles. He welcomes the Easter 
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 Faustian Visions 11

holiday crowds and rejoices seeing the overworked ‘motley multitudes’ in 
the sunshine resurrected from their ‘hovels and oppressive rooms’. ‘Here 
I am a man, and claim man’s element’, Faust declares in a phrase ironically 
reminiscent of Luther’s attributed declaration (Goethe 1808 ‘Outside the City 
Gate’ in Wayne 1949: 62). Faust’s life-affirming spirit flames his attraction 
to hell’s spirits, underscoring humanity’s dual nature ‘To prove in man the 
stature of a god /Nor blench before the cavern black’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Night—
Faust’s Study’ i in Wayne 1949: 54). Faust’s bold assertion of human god-
like independence resonates with the Enlightenment motto ‘Sapere Aude’, or 
having the courage to know for ourselves (Kant AWE 1996a [1784]). Faust’s 
reason continues resisting the devil. His sensibility melts his resistance, and 
he welcomes Mephistopheles disguised as a little black poodle yapping and 
wagging its tail.

Mephistopheles is contemptuous of humanity and resents having to ‘traffic 
on a smaller scale’ with ‘the plaguey state of men’, when his grand assault 
on the Lord of Creation failed. Humanity is merely a jumped-up grasshopper, 
who would be better off without any glimmer of divine reason (Goethe 1808 
‘Prologue’ in Wayne 1949: 40). Humans exercise reason only ‘to outdo the 
beasts in being bestial’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ in Wayne 1949: 40). Yet 
gaudy clothes and promises of luxury do not impress Faust. ‘Have you not 
heard?—I do not ask for joy’, Faust protests (Goethe 1808 ‘Faust’s Study’ 
iii in Wayne 1949: 89). Faust wants to share humanity’s lot: ‘Shall no more 
shun distress, but take its toll /Of all the hazards of humanity’ (Goethe 1808 
‘Faust’s Study’ iii in Wayne 1949: 89).

Faust entered into a pact to pursue a life beyond both scholasticism and 
his father’s quackery. Still Faust is tempted to take a shortcut to life and love 
through Mephistopheles’ magic. Faust doubts himself and is wary of trust-
ing others. He cannot believe Gretchen would love him freely. Fatally Faust 
lets Mephistopheles negotiate his own relations and distance him from the 
responsibilities and consequences of his actions. Mephistopheles’ nihilistic 
outlook leads Faust into falsehood and destroys Gretchen, their unborn child, 
and her family, and others.

Yet Faust escapes from his complete abasement to this ‘sterile son of 
Chaos’ and his ‘banal dissipations’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Faust’s Study’ ii and 
‘Desolate Day’ in Wayne 1949: 76, 187). Faust wants more from life than 
the licence to consume, and he demands a larger scope for human freedom 
and activity. Faust’s pact was originally stirred by the godlike within him. 
His yearning for some transcendent human purpose protects his soul from 
full subjection to Mephistopheles. Goethe aimed to portray how ‘in Faust 
himself there is an activity that becomes constantly higher and purer to the 
end, and from above there is eternal love coming to his aid’ (Eckermann 1930 
[6 June 1831]: 413). Faust has not totally succumbed to Mephistopheles. He 
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12 Chapter 1

has not given up life’s struggle. Gretchen’s love may therefore save Faust’s 
soul as the life-giving ‘eternal woman’, a force reconciling human worldly 
and spiritual nature.

Critically, this reconciliation suspends the traditional religious morality of 
Part I, condemning both Gretchen and Faust. Part II adopts the new progres-
sive humanist outlook of Europe, looking beyond medieval theocracy, back 
to the ancient Greek classical world, and forward to the new scientific devel-
opments. As the Goethe scholar and translator David Constantine observes, 
Goethe’s ‘Part II is less a continuation of Part I than an explosion of its prem-
ises’ (Constantine 2009: xli). Symbolically, Part II breaks from the earlier 
events under Ariel’s spell of sleep and forgetfulness over Faust and allows 
his rebirth (Goethe 1832 Act I ‘Prologue & A Beautiful Landscape’ in Luke 
1998: 3–6). In this renaissance ‘there is no sitting in judgement and no asking 
whether he deserves it or not, as might be the case if they were human judges’ 
(Goethe to Eckermann [1827] in Constantine 2009: lxxix). Instead, Ariel 
expresses pity at ‘man’s distress’ (Goethe 1832 Act I ‘Prologue & A Beau-
tiful Landscape’ in Luke 1998: 3). The symbolic break moves us from the 
small private world to the larger public world. Goethe described Faust Part 
I as ‘almost entirely subjective’ and Part II as having ‘scarcely anything . . . 
subjective’ (Eckermann 1930 [17 February 1831]: 384). The move demands 
we widen our social perspective and address the responsibilities of our era. 
Goethe was recorded saying:

All eras in a state of decline and dissolution are subjective; on the other hand, 
all progressive eras have an objective tendency. Our present time is retrograde, 
for it is subjective . . . . Every healthy effort, on the contrary, is directed from 
the inward to the outward world: as you see in all great eras, which were really 
in a state of progression and all of an objective nature. (Eckermann 1930 [29 
January 1826]: 126)

So how does Faust cheat Old Iniquity and assert a new humanist out-
look? Is there anything retrievable in Faust’s crooked course and Europe’s 
contradictory violent history? What is left of Faust’s vision of collective 
self-determination?

GOETHE’S FAUSTIAN POWERS

Matthew Arnold’s Memorial Verses declared Goethe sought happiness, and 
happiness in addressing the ‘causes of things’ (Arnold 1908 [1850]: 247). 
If Goethe’s philosophy was about human happiness, it was found in an 
active life, not passive ease. Goethe believed ‘the existence of my soul is 
proved from my idea of activity’ (Eckermann 1930 [4 February 1829]: 287).  
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 Faustian Visions 13

His reworking of the Faust legend treated much human misery as having 
knowable causes, which human activity could overcome through the scien-
tific and technological breakthroughs of the Industrial Revolution. Marlowe’s 
Dr Faustus imagined eradicating plagues and building bridges between con-
tinents (Marlowe 2005 [1592/1604] Act I Scene I: 8). Goethe’s Faust wanted 
to make such imaginings reality. The poem turned from words to deeds and 
rewrote the scriptural proclamation as: ‘In the beginning was the deed’. 
Faust’s foregrounding of deeds goes went beyond crude power over others 
and articulated a new belief in human transforming activity. Faust wanted 
to act and create something humanly significant. He was not content with 
‘huckstering with words’ or sterile thoughts. Faust defied the myriad anxiet-
ies which make us shrink from life:

Full soon in deepest hearts care finds a nest,
And builds her bed of pain, in secret still,
There rocks herself, disturbing joy and rest,
And ever takes new shapes to work her will,
With fluttering fears for home or wife or child,
A thought of poison, flood or perils wild;
For man must quail at bridges never crossed,
Lamenting even things he never lost.
(Goethe 1808 ‘Night Faust’s Study’ i in Wayne 1949: 52)

Metaphors of seas and floods assailing humanity run through the poem and 
its translations and propel assorted human responses. Faust embraced being 
‘in flood of life, in action’s storm’, and sharing ‘the shipwreck of mankind’, 
while ready to battle the seas (Goethe 1808 ‘Faust’s Study’ iii in Wayne 
1949: 90). He embodied new human energies seeking to triumph over natural 
forces declaring, ‘Let him stand fast in this world, and look around / With 
courage’ (Goethe 1832 Act V Scene 20 ‘Midnight’ in Luke 1998: 219).

Goethe gave moral redemptive significance to Faust’s flood prevention and 
land reclamation project. This significance was prompted by contemporary 
North Sea flood disasters. His 1825 essay on weather spoke of the elements 
‘to be viewed as colossal opponents with whom we must forever battle; . . .  
we can overcome them only through the highest powers of the mind by 
courage and guile’ (Goethe 1995 [1825]: 147). Salvation through combating 
natural forces to establish free land for people to live freely and securely links 
spiritual and material transformation (Goethe 1832 Act V Scene 21 ‘The Great 
Forecourt of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223). Human emancipation required 
material emancipation from nature. Just as Faust’s reclamation work had to be 
renewed against destructive natural forces, so our humanity was vitalised in an 
active creative collective spirit. Mephistopheles sneered that all our creations 
were corrupt, mortal, and would be destroyed, while watching Faust’s great 
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14 Chapter 1

salvation project being subverted into digging his grave (Goethe 1832 Act V 
‘The Great Forecourt of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 221–3). Against Mephis-
topheles, the human spirit rose above its destruction and destructiveness, and 
through forgiveness, it participated in divine creation and renewal.

Goethe’s progressive humanist ideals supported material improvement 
and technological advancements, limiting human suffering. In Part I, poverty 
tempted Gretchen into sin and caused her downfall: ‘The lure of gold . . . 
alas for all us poor’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Evening’ in Wayne 1949: 128). In Part II,  
readers’ sympathies are expanded to depict the plight of enslaved peoples. 
His mythical Emmets and the Dactyls cry:

Who will save us?
We make the iron,
They chain us, enslave us.
But now’s not the occasion
To tear ourselves free,
So: bend and obey.
(Goethe 1832 Act II ‘On the Upper Peneus’  
in Constantine 2009: 104)

The poem satirised the corrupt decadent Holy Roman Empire and the courts 
of Goethe’s day. Demonic arts temporarily rescued the Emperor but destroyed 
imperial claims to holiness (Constantine 2009: xci). As Goethe outlined:

In the emperor . . . I have endeavoured to represent a prince who has all the 
necessary qualities for losing his land, and at last succeeds in so doing. He does 
not concern himself about the welfare of his kingdom and his subjects; he only 
thinks of himself and how he can amuse himself with something new. The land is 
without law and justice; the judge is on the side of the criminals; atrocious crimes 
are committed with impunity. The army is without pay, without discipline, and 
roams about plundering to help itself as it can. The state treasury is empty, and 
without hope of replenishment. In the emperor’s own household, there is scarcity 
in both kitchen and cellar. (Eckermann 1930 [1 October 1827]: 230)

Into this corrupt state, Mephistopheles entered to counsel and fool the 
emperor. Previously Mephistopheles had joined drinkers mockingly toasting 
the Holy Roman Empire, only to trick them with fake alcohol (Goethe, Faust 
I, 1808, ‘Auerbach Cellar’ in Wayne 1949: 100–110). Their plebeian license 
was cramped and fickle. Mephistopheles’ alcoholic democracy and paper 
empire were both illusory and belonged to the trickery of the magicians. Faust 
pushed for authentic freedom and self-realisation beyond a false demonic 
vision of liberty. Short-lived happiness was found in ancient Arcadian liberty, 
with Helen of Troy as his companion temporarily fusing together individu-
als from across the continent: ‘You, the northern youthful flower, / You, the 
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 Faustian Visions 15

bright eastern energy’ (Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’ in Con-
stantine 2009: 165). This Arcadian interlude—‘branch of a limb of Europe’s 
mountain tree’—was precarious and sandwiched between bloody conflicts 
(Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’ in Constantine 2009: 167).

The first part, Lukacs analysed, addressed the decline of the feudal world, 
and the second, the rise of the modern world (Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 182). 
Goethe directly witnessed European war in the 1790s and later Napoleonic 
occupation of German cities. Mephistopheles contemptuously dismissed 
human struggles for freedom as violent cycles of revenge between ‘Two 
lots of lackeys’ (Goethe 1832 Act II ‘In a Laboratory’ in Constantine 2009: 
81). The poem mourns: ‘Youth torn off like blossom, fast’ by entering ‘into 
violent quarrel/With Law and Morality’ (Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner 
Court’ in Constantine 2009: 182). Helen and Faust’s child Euphorion was 
like Icarus, soaring too high. Euphorion represents the tragic romantic Byro-
nic hero killed in the Greek Struggle for Independence: ‘One who made a 
large and brave / Beauty of black days and bright’ (Goethe 1832 Act III 
‘The Inner Courtyard’ in Constantine 2009: 181). Goethe admired Byron as 
poetic genius and ranked him with the historical giants of the day Napoleon 
or Frederick the Great (Eckermann 1930 [24 February 1825]: 87–90). He was 
aesthetically attracted to sublime superhuman autocratic figures, although 
dangerous for civil rule (Butler [1956] 1949).

However, Goethe wanted ordered social change (Constantine 2009: xxxv). 
The keen geologist Goethe contested the vulcanists and the seismic violence 
of the French Revolution. He sided with the ancient philosopher Thales and 
the Neptunists, who eulogised life engendering and unifying waters (Goethe 
1832 Act II ‘On the Upper Peneus’ in Constantine 2009: 110–1; Feldman 
1945: 5). Thales is one of the heroic figures of reason ushering in a new 
humanity, observing the world and itself, and thinking how human relations 
might be rationally improved (Husserl 1965 [1935]: 173). Thales proposed a 
political federation of sea-bound city states under the protection of the sea-
god Poseidon against the imperial Persia (Feldman 1945: 5). The ideals of 
individual and political self-determination where ‘Each is immortal on his 
patch of earth’ are shown to be precious and precarious (Goethe 1832 Act III  
‘The Inner Courtyard’ in Constantine 2009: 168). His Thales endorsed 
humans as flawed creatures, trying to create their place in the world (Goethe 
1832 Act II ‘Rocky Coves’ in Constantine 2009: 127).

George Steiner’s The Death of Tragedy characterised Goethe’s Faust as 
melodrama for supplanting a tragic ending and saving Faust’s soul (Steiner 
1961: 133–5). Its narrative presented an ‘enlightening’ struggle less con-
cerned about individual morality and more interested in constituting better 
institutions and conditions that might accommodate human failings (Ecker-
mann 1930 [8 May 1827]: 205). The poem mythologised modern engineering 
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16 Chapter 1

projects where his Faust discarded feudal martial glory for redemptive heroic 
industrial deeds, thereby sacralising industrialisation (Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 
215–7; Piper 2010: 98–101). Goethe eagerly anticipated the industrial devel-
opments of canals and railways expanding human communication:

Let people serve Him who gives to the best his fodder, and to man meat and 
drink as much as he can enjoy. But I worship Him who has infused into the 
world such a power of production, that, when only the millionth part of it comes 
out into life, the world swarms with creatures to such a degree that war, pesti-
lence, fire and water cannot prevail against them. That is my God! (Eckermann 
1930 [20 February 1831]: 389)

People would gain more individual freedom and independence through 
ensuring each had a ‘wealth of land’, and collectively protecting each other 
and engineering the future (Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’ in 
Constantine 2009: 167). Too often independence was only partially won or 
won through the exploitation or dispossession of others. But humanising the 
world and securing more fertile land free from natural disaster through col-
lective human endeavour established more favourable conditions conducive 
to greater human flourishing. New human endeavours inevitably made errors: 
‘For man must strive, and striving he must err’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ in 
Wayne 1949: 41). To eradicate the possibility of error would deny us the 
possibility of acting freely. Negation was part of human advancement, as 
Goethe’s contemporary Hegel elaborated in his dialectical philosophy of 
history (Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 13). Harnessing our active creative powers 
involved destructive demonic elements. Napoleonic power was a demonic 
invading force yet drove through social reforms and emancipated the serfs. 
Human advancement was contradictory and marked by evils. The contradic-
tions and flawed life of Goethe’s Faust were resolved through heavenly inter-
vention (Eckermann 1930 [6 June 1831]: 413; Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 228–33). 
Nevertheless the principle of free human agency runs through the work, 
whereby we redeem ourselves through activity. Conversely Mephistopheles’ 
negative cynicism and the inner despair represented by the figure Care were 
sinful. In summary, there is salvation in striving, damnation in nihilism.

GOETHE’S THEATRE AND POLITICS

Goethe helped establish German national culture, and his times became 
known as the ‘Age of Goethe’ (Lukacs 1968 [1947]). He cared about mate-
rial progress and developing a country, where people’s homes and land were 
protected from disaster. As Carlyle’s essay on Goethe outlined, he believed 
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 Faustian Visions 17

in ‘the progress of the species’ (Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 243). He sympathised 
with the suffering of ordinary people and deplored oppressive rule:

To this stithy I liken the land, the hammer its ruler,
And the people that plate, beaten between them that writhes:
Woe to the plate, when nothing but wilful bruises
Hit it at random; and made, cometh no Kettle to view!
(Goethe in Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 243)

Art should reflect life and represent people’s immiseration. His earlier 1774 
novel Werther or 1787 drama Egmont about the Dutch national struggle 
seemed to put him on the side of liberty. However, his subsequent politics put 
him on the side of the existing order and reaction (Goethe 1974 Vol. II Book 
17: 352–3; Goethe 1989 [1774]). He was ‘No Apostle-of-Liberty’ rousing 
the masses when  confronting the question of ‘what is to be done?’ (Carlyle 
1893 [1832]: 243). His idea of government was removed from the people. He 
mistrusted democracy and people’s capacity to make or elect good leaders 
(Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 219). There should be enlightened administration over 
the people. A ruler’s progressive deeds would avert political revolution and 
substitute for democratic political freedom. Goethe was quiescent over the 
political repression in the years after the 1814–1815 Congress of Vienna and 
measures such as the Carlsbad decrees, which expanded censorship and sought 
to purge the universities of political radicals (Piper 2010: 88). Unsurprisingly 
his patrician attitude alienated the younger generation restless under political 
oppression. The writer Thomas Mann, in his novel Lotte in Weimar, wrote ‘at 
the bottom of his heart he was opposed to the War of Liberation altogether, 
and to the agitation it brought in its wake’ (Mann 1968 [1939]: 108–9, 146).

Indicative of his political elitism was Goethe’s approach to the theatre 
as the classic public-political artistic form (Tocqueville 2003 [1835–1840]: 
567–72). ‘Plays’, the French writer Alexis de Tocqueville observed, ‘repre-
sent, even among aristocratic nations, the most democratic element of their 
literature’ (Tocqueville 2003 [1835–1840]: 567). The theatre had to have 
broader popular appeal, and made the upper classes mix with other classes 
where there was the need to fill its seats. Accordingly, ‘The pit has often 
made laws for the boxes’ (Tocqueville 2003 [1840]: 568). When an aristo-
cratic ethos ruled the theatre, its character showed the aristocratic control of 
society (Tocqueville 2003 [1835–1840]: 569). Tocqueville could be outlin-
ing Goethe’s directorship of the Weimar theatre and his political outlook as 
described by his Victorian biographer G. H. Lewes (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 
434–50).

Yet Goethe’s Faust recognised the danger of a cultured elite holding the 
people in contempt (Goethe 1808 ‘Prelude’ in Wayne 1949: 31–37). The 
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18 Chapter 1

‘spur of truth’ should draw from human drama and should not be cut off 
from life. Likewise philosophical methods of governance, drafted remotely 
and imposed remotely onto societies, excluded a living human spirit. 
‘How shall our counsel serve to lead mankind?’ Faust’s assistant Wagner 
asked, if conceived ‘through a glass, remote and ill-defined’ (Goethe 1808 
‘Night’ in Wayne 1949: 49). Even in the theatre, Goethe was accused of 
being remote from the public and showing an aristocratic ‘contempt for the 
masses’ (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 442). Goethe was ‘no dramatist’, his Vic-
torian biographer Lewes contended. His plays were either dramatic verse 
or dramatic novels rather than theatre drama, while his selection of stage 
productions represented ‘poetic works and antique restorations’ appealing 
to the ‘cultivated few’ (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 310, 435). He did not succeed 
in developing a popular national theatre. For that depended on drama, and 
drama required a popular rebellious element and a public audience acting as 
a jury on the work. Conversely his audience was chilled by the ‘pernicious’ 
courtly influence on the theatre and its acting—not least Goethe personally 
silencing lively students attending his plays (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 335, 338). 
As such, his Faust Prelude represented the tensions Goethe felt between his 
poetic ideals and the demands of the public. He made ‘the error of suppos-
ing a magnificent dome could be erected without a basis on our common 
earth’ (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 436). The final straw ending Goethe’s theatre 
directorship was his fallout with Weimar’s Duke Karl August over demands 
for a performing poodle on stage (Lewes 1908 [1864]: 448–50). That the 
demonic should fatally enter Faust’s dwelling in the form of a poodle was 
therefore apt!

Goethe’s later reactionary political views contrasted with those of his 
friend and collaborator Friedrich Schiller, whose writings on aesthetic educa-
tion wanted to expand ideals of individual and political freedom (Miller 1970 
[1959]; Schiller 1967 [1795]). ‘He preached the gospel of freedom’, Goethe 
observed, ‘while I defended the rights of nature’ (Goethe 1995 [1820]: 130). 
After their deaths, the public remembered the liberal Schiller more fondly 
than his patrician friend. Symbolically, a statue to Schiller was sponsored 
before a statue to Goethe (Piper 2010: 102–3). For all Goethe plumbed the 
depths of human nature, Schiller better understood political freedom, not just 
economic security, was important for our human dignity.

FAUST’S AFTERLIFE IN THE EUROPEAN IMAGINATION

Goethe’s popularity waned somewhat among the younger generation because 
he was aligned with the repressive authorities. The writer Heinrich Heine 
(1797–1856) was among those who saw Goethe as reactionary (Sammons 
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 Faustian Visions 19

1979: 98–104). His Dr Faust ballet returned to the more traditional conflict 
between the spiritual and the sensual, and a Faust losing his soul to a satanic 
female Mephistopela rather than saved by the good feminine spirit (Sam-
mons 1979: 287–91). Heine disliked Goethe’s Faust II with its enlightened 
dictator (Sammons 1979: 288). Instead his friend Karl Marx gave Faust II 
a radical interpretation combining political and material self-determination. 
Marx and Engels’ attack on German idealism took up Faustian deeds over 
words in their calls for more than philosophical thinking, and turn to revo-
lutionary action to change the world (Marx and Engels 1998 [1845–1846]: 
569–71). They condemned Faust’s enlightened despotism, transforming 
Mephistopheles’ misanthropic grave digging into the famous metaphor of 
capitalism unwittingly creating its own gravediggers (Marx and Engels 2002 
[1848]: 233). Capitalism was like the sorcerer’s apprentice who could not 
control the powers he summoned out of the underworld (Marx and Engels 
2002 [1848]: 225; Goethe 1948 [1797]: 276–9). Marxist themes were taken 
up in the Russian writer Anatoly Lunacharski’s 1918 play Faust and the City 
and his hopes for the Russian Revolution (Lunarcharski 1923). The Russian 
writer Mikhail Bulgakov was sceptical of the Russian revolution and Soviet 
Communism. His novel Master and Margarita, like Goethe’s Faust, rejected 
ideas of radical evil (Bulgakov 2007 [1940]). His Satan and his familiars sati-
rise the evils of modern bureaucracy. Bulgakov’s protagonists were closer to 
Faust’s rebellious Byronic child, for whom political and individual freedom 
was paramount, and material security no substitute.

Twentieth-century interpretations of Faust became more pessimistic 
against world war and totalitarianism. Spengler’s 1918 The Decline of the 
West considered Western decline was already evident in the different char-
acters of Goethe’s Faust Part I and Part II (1932 [1918]). Spengler affirmed 
the Faustian spirit of the Gothic cathedral, and its longings for the infinite, 
but deplored the commercial spirit of modern civilisation—a spirit he saw as 
invading Faust Part II. Spengler distinguished culture and civilisation, pick-
ing up a German wartime theme, identifying an authentic German culture 
against a decadent French and Anglo-American civilisation. The idea was 
ironically traceable back to the French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau’s 
distinction. Rousseau attacked the corruptions of civilisation and wrote of 
recovering a purer human nature and culture, echoing the fall of humanity 
from the Garden of Eden (Rousseau 1984 [1755]). His account of modern 
civilisation was embraced by German intellectuals in their reaction against 
the cultural domination of French enlightenment models and political domi-
nation under the Napoleonic wars and occupation. The cultural reaction of 
Goethe’s generation spurred humanist and reformist thinking, seeking 
humanly meaningful changes against abstract models (Lukacs 1968 [1947]). 
Conversely late nineteenth-century anti-humanist strands interpreted Faust in  
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20 Chapter 1

ways retreating from Goethe’s universalism towards racist imperial proj-
ects and social Darwinian ideas of the survival of the fittest. Other Faustian 
tales responded to these social currents. Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1886 The 
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde addressed the dangers of purism and 
how the drive to cleanse oneself from impurity could create its own monsters 
(Stevenson 2003). Nietzsche’s heroic superman in Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
was very much a Faustian figure reaching out to the infinite (Nietzsche 2003 
[1891]). A Faustian spirit runs through his writings: ‘Build your cities on the 
slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into uncharted seas! Live at war with 
your peers and yourselves! Be robbers and conquerors as long as you cannot 
be rulers and possessors, you seekers of knowledge!’ (Nietzsche 2001 [1882]: 
161). He scorned the Victorian social moral reformers exemplified by the 
English female novelists who would domesticate and oppress man’s nature 
(Nietzsche 1997 [1889]: 53, 75). Yet he also wrote ‘What is great in man is 
that he is a bridge, not an end’ (Nietzsche 2003 [1891] Book 1 ‘Prologue’ 
4: 9). He reviled chauvinist movements and reductive biological accounts 
of humanity submerging the individual into the herd. Nor did he want fol-
lowers. People should think and act for themselves (West 2017). However, 
his writings on the superman lent themselves to appropriation by European 
imperialism, Nazism, and the totalitarian submergence of individuals into 
unfree masses. The superman figure resonated with the expansive ambitions 
of a Rhodes or a Stanley claiming continents to exploit (Arendt 1968 [1950]: 
211–21).

Goethe was sympathetic to the cosmopolitan outlook of the German philos-
opher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who outlined a vision of peaceful interna-
tional cooperation among states and world citizenship as an ideal committed to 
a duty of hospitality to strangers. He cultivated a cosmopolitan outlook oppos-
ing national hatred, ‘where a person stands to a certain extent above nations, 
and feels the weal or woe of a neighbouring people as if it had happened to 
his own’ (Eckermann 1930 [7 March 1830]: 361). He wrote enthusiastically 
about a common humanity across east and west. His 1819 West-East-Divan 
series of poems put an occidental and oriental poet into dialogue (Goethe 
2010 [1819]). The work exemplified the ideals of world literature as a field 
conceived by Goethe to bring together human creative achievements. Like 
world literature, his study of language revealed the essential unity of humanity 
and sought to identify a hidden grammar shared between languages (Pupavac 
2012: 104–6). Goethe’s cosmopolitan ideals were marginalised during the 
1914–1918 wartime propaganda, while his confidence in technology looked 
naïve given the technologically enhanced brutal means of warfare.

As another war loomed in the 1930s, dread grew over Europe descending 
into hell. The German Jewish philosopher Edmund Husserl’s 1935 lecture on 
the ‘Philosophy and the Crisis of European Man’ feared ‘a barbarian hatred 
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 Faustian Visions 21

of spirit’ taking over Europe (Husserl 1965 [1935]: 192). A ‘great weariness’ 
marked European culture in which its earlier spiritual strivings cultivating 
human reason and creativity were becoming suppressed (ibid.). The Croatian 
writer Miroslav Krleža’s essay ‘Europe Today’ anticipated Europeans being 
flung at each other like lead soldiers in another war and individuals of con-
science again being ridiculed, martyred, or exiled. Yet the European Faustian 
intellect was immured in unresolvable philosophical questions (Krleža 1956b 
[1935]). Europe’s historical borderlands have had their own interpretations 
of the Faust legend linked to national attempts to escape being the Faustian 
puppets and frontier guards of empire, and become independent countries 
enjoying national self-determination, as exemplified by Krleža’s 1938 novel 
The Banquet in Blitva (2002), discussed later.

During the 1930s Goethe was studied as a humanist cosmopolitan thinker 
against the rise of Nazi ideology (Willoughby 1933). Again after the Second 
World War, he was turned to in efforts to revive German and European cul-
ture (Mann 1950). His international cultural legacy could offer continuity to 
the nation and act as a bridge between Germans and the world (Brockmann 
2004: 116–117; Meinecke 1950 [1946]). He offered a progressive optimis-
tic humanism, and his Faust presented the triumph of good over evil. The 
bicentenary of his birth in 1949 precipitated fierce competition between 
the two post-war German states over his cultural legacy and the meaning 
of being German. The 1949 anniversary mattered to the rival West and 
East Germanys (Brockmann 2004: 115; Neumann 1999). In East Germany, 
Goethe was harnessed to economic progress. In West Germany, Goethe 
embodied culture against extreme politics and the individual’s inner emigra-
tion in oppressive times against Nazism (Kremer 2016: 130). The Goethe 
Institute became its core cultural institutional presence abroad. Goethe’s 
model of political stability through material well-being also fitted with West 
Germany’s economic miracle of the first three post-war decades. The politi-
cal rivalry between the two states encouraged their rival official cultural 
deifications of Goethe.

Some voices warned against making a cult of Goethe. There was intel-
lectual disquiet over ‘Goethe-idolatry’ given the backdrop of a cultured and 
educated nation succumbing to Nazism (Steiner 2000). Schiller had linked 
aesthetics and morality (Schiller 1967 [1795]), but under the Nazi regime, a 
cultured society and radical evil were aligned. The Jewish Holocaust survivor 
Elie Wiesel observed how his incarceration in Buchenwald concentration 
camp was ‘not far from Goethe’s beloved Weimar’ (Wiesel 1999). As the 
literary critic Steiner wrote, ‘how was it that a commitment to Goethe, at 
every level of schooling and cultural activities, proved irrelevant in the face 
of political barbarism? What terrible truth lies behind the fact that Goethe’s 
Weimar abuts on the camp at Buchenwald?’ (Steiner 2000).
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22 Chapter 1

What could Goethe’s humanism offer against the experience of the death 
camps? ‘Goethe’s world is past’, the German philosopher Karl Jaspers pro-
claimed in his 1947 Goethe Prize speech (Jaspers 1952a [1947]: 40). Goethe 
avoided looking into the abyss of his own day and could not address the 
human catastrophes of the twentieth century (ibid.). The idea of good coming 
from evil looked ridiculously complacent in light of the Nazi crimes. Kant 
was right to recognise the existence of radical evil, and Goethe naive to reject 
it, Jaspers concluded. The philosopher and sociologist Theodor Adorno went 
further and indicted the whole of culture as sharing in collective guilt—‘the 
entirety of traditional culture’, according to him, was as ‘null and void’ 
(Adorno 1950 in Brockmann 2004: 132). Cultural complicity with radical 
evil was symbolised by the possibility Goethe’s famous oak could have been 
within concentration camp fences (Brockmann 2004: 125). Goethe’s work 
was appropriated by Nazism—Nazi pocket editions of Faust were distributed 
to German troops during the war (Piper 2010: 103).

In the wake of the Holocaust and Hiroshima, Faust myths became bleaker 
accounts of human evil and hubris. The 1947 novel Doctor Faustus by 
Thomas Mann (1875–1955) allowed his Faust no redemption. His pro-
tagonist Adrian Leverkuhn specifically mocked Goethe’s portrayal of good 
coming out of evil (Mann 1968 [1947]: 229). He depicted German modern 
history as a Faustian pact in blood and condemned adherence to national 
loyalties as endorsing the ‘warrior type’ (Mann 1968 [1947]: 122, 490). 
Dr Faustus saw its cultural original sin in the Reformation. The poet W.H. 
Auden’s poem September 1, 1939 also traced back ‘the whole offence’ to 
Luther (Auden 1979: 86). Mann’s novel returned to the Faustbuch for his 
inspiration to present a deliberate recantation of Goethe’s Faust, and argued 
German history took a fatal wrong turn from the sixteenth century (Allen 
1985; Ball 1986). Mann attacked Luther for undermining the Catholic 
Church as a bulwark and dam against evil, explicitly using language negat-
ing the symbols of Goethe’s Faust: ‘a citadel of order, an institution for 
objective disciplining, canalizing, banking-up of the religious life against 
the dangers of subjectivist demoralization, a chaos of divine and daemonic 
powers . . . an ocean of daemony’ (Mann 1968 [1947]: 117–8). Luther’s call 
for brutal suppression of peasants’ revolts and his anti-semitic views gave 
pernicious authority to political tyranny and the persecution of the Jews 
even as his attack on the church let in subjectivism (1974 [1520–1531]). 
Mann condemned an indulgent subjective outlook against the commitments 
of religion. Adrian’s syphilis was his damnation and symbolised the sick-
ness of European culture. A false reaction to this subjectivism had endorsed 
an arbitrary secular order against individual freedom and conscience, sym-
bolised in Adrian’s musical composition ‘where there would no longer be a 
free note’ (Mann 1968 [1947]: 186). German writers were not alone in tak-
ing up the theme of Faust. Other European writers invoked Faust to indict 
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 Faustian Visions 23

modernity’s barbaric direction. The French writer Paul Valéry’s incomplete 
1940 play Mon Faust feared the individual soul drowning in mass society 
(Valéry 1946 [1940]). The British literary critic E. M. Butler and the phi-
losopher Bertrand Russell saw dangers in Goethe’s Faust and Faust’s child, 
the Byronic romantic figure, glorifying demonic characters and deeds, and 
lending themselves to fascism (Butler 1956 [1949]; Russell 2002 [1945]: 
620–2, 675–80). Across the Atlantic, Karl Shapiro’s poem The Progress of 
Faust depicted Faust at work on the American atomic bomb (Shapiro 1953 
[1946]: 114–15; Watt 1996: 273). Leading atomic physicists were con-
scious of their cultural antecedent, having staged their own amateur Faust 
play back in 1932 parodying their discoveries (Smith 2008).

In the new millennium Faust is a key reference point in the burgeoning 
field of ecoliterature, or literary criticism inspired by ecologism. The story 
is being reinterpreted in light of chaos, complexity, and ecological systems 
thinking and is commonly invoked as a warning against human technologi-
cal development and exploitation of nature (Hayles 1990, 1991; Laan 2007; 
Monbiot 2007; Rowland 2001; Vazsonyi 1996). Faust’s contract to sell his 
soul for knowledge has become an allegory of modern scientific hubris. The 
biographer Andrew Piper describes Faust’s dam project becoming his grave 
as ‘no surer critique of scientific progress’ (Piper 2010: 99). The environmen-
talist George Monbiot’s Heat: How We Can Stop the Planet Burning (2007) 
takes Marlowe’s Dr Faustus as his starting point for a passionate denuncia-
tion of global warming:

Faust is humankind, restless, curious, unsated. Mephistopheles . . . “a fiery man” 
. . . is fossil fuel. Faust’s miraculous abilities are the activities fossil permits . . . 
And the flames of hell—well, I think you’ve probably worked that out for your-
self. (Monbiot 2007: 2)

Each chapter begins with a quote from Marlowe to reinforce how ‘Our use of 
fossil fuels is a Faustian pact’ (Monbiot 2007: 3). His text urges action against 
climate change and limits on human freedom, concluding ‘it is a campaign 
not for more freedom but for less. Strangest of all, it is a campaign not just 
against other people, but also against ourselves’ (Monbiot 2007: 215). His 
later book Feral: Rewilding the Land, Sea and Human Life (2013) discusses 
ecological movements seeking to recreate European wildernesses free from 
humans, and freeing nature to the governance of natural forces. Ironically, 
though, ecologism’s celebration of natural forces parallels neoliberalism’s 
celebration of market forces. Ecological ideas have helped legitimise aban-
doning industrial strategies and allowing the economic collapse and depopu-
lation of some regions, especially in southern Europe. The birthplace of one 
of modernity’s leading Faustian dreamers and Lucifers lighting up the world 
is in a region being rewilded, as the book will explore.
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24 Chapter 1

FAUST THE DEVELOPER

Amid cultural pessimism, Faust continued to inspire progressive humanism 
during the twentieth century and push for material transformation. One of those 
inspired by Goethe’s Faust was the American Yugoslav inventor Nikola Tesla, 
who developed hydroelectric dams (Tesla 2011 [1918]: 39–40). Tesla emi-
grated from Europe to the United States. He was originally from a village at the 
foot of the Velebit Mountains in Croatia, which was then under the Habsburg 
military frontier regime (Carlson 2013: 12–13; Rothenberg 1966). The military 
frontier was originally created as a bulwark against the Ottoman empire, but 
when their military threat receded, a core function of the borderland was as a 
militarised cordon sanitaire against human or livestock disease. Even the son 
of a Serbian Orthodox priest might not escape military service in this peasant-
soldier population of the military frontier. Soldiering, banditry, and subsistence 
farming were the main historical fate of its inhabitants. However, modern 
developments opened up new horizons for Tesla and his region of birth. The 
population could constitute themselves as a self-determining nation and resist 
being an undeveloped imperial borderland and abject puppets of empire.

The engineering resonances with Faust for Tesla’s home country are reinforced 
but have a more religiously secure sanction from the Renaissance humanist Faust 
Vrančić (or Fausto Veranzio) (circa 1551–1617), who was born in Šibenik, Cro-
atia, then part of Venetian Dalmatia. Vrančić’s name is often coupled with Tesla 
in Croatia. Polymath, diplomat and bishop, at one time he worked at the court of 
the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II, who also employed the astronomers Tycho 
Broche and Johannes Kepler. A historical precursor to Tesla, Vrančić was also 
interested in solar, wind and hydro-energy, and was author of Machinae Novae 
(1616) as well as a dictionary of five European languages and works on theol-
ogy (Vrančić 1971). His designs included a wind turbine, a water mill using the 
power of the waves, a suspension bridge, and a Homo Volans, or parachute, as 
well as flood defence plans commissioned for Rome. Few of his designs were 
implemented in his life time. Innovation was moving away from Renaissance 
Italy. In the next century a tidal mill was constructed drawing on his work across 
the Atlantic in Brooklyn and a metal suspension bridge in the industrialising 
England. Fittingly one of the earliest hydroelectric plants in Europe was com-
missioned by the mayor of Šibenik on the Krka River to provide electricity to 
the town and light its streets. The plant started operation on 28 August 1895, just 
two days after Tesla’s plant at the Niagara Falls, and claimed to be the second 
constructed in the world based on Tesla’s alternating current system.

The association of Faust’s literary children and its related Miltonic tradi-
tion with claims for freedom and self-determination has persisted through the 
centuries. Writers engaged with the Faust tales to address foreign oppression, 
political censorship, and cultural taboos. Krleža was immersed in German 
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 Faustian Visions 25

literature, especially Goethe’s Faust (Šnajder 2019). His work addresses the 
themes of striving to be subjects, not just objects of modernity, and establish-
ing a home in the world (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). His 1938 novel The Banquet 
in Blitva parodied the Faust puppet play to depict the peoples of the Balkans 
as stunted puppets allowing themselves to be manipulated by invisible external 
powers (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 319–34). His puppet Dr Faust declared despair-
ingly, ‘Fortunato Yorick is right! Our performances go on being repeated for-
ever and our humanity as puppets on a string plays the same performance from 
the very beginning of its civic existence!’ (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 328). Krleža’s 
novel was a satire on the interwar Kingdom of Yugoslavia, set in a fictional 
Blitva (chard cabbage land) and its rival neighbour Blatvia (mud land), and 
its historic struggle for its independence against the Aragon empire. Krleža’s 
novel opens with ‘A Form of Prologue of Sentimental Variations on the Blit-
vinian Question through the Ages’, declaring how ‘Thirty European nations 
slaughtered one another for four years, and out of this bloodletting emerged 
Blitva, like a child’s tin rattle with the inscription Blithuania Restituta’ (Krleža 
2002 [1938]: 3). The new state of Blitva was soon caught up in state coups, 
civilian killings and rival nationalist conflict with its neighbour Blatvia, bring-
ing in Hunnia and other regional powers. Would the High Contracting Powers 
support the revival of Blitva and the humiliation of Blatvia, or the reverse? For 
centuries Blitvians and Blatvians had been warring with each other, or found 
themselves to be imperial cannon fodder in foreign wars, repeatedly menaced 
by invasion and irredentism, dictatorship and revolution, political corruption 
and social ignorance. Krleža’s novel addressed the problems of small nations 
establishing free peaceful societies, while squeezed between rival great pow-
ers. He set The Banquet in Blitva in the northern Baltic, making his fictional 
countries colder and bleaker than his southern homeland he was satirising 
(Krleža 2002 [1938]). Even after gaining formal national independence, 
they struggled to escape from being puppets of external forces or their own 
self-destructive tendencies and their political polarisation between intolerant 
nationalism and liberal internationalism with its own complicity in violence 
and intolerance (ibid.: 3–13). War remained the experience of most genera-
tions and his country fated to be in the third class carriage as Krleža’s fictional 
works The Banners and The Croatian God Mars also explored.

Krleža has been described as a Faustian figure with two or more competing 
souls within him, aspiring, like Faust, to a ‘higher degree of harmony’ against 
an external and inner ‘world in conflict with itself’ (Goethe 1808 ‘Outside 
the City Gate’ in Wayne 1949: 67; Šnajder 2019: 118). As an atheist there 
was no God to redeem his soul from the diabolic, nor an interceding Greta to 
forgive his sins and overcome his conflicted nature. Earlier in his life, Krleža 
had addressed his inner Faustian demons by throwing himself into social 
political commitment. He believed in material transformation and recognised 
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26 Chapter 1

the need for collective action, but his individual freedom as a writer was 
paramount. Like his fictional protagonists he reacted against the echelons 
of society, and recoiled from political terror and social oppression. Krleža 
remained a conflicted self and, like Tesla, became an isolated recluse. Dead 
texts were more alive to him than his contemporaries (Šnajder 2019: 116–8). 
Yet the disillusioned modernist, in withdrawing from society, lost the comfort 
of community he craved.

Earlier Fausts, in league with the devil, enjoyed supra-human powers and 
all the excesses of European civilisation before their damnation. Conversely 
Krleža’s puppet Dr Faust revealed people stunted and confined in a puppet 
play and manipulated by invisible fingers. The stage might be on ‘the so-
called European level’, but his Fortunato Yorick was condemned to be ‘a 
thinking puppet who is aware of his puppet tragedy’ (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 
320–6). Yorick was ‘in revolt against the establishment of puppet theaters 
as such’ and wanted them to cut the strings controlling them. His puppet-
staged revolt, parodying Goethe’s Faust, did not get beyond the prologue 
(Krleža 2002 [1938]: 320–9). Even in their independence, the states of Blitva 
and Blatvia had to suffer external interference in their internal affairs from 
Western European statesmen, who dispensed advice from their plush theatre 
boxes, while having little comprehension of the local conditions: ‘You call 
yourself Europe and so we have to pay for everything at 143 percent interest, 
if not more, because you’re Europe’ (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 31). Krleža was 
a leading figure in the post-war socialist Yugoslavia, a state which broke 
with the Soviet bloc in 1948 and pursued modern industrialisation under its 
particular socialist model of workers’ self-management. Socialist Yugoslavia 
followed Goethe’s solution of material progress as the key means to ensure 
political legitimacy and a peaceful stable society. Yugoslavia enjoyed relative 
independence during the Cold War and was a leading member of the Non-
Aligned Movement.

The fate of Tesla and Krleža’s homeland has remained intertwined with 
the wider European and international context. Its internal weaknesses became 
exposed under the less favourable international climate and external structural 
adjustment requirements of the 1980s, and the country did not survive the end 
of the Cold War. Four decades on from Krleža’s novel, Slobodan Šnajder’s 
play The Croatian Faust was written in the renewed political fears of the 1980s 
following President Tito’s death. The play was set in wartime Croatia about 
a theatre company staging Goethe’s Faust, and explored the Faustian pact of 
the Croatian wartime state with the Nazi regime (Šnajder 1983, 1986; Baković 
2011; Marjanović 1985; Radosavljević 2009). The Croatian Faust depicted 
Goethe’s Faust legitimising a genocidal regime. Šnajder recognised different 
interpretations of the Faust story, including its emancipatory potential against 
its fascist use, and the importance of political freedom against censorship and 
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 Faustian Visions 27

intolerance (Marjanović 1985: 224; Radosavljević 2009: 441). His invocation 
of the Faust story to pursue taboo topics echoed how in the 1960s the former 
political leader and writer Milovan Djilas translated Milton’s Paradise Lost 
into Serbo-Croat while in prison for dissident political views (Djilas 1958: 
402–3). Šnajder’s father was an ethnic German writer, whose family had 
lived in Croatia for centuries, while his mother was a Yugoslav Communist 
also from Croatia. During the Second World War his father was mobilised 
as an ‘involuntary volunteer’ to the Prince Eugene unit, the most notorious 
German SS forces in the area, and managed to desert when the unit was sent 
to the Eastern Front and return after being with Polish partisans (Šnajder 
2019: 43–105). His father was one of the few ethnic Germans to remain in 
post-war socialist Yugoslavia when most ethnic Germans were collectively 
expelled from the country. In creating a one-party state and ruling out political 
doubt, the new regime, with its utopian socialist ideals and secular doctrine 
and inquisition, pathed a road to hell with good intentions (Šnajder 2019: 
118). The conflicted Krleža was reluctant to play the public role of devil’s 
advocate, a role when properly understood concerned strengthening faith and 
conviction. If there was a devil’s advocate, Šnajder suggests, it was Djilas, the 
former ideologue-turned-dissident (Šnajder 2019: 118).

Goethe’s humanist legacy was dismissed by many in the earlier post-war 
generation as too complacent over his treatment of evil. Others argued that 
his ‘complex and contradictory’ idea of the demonic fruitfully questioned our 
misanthropic complacencies (Brown 1992: 475–6). The original accounts of 
the Faust legend recognised humanity as flawed and the human condition 
as tragic. They expressed humanist possibilities of advancing human self-
determination and cultural and spiritual realisation beyond tragic fatalism. 
Goethe’s Part I accepted the traditional tragedy. His Part II offered a hopeful 
progressive vision of national development in Faust the Developer. Two cen-
turies later, a degraded view of humanity prevails in European intellectual and 
policy circles. Today’s views are closer to Mephistopheles’ anti-humanism, 
rather than Faust’s ambitious hopes for humanity. The loss of trust in our 
humanity is a fundamental obstacle for human freedom and progressive 
development humanising the world. Consequently we are witnessing the ero-
sion of states being or becoming countries where citizens prosper protected 
from disaster. This cultural pessimism is encroaching upon the freedom and 
security of European countries, while its global interventions are failing 
states catastrophically, testifying again to that old adage that the road to hell 
is paved with good intentions. In their wake, we see the disintegration of 
countries, regions, and communities, and citizens leaving behind their homes 
and turning into migrants. Such a future is becoming the lot of Tesla and 
Krleža’s compatriots today. Krleža’s generation had wanted to mobilise citi-
zens to a national development vision and make the attractions of emigration 
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28 Chapter 1

redundant. However, the legitimacy of post-war Yugoslavia was undermined 
by the scale of citizens becoming foreign guest workers, and Croatia’s legiti-
macy was founded on reversing these historical patterns of emigration (Salt 
and Clout 1976: 147–54). Symbolically, the Velebit Mountain region of  
Tesla’s birth and the migratory corridors between Bosnia and Slovenia are 
among the areas which the European rewilding movement want re-established 
as wildernesses. The optimistic Faustian vision of a free land enjoyed by free 
people has receded in our New Europe. An increasingly marginal migratory 
existence is now the fate of many across the continent, and newcomers arriv-
ing to its shores, pinning their hopes on the past promises of Europe. Even 
Croatia, as the EU’s newest member is marked by Euro-pessimism (Krastev 
2017; Žižek and Horvat 2013).

International development has long been circumscribed by European cul-
tural antipathy towards industrialisation. In the face of this antipathy, there 
has been a renaissance of economic development in Asia and Africa, suggest-
ing Faust the Developer is active outside Europe. Goethe’s Faust has been 
reported as a favourite work of the Chinese President Xi Jin Ping. China’s 
spectacular national industrial development of the recent decades has taken a 
Faustian industrialising path, ignoring the prevailing international non-indus-
trial development models. This industrial development allowed China and the 
world to reach key Millennium Development Goals, raising millions more 
out of poverty than the prevailing international development approaches were 
achieving (UNDP 2015: 15, 21). China’s economic growth has been a catalyst 
for growth elsewhere outside of the international sustainable development 
framework (Sörensen 2010; Lai and Seng 2007). Its Belt and Road Initia-
tive is conceived as a New Silk Road, establishing international commercial 
land and maritime routes from Asia to Africa, the Middle East, and Europe 
(Frankopan 2018; O’Trakoun 2018). While facilitating closer relations, the 
initiative has been accused of being a grand strategy expanding Chinese 
power with echoes of the European imperial East India companies. For there 
are strategic implications of foreign infrastructure projects having potential 
dual security uses (Rolland 2017). China’s economic rise is reshaping the 
international order, and its expanding economic and political role in Asia and 
Africa has been greeted ambivalently with accusations of neocolonialism and 
‘debt diplomacy’ (Bräutigam 2018; Green 2019). Certainly there are prob-
lems with the Chinese Faust the Developer, as with earlier Faustian develop-
ments, characterised by ‘pro-growth authoritarianism’ and potential coercive 
debt restructuring relations (Kwan and Yu 2005; Lai 2010; Wang and Zheng 
2013). The Western spectre of a Chinese grand strategy, though, is sometimes 
overplayed, and reflects West’s own sense of stasis, although China’s position 
on non-interference in other countries’ internal affairs is weakening (Jones 
and Zeng 2019; Zou and Jones 2019). Accusations of new colonialism among 
European development circles do not only concern external exploitation but 
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 Faustian Visions 29

are also linked to European cultural alienation from its own Faustian indus-
trial modernity. If Faustian enlightened dictatorship is prevailing in Asia, 
post-Faustian dictatorship prevails in Europe, wary of political and individual 
freedom in its own way. Today’s Europe is estranged from Faustian ideas of 
self-determination and freedom from material necessity. Yet there is a new 
political restlessness in Europe among those frustrated with a stunted puppet 
condition and the continent’s prevailing political and economic settlement 
(Anderson 2009; Apeldoorn et al., 2009; Bieler and Morton 2018).

THE FAUSTIAN SPIRIT AND EUROPEAN  
HUMANISM’S FUTURE

Our study offers an account of changing European development and disaster 
thinking inspired by this key work of European literature. Goethe’s Faust 
offered a vision of humanity enjoying freedom and prosperity through the trans-
formation of nature. Berman’s All That Is Solid Melts into Air invoked Faust:

to develop a series of visions and paradigms that could enable people to explore 
their own experience and history in greater detail and depth [. . . towards writing . . .]  
a book that would be open and stay open, a book in which readers would be able 
to write chapters of their own. (Berman 1988 [1982]: 9)

Taking Goethe’s Faust as its starting point, our study offers some chapters of our 
own, exploring changing European disaster and development approaches and 
people’s strivings to be subjects of modernity and secure a home in the world  
(Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). Ambitious Faustian development visions to eradicate 
natural disasters have been replaced by anti-Faustian risk cosmopolitanism.  
Yearning for human freedom is being replaced by scepticism of human 
freedom, a theme Berman wanted to pursue further (Berman 1988 [1982]: 
10). Goethe’s 1774 poem Why was deep insight given to us? feared humans 
losing meaning in their existence (Goethe 2005: 30–33). If Goethe’s Faust 
captures the European spirit of earlier centuries, what is the European spirit 
today and what future does it offer for humanism? This book re-engages with 
its vision of a establishing a free land and free people towards contributing to 
rekindling European humanism.

Our approach is loosely ‘understanding which consists in “seeing con-
nections” ’ (Wittgenstein 1953, para 122: 49). We make historical cultural 
connections to explore the rise of humanist modernity and its demise in 
Europe. Wittgenstein’s philosophical ‘seeing connections’ was a plea for 
humanist philosophising and the humanities. His thinking was influenced by 
Goethe and Spengler’s writings on morphology (Beale 2017: 59–80; Monk 
1999). He questioned attempts to model the humanities or government on 
the natural sciences. The humanities had distinct concerns related to human 
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30 Chapter 1

meaning which the natural sciences could not address. Here we follow what 
has been described as an interpretivist approach concerned with human mean-
ing, endorsing plural methods and diverse sources of knowledge. In this at 
least, we sympathise with Mephistopheles’ advice to Faust’s student warning 
against absolutist theories or methods:

To docket living things past any doubt
You cancel first the living spirit out:
The parts lie in the hollow of your hand,
You only lack the living link you banned.
(Goethe 1808 ‘Faust’s Study’ iii in Wayne 1949: 95)

Our historical interpretivist approach, an approach concerned with cultural 
meanings and values, addresses the hollowing out of European humanism 
and humanist modernity (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). We are interested in how 
matters crystalised in particular ways eroding humanist belief in human 
agency and jeopardising people realising a home in the world (Arendt 1953: 
78; 1968 [1950]: xv; 1994b: 328–60). Here our approach differs from an 
influential strand of interpretivism, which is sceptical towards human free-
dom; emphasises language, culture, environment, and social norms over peo-
ple; and downgrades individuals as active creators of, and actors in the world. 
Historical developments and individual acts are not inevitable, and predeter-
mined by certain causes, but contingent upon a range of factors, including 
the understandings and interpretations of leading actors in the unfolding of 
events (Jaspers 1997 [1913]: 537–8). Humans escape being imprisoned in 
life processes wholly determined by biological necessity through their capac-
ity to make things, as the political theorist Hannah Arendt’s The Human 
Condition explored (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 236). As toolmakers, humans not 
only ease their labour and enhance their security but create enduring objects 
and a humanised world. Yet human labour and human creation require vali-
dation that is more than utility; our activity needs to be meaningful. We give 
value and derive meaning in our lives and communities from the myths or 
narratives we tell of our hopes and fears, our successes and failures (Arendt 
1998 [1958]: 236). Meaningful stories of our words and deeds help us make 
sense of the course of our lives. Moreover, we have the possibility of history-
making, that is, some possibility of acting freely together and acting anew 
beyond received patterns of behaviour and renewing or establishing new 
forms of political community. We are not condemned to natural history sim-
ply following biological cycles of life and death or closed cycles of violence 
and revenge, notwithstanding our mortal biological existence (Arendt 1998 
[1958]: 9, 96–97). Meaningful individual stories and collective histories 
give us the courage to act without certainty and confront human sufferings, 
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 Faustian Visions 31

failures, and misdeeds, in ways that allow humanity to contest or forgive each 
other, and then move on and act anew in the future. Recovering human mean-
ing is a prerequisite for revitalising human possibilities, and the Faust legend 
is one such cultural resource opening up human history to new beginnings.

In our citation of the works of Goethe and others, we affirm cultural remem-
bering against an abstract de-humanising cosmopolitanism. Such a technique 
was deliberately practiced in the dissident poetry of Eastern Europe against 
totalitarian amnesia. The New Europe of cosmopolitan empire represents tech-
nocracy over democracy, scientism over humanism. In its different forms, sci-
entism is the governance of societies according to natural science models, and 
the political uses of sciences have implications for political freedom and scien-
tific freedom (Beale and Kidd 2017; Djilas 1972; Monk 1999). Evolving trans-
national governance within the continent and beyond involves eroding national 
belonging, and independent national political and legal traditions (Bickerton 
2012), and cultural historical forgetting from the common law system of north-
west Europe to the socialist self-management system of south-east Europe. 
The German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk wryly observes the redundancy of 
European national languages and humanist traditions under a ‘monoglossia’ 
of transnational technocratic governance ‘positivistic training planners object 
to the humanities in general, and the concept of literary and artistic education 
in particular. They see clearly that reading Faust costs entire days, while War 
and Peace delays the reader for several weeks’ (Sloterdijk 2013 [2005]: 260).

We seek to analyse the leading ideas of the New Europe against the past ideals 
expressed in the Faustian European spirit. The New Europe we refer to is not 
that of Eastern Europe versus Western Europe. Instead we mean the post-1989 
New Europe and its emerging model of cosmopolitan empire in contrast to the 
former European ideal as a family of free self-determining nation states, an ideal 
traceable back to the Greek independent city states in the classical ancient period, 
and in the modern period to the Dutch republic whose history inspired Goethe’s 
work. Some of the new historiography deconstructing national histories and 
their colonial wrongs is ironically invoked to legitimise cosmopolitan empire 
of today against national self-determination, while its expanding transnational 
governance has its own neo-colonial relations and inhumane ramifications.

This book is focused on the rise and fall of European aspirations for national 
development to provide material prosperity and prevent natural disasters. 
European models of transnational governance are crystalising in forms retreat-
ing from the humanist European spirit of freedom, the pursuit of knowledge, 
and openness to historical change. To the earlier key moments of cosmo-
politan thinking identified by the sociologist Ulrich Beck (1944–2015) (Beck 
2006: 45), we may add Beck’s own form of risk cosmopolitanism and cosmo-
politan empire (Beck and Grande 2007). Beck gained the status of a leading 
public voice in Germany, and his ideas have strongly influenced European 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



32 Chapter 1

thinking on transnational governance. Beck’s studies are compelling in their 
analysis of globalisation, the erosion of nation states, and their critique of 
reductive profit-seeking economic models, neglecting the social and environ-
mental harms of their economic activities (Beck 1992 [1986]). Beck sought 
transnational governance to curb the power of nation states, national interest, 
and majoritarian democracy to oppose neoliberal economics and support 
environmentalism. Nevertheless his analysis equivocated over whether he was 
describing or prescribing a future where people no longer enjoyed the political  
freedoms and material securities of home and faced a precarious, homeless and  
migratory future (Beck 2016). The transnational governance of risk cosmo-
politanism, and its attack on national independence, has its own serious costs, 
which are ironically leaving people more exposed to economic exploitation 
and insecurity. The new millennium has witnessed an ironic convergence of 
Beck’s risk cosmopolitanism driven by environmentalism and the neoliberal-
ism he opposed in today’s resilience governance, which encompasses security, 
development, and disaster management (Duffield 2018).

Beck’s model of ‘world risk society’ essentially opposed human venture 
(Beck 2006) and wanted to restrain human activity whose outcomes were 
unknown. Risk-averse cosmopolitanism is diametrically opposed to the 
Faustian endorsement of human deeds. However, without new human deeds 
venturing into the unknown, progressive social change is stifled. Goethe 
imagined building sea defences and reclaiming new land for cultivation. Risk 
cosmopolitanism is counter to engineering bold visions of inland paradises 
or the faith in common action involved to realise such possibilities. Europe 
is retreating from brave human construction to eradicate disasters and leav-
ing people more exposed to natural forces. Indeed Sloterdijk, whose last 
name ironically invokes the Dutch engineering tradition, is one of the lead-
ing European academics embracing a post-humanist philosophy and treating 
attachment of self to place, especially the modern nation state, as fallacious 
(Sloterdijk 2013 [2005]: 150–4). Moreover the humanities themselves have 
retreated from humanism, and in their retreat from humanist beliefs, they are 
making the humanities and the study of literature redundant. Any bureau-
cratic objections to the long read that Sloterdijk observes would have little 
impact in an intellectual climate affirming the value of the classical humanist 
tradition. Goethe himself shared assumptions with the scientific governance 
being proposed by the then new doctrine of positivism, while remaining at the 
heart of European literature (Berman 1988 [1982]: 72).

Faust’s vision of free establishing a free land with free inhabitants is an 
aspiration worth holding on to. Yet Goethe’s vision of political freedom was 
limited. Goethe presented an ambitious hydro-engineering project. Faust com-
manded public works, but we see no public voice in action, rather conscripted 
workers (Watt 1996: 205–6). At the end of Faust Part II’s larger world, we 
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 Faustian Visions 33

seem more distant from people than we were in Part I’s more personal world 
whose traditional Faust treatment depicted more eloquent yearnings for free-
dom. Goethe was described by Carlyle as a seer (Carlyle 1893 [1832]). No 
doubt Goethe would have liked being cast in the role. Goethe was inclined to 
enlightened despotism and disdainful towards the public (Lewes 1908 [1863]: 
434–42). Risk cosmopolitanism and transnational governance echo Goethe’s 
enlightened patrician attitudes, but without his redemptive engineering of the 
future. Almost invariably the Faust myth is invoked today to condemn the 
Faustian bargains and pacts of modernity and propose a more humble human 
existence on the planet. Goethe’s Faust embodied a progressive humanist 
moment in European history. Today’s post-humanism embodies a defeated 
humanist spirit and an impoverished fragmented existence for the many, who 
find themselves without the securities of the old modernist welfare state and 
living amid crumbling national infrastructures (Duffield 2018). Its resilience 
governance offers a Faustian puppet condition, and expectations of people 
behaving and adapting within prescribed limits, and wary of those daring 
to think, act, and judge independently as either individuals, communities, 
or states. That life is becoming more menaced and insecure is especially 
evident in the historical European borderlands where Tesla was born. Arendt 
warned of the dangers of a new political homelessness, where the communal 
world between us erodes, and the political sandstorms that may ensue in 
desert conditions (Arendt 2005: 201–4). Regions of Europe today witness 
such desertification and intimations of potential sandstorms. The Faust myth 
continues to speak to the dilemmas of modern societies. Engaging with its 
themes helps clarify the circumstances we confront and how we could act. 
Above all the yearnings for freedom, self-determination and a meaningful 
existence animate its abiding attraction. Renewed Faustian aspirations and 
collective endeavour could humanise the continent and fulfil the earlier prom-
ise embodying freedom, development, and security.

OUTLINE OF STUDY

Goethe, like Shakespeare, has accumulated a vast literature around his work. 
Goethe has been described as having one of the most thoroughly docu-
mented lives as a writer. Concerned with preserving his own legacy, Goethe 
commissioned family members and employed individuals, notably Johann 
Eckermann, to archive his work. Eckermann’s Conversations with Goethe 
(1930 [1836]) is the best contemporary account of Goethe’s thoughts, rival-
ling Goethe’s own autobiographical volumes (Goethe 1974 Vol. I and II). 
Among the biographies of Goethe in English, G. H. Lewes’ Life and Works 
of Goethe (1908 [1864]) is one of the great nineteenth-century commentaries 
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34 Chapter 1

on Goethe, with important insights into his literary and theatre work. Of pres-
ent studies, Nicholas Boyle’s two volumes of Goethe: The Poet and the Age 
are wonderfully detailed (Boyle 1991, 2000). While Andrew Piper’s Brief 
Lives is a compelling introduction to Goethe’s times and individual works, 
Goethe’s Faust has attracted considerable attention. Literary criticism his-
torically celebrated Faust I and deplored or apologised for Faust II. Such is 
Lewes’ evaluation of Faust I and II. Indeed Goethe was apprehensive about 
the reception of his completed Faust, which was not published until after his 
death, imagining his Faust shipwrecked and becoming covered in sand (Piper 
2010: 101). In the twentieth century, Lukacs’ Age of Goethe (1968 [1947]) 
marked a major intellectual re-evaluation of Faust II, followed up in Ber-
man’s later All That Is Solid Melts into Air (1988 [1982]).

We enjoyed reading and refer to various translations of Faust, including 
by David Constantine (2005, 2009), David Luke (1998), and Philip Wayne 
(1949, 1959). We gained different insights from their distinct interpreta-
tions, alongside commentaries grappling with this ‘incommensurable work’ 
such as John Williams’ Goethe’s Faust (1987). W. H. Bruford’s Germany 
in the Eighteenth Century: The Social Background of the Literary Revival 
(1965) does exactly what he proclaims in the title and socially contextualises 
Goethe’s work. Germany: Memories of a Nation (2012) of Neil Macgregor, 
former director of the British Museum, provides a fascinating cultural histori-
cal survey of Germany for a global audience and epitomises Jaspers’ ideals 
of the Humanism of a European Museum (Jaspers 1948: 510). Obviously the 
legend of Faust has fostered its own field of analysis. Among these, Ian Watt’s 
Myths of Modern Individualism (1996) gives a useful introduction to Faust as 
a modern mythical figure, while detailed surveys include Osman Durrani’s 
Faust: Icon of Modern Culture (2004), J. M. van der Laan’s Seeking Mean-
ing for Goethe’s Faust (2007), and J. W. Smeed’s Faust in Literature (1975). 
Then there are analyses of other Faust creations. Marlowe’s Dr Faustus 
has been gaining literary appreciation among scholars of sixteenth-century 
literature (Marlowe 2005), as has Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita among 
scholars of twentieth-century literature. Mann’s Dr Faustus has its own vast 
commentary (Allen 1985; Ball 1986). The fascination with Faust, Dr Faustus, 
and his various guises continues, and continues to express our anxieties about 
our humanity since the rise of modernity.

The book traces the rise and fall of European humanist modernism, and 
modern development and disaster eradication through the following chapters:

Chapter 2, ‘The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe’, discusses the 
changing European cultural understandings of disasters from acts of god 
to acts of nature and the seismic cultural importance of the 1755 Lisbon 
earthquake during Goethe’s lifetime. Historically belief in disasters as acts 
of God did not preclude belief in secondary causes and the need for official 
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 Faustian Visions 35

responses. Not least disasters were seen as portends of dynastic changes, and 
therefore important to rulers concerned to pacify their subjects. Early mod-
ern Europe pioneered scientific breakthroughs, but panics about witches and 
demonic spirits heightened during the devastating religious-political wars. 
The longer-term impact of these conflicts was to encourage the idea of reli-
gion being conventional and facilitated the reception of new scientific theo-
ries, notably Isaac Newton’s laws of physics in the late seventeenth century, 
whose great work of the 1680s coincided with the years settling the modern 
British constitution. Writing in Newton’s wake, the English writer Daniel 
Defoe encapsulated the transition period from pre-modern to modern under-
standings of disasters, where scientific explanations for natural disasters were 
gaining ground amid religious frameworks. He wrote pioneering accounts of 
disasters at the beginning of the eighteenth century and was scathing about 
accusations of witchcraft and the claims of quack medicine, while continu-
ing to believe in disasters as acts of God and the importance of the devil 
and supernatural forces. The 1755 Lisbon earthquake precipitated a decisive 
shift towards secular scientific understandings of natural disasters, propel-
ling Enlightenment hopes for the future of humanity and the eradication of 
disasters. Immanuel Kant’s scientific account of the Lisbon earthquake influ-
enced his philosophical thinking on the realms of necessity and freedom and 
the scope of human agency in the world. The Lisbon earthquake took on a 
different political meaning for Goethe, writing six decades later. He saw the 
disaster as prefiguring the subsequent political revolutions and revolution-
ary armies overturning the old social order. Instead of political vulcanism, 
Goethe sought elite-led material development to found social stability and 
meet the needs of the population. However, Britain as the first industrialising 
country indicated that the Industrial Revolution was not conflict-free. Byron, 
as Faust’s rebellious child of Goethe’s poem, spoke up for the Luddites, the 
Nottinghamshire handloom weavers who smashed the new machinery in 
defence of their livelihoods. Yet neither he nor they were opposed to the new 
technological innovations per se. Their objections concerned political deter-
mination of economic developments.

Chapter 3, ‘Faustian Work and “The Hope of the Poor”’, considers the 
Dutch struggles against sea and empire, which so inspired Goethe and other 
Europeans. The dual struggles caught the imagination of Europeans politi-
cally and culturally, including Goethe, whose drama Egmont dramatised the 
Dutch revolt, and whose poem Faust celebrated hydro-engineering in Faust’s 
great reclamation project. The sixteenth-century Dutch engineer Andries 
Vierlingh described his building of sea defences and land reclamation as the 
‘The Hope of the Poor’. Dutch hydro-engineering has inspired international 
thinking on dam building and flood prevention. The first part of the chapter 
discusses European cultural recognition of Dutch hydro-engineering and how 
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36 Chapter 1

pioneering Dutch engineering was matched by the Dutch political struggle 
against the Habsburg empire in the early modern period, and their pioneer-
ing philosophical and republican ideas. Goethe’s drama Egmont was written 
in the 1780s at a time when Dutch radicals were seeking national republican 
renewal against oligarchical rule and a sense of national decline. The second 
part of the chapter discusses the Zuyder Zee project completed in 1932, 
hailed as one of the wonders of the modern industrial work. The Zuyder Zee, 
and related post-war Delta works completed in the wake of the 1953 North 
Sea floods, represented the culmination of the Dutch Faustian struggle with 
the sea and modern hopes for disaster eradication, anticipated in Goethe’s 
‘incommensurate’ Faust.

Chapter 4, on Faust the Developer, discusses the rise and fall of interna-
tional development ideals through the iconic post-war development texts, 
Walt Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth and E. F. Schumacher’s 
Small Is Beautiful. The Stages of Economic Growth proposed full industrial 
development would enhance people’s lives and freedom, while Small Is 
Beautiful argued large-scale industrial development was incompatible with 
an economics where people mattered (Schumacher 1974). The chapter then 
discusses the philosopher Marshall Berman’s exploration of Faust’s fail-
ings as the Developer, and the political theorist Hannah Arendt’s warnings 
against taking natural disasters or natural processes as the model for politics. 
Critically the suppression of political freedom distorted national develop-
ment and led industrialisation to sacrifice many citizens as epitomised in the 
Soviet Union. Such historical experiences encouraged influential European 
intellectual strands to reject industrial modernity as creating a disastrous 
world. Humanity increasingly came to be seen as the cause of disasters, and 
reining in human activity was considered to be the solution. Abandoning 
industrialisation in European international development models had impor-
tant international political implications for economically weaker states and 
regions. Adopting non-industrial sustainable development strategies implied 
perpetuating north-south and east-west inequalities between states and within 
states. The crises of international development, humanitarianism, and state-
building are leading to migration replacing other strategies as people abandon 
hope of changing their country and international policy-making is redefining 
migration as a form of sustainable development.

Chapter 5, ‘Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream’, discusses the rise and fall of 
the industrial development of twentieth-century Yugoslavia and twenty-first-
century Croatia, and how their development path parallels the rise and fall of 
dam building in European and international development. Its starting point is 
the American inventor Nikola Tesla, who was born in the military frontier of 
Habsburg empire in what is now Croatia. Goethe inspired Tesla’s engineer-
ing and design of one of the first hydroelectric power plants in the world. 
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 Faustian Visions 37

The industrial development of post-war federal socialist Yugoslavia linked 
national self-determination and industrial development, including ambitious 
hydroelectric engineering inspired by Tesla. Its workers’ self-management 
system managed to avoid some of the worst problems of industrialisation 
experienced in either the Western or the Soviet blocs, and Yugoslavia became 
the only European country in the Non-Aligned Movement. NAM ties encour-
aged Yugoslav engineering work abroad, including Kariba dam in Zambia. 
However, its democratic weaknesses eroded its capacity to reform in the 
more adverse international political and economic conditions of the 1980s. 
Its legitimacy as a state disintegrated, and conflict broke out. Secession of 
its republics gained international support with the ending of the Cold War 
settlement. The statehood of the republics was recognised, but their national 
development has been circumscribed by the lack of industrial development 
strategies, which reflects a European-wide outlook. European turning away 
from Faustian industrial development is captured in its transnational environ-
mental advocacy condemning large dam building. The World Commission 
on Dams in its 2000 report confirmed the shift of international development 
goals away from big dam building and large-scale hydro-engineering as sea 
defences for flood prevention or as energy provision. The demise of its old 
industries and slowdown of new industrial projects in Croatia illustrates 
Europe’s rejection of Tesla’s Faustian engineering dreams.

Chapter 6, ‘The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism’, discusses 
political catastrophism and the anti-Faustian ideas underlying European 
governance which believes that national self-determination and industrial 
development are no longer tenable. Instead its resilience models converge 
environmental and liberal thinking on complexity and complex adaptive 
systems, managing how populations function in insecure changing environ-
ments. This convergence is evident in the writings of the sociologist Ulrich 
Beck and the economist Friedrich Hayek. Beck’s risk cosmopolitanism was 
shaped by environmental concerns and advocated the precautionary prin-
ciple being adopted in European decision-making to prevent environmental 
harm. He was critical of industrial growth strategies and utilitarian economic 
models. Ideologically his risk cosmopolitanism opposed Hayek’s free mar-
ket economics. Nevertheless, both were sceptical of collective human agency 
embodied in the nation state and adopted ecological systems thinking. Thus 
ecologism may reconcile the neoliberal shift from national industrial strat-
egies, leaving national infrastructure to market forces. Collective retreat 
is manifest in the move away from large-scale sea defences to eradicate 
floods to non-structural flood management and the return of reclaimed land 
to the sea. Resilience governance deserts the Faustian dream of political 
and material freedom. Instead malicious demons dictate a misanthropic 
outlook seeking to circumscribe human activity and secure nature against  
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38 Chapter 1

humanity. We are left with what the academic and former aid worker Mark 
Duffield has termed ‘post-humanitarianism’, a vision where populations find 
themselves living in the ruins of modern hopes and expected to live with 
disasters (Duffield 2018).

Chapter 7, ‘Submerging Humanity and Rewilding Tesla’s Homeland’, 
concerns scientism, and the demise of European humanism, and its influ-
ence on ecological rewilding models in Croatia. The twentieth-century 
Croatian writer Miroslav Krleža saw the experience of Dutch nation building 
as prefiguring the challenges faced by the Balkan nations in the twentieth 
century. The modern nation builders of his generation did not share the same 
antipathy towards modern industrialisation or romantic view of living in pre-
modern conditions displayed by many western European intellectuals. These 
national leaders believed in harnessing nature to humanity’s needs. They 
were inspired by Tesla’s Faustian dreams of engineering the future. For they 
loathed their country’s marginal existence. They wanted to escape the condi-
tion of being European borderlands and become free peoples and countries. 
Yet what was the direction of modern politics, science, and development? 
Goethe’s Faust loomed over the physicists developing atomic science, even 
before the dropping of the atomic bomb. Tesla sought solutions in science 
against politics but was wary of the new physics because of its potential to 
shatter the world. Conversely the Yugoslav political leader-turned-dissident 
Milovan Djilas supported industrial development and was open to the new 
physics but opposed scientism or scientific dogmatism as undermining both 
political freedom and scientific endeavour. Djilas’ concerns over scientism 
did not lead him to reject modern scientific and industrial development, not 
least because he came from a family whose historical fate was the insecure 
subsistence farming and banditry of the European borderlands. Djilas’ con-
cerns over scientism are relevant to European governance, which affirms 
science in ways elevating nature over humanity. Europe’s rejection of a 
humanist Faustian spirit is epitomised by its rewilding movement wanting 
to create new wildernesses free from humans. Rewilding experiments in the 
Dutch polderlands and other European programmes to breed back wild bulls 
akin to the extinct aurochs have inspired projects in the Croatian Velebit 
Mountains in the region of Tesla’s birth. However, their implementation 
involves important questions over the continent’s political and economic set-
tlement and its unequal north-south relations. In essence European rewilding 
projects are legitimising the economic collapse and demise of communities 
in southern Europe, and Croatia is among the countries finding themselves 
becoming borderlands again.

The Epilogue, ‘The New European Wilderness’, concludes on the con-
temporary European rejection of Faust’s salvation and today’s interpreta-
tion of the Faust myth to indict humanity. The Faust myth speaks to human 
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estrangement from nature and aspirations to forge a different world. Herman 
Hesse’s 1927 novel Steppenwolf was in this tradition. His protagonist found 
succour from Goethe’s promise of redemption and beliefs in a higher truth. 
The humanitarian cosmopolitanism after the Second World War was more 
hopeful of new beginnings even under the shadow of the Holocaust and Hiro-
shima. Conversely contemporary risk cosmopolitanism struggles to forgive 
the deeds of the past and sees the necessity of curbing human agency and 
action in the world. Engineering Faust’s vision of land free from the threat of 
floods is more technically possible today but is culturally alien. Large-scale 
Faustian infrastructure building to protect human settlements is being rejected 
and replaced with digital governance of vulnerable critical infrastructure, 
threatened ecosystems, predatory zones, and populations at risk. Faust’s fall 
is characterised by the return of the wilderness to parts of Europe. It is tempt-
ing to romanticise the wild wolfish conditions of New Europe’s borderlands. 
However they represent the demise of European humanist aspirations and the 
expansion of inhospitable spaces without living communities. Arendt’s warn-
ing over the desertification of politics and political sandstorms in desert con-
ditions is relevant to a Europe where market and natural forces prevail over 
collective self-determination. The Faust myth recognises our restless nature 
as imperfect crooked timber with a spark of the divine that is not content with 
a passive existence but searches for a more meaningful existence. The Faus-
tian spirit wants to venture on ships into dangerous waters but to return to 
the sheltered harbours of home. Our anti-Faustian spirit is jeopardising both 
venture and home. Goethe’s Faust recognises it is impossible to act without 
erring, and if we are not forgiven when we err, then we are inhibited from act-
ing. In affirming human deeds, Goethe’s work contends our very redemption 
lies in our Faustian striving and our Gretchen forgiving.
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Chapter 2

The Disastrous Birth of Modernity  
in Europe

Goethe’s memoirs vividly describe the Lisbon earthquake of 1755: 

On the 1st of November, 1755, the earthquake at Lisbon took place, and 
spread a prodigious alarm over the world, long accustomed to peace and 
quiet. A great and magnificent capital, which was, at the same time, a 
trading and mercantile city, is smitten, without warning, by a most fear-
ful calamity. The earth trembles and totters, the sea roars up, ships dash 
together, houses fall in, and over them churches and towers, the royal 
palace is in part swallowed by the waters, the bursting land seems to vomit 
flames, since smoke and fire are seen everywhere amid the ruins. Sixty 
thousand persons, a moment before in ease and comfort, fall together, and 
he is to be deemed most fortunate who is no longer capable of a thought 
or feeling about the disaster. (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 24–25)

The Lisbon earthquake occurred when Goethe was a young boy of six years 
old. His autobiography recorded the disaster as disturbing the foundations of 
European society and fostering profound social anxieties. ‘Perhaps the demon 
of terror had never so speedily and powerfully diffused his terrors over the 
earth’, he wrote (Goethe 1974 Vol. 1 [1811–1814]: 25–26). The earthquake 
was a watershed moment in the European Enlightenment and its confronta-
tion with nature’s power.

Disasters have had fundamental importance for human populations as is 
seen in surviving ancient myths like the Gilgamesh epic and its tale of a 
great flood (George 2000). Natural disasters have elemental aspects speaking 
to the human condition. Floods, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions have 
portended momentous events. Disasters have marked watersheds in human 
history. The American sociologist E. L. Quarantelli’s typology classifies 
three broad historical understandings of disasters as acts of God, nature, 

41
Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



42 Chapter 2

and man (Quarantelli 1978, 1998). The three correspond with the traditional 
pre-enlightenment, the modern enlightenment, and the postmodern condi-
tions. They involve presumptions about humanity in the world, their relation 
to nature, and their capacity to know and act in the world: the first fatalism 
towards acts of God, the second progressive agency towards acts of nature, 
and the third governance constraining human activity. Religious interpreta-
tions see disasters as warning humanity to return to faith against their sin-
fulness and encourage stoicism accepting suffering and the limited human 
capacity to manage nature. Enlightenment-inspired interpretations see disas-
ters as preventable or mitigable through human collective endeavour. Post-
modern interpretations of disaster put ecological and social justice concerns 
at the centre, are more sceptical towards human progress, and are inclined to 
indict human activity risking unintended consequences.

Disasters loom large in the imagination and express the fears or hopes 
of an era transcending their direct physical impact. The chapter discusses 
the rise of modern European approach towards disasters as comprehensible 
acts of nature. Humanist ideals propelled the new sciences to study natural 
forces and develop modern engineering solutions and infrastructure to pre-
vent disasters. Competing interpretations of disasters were linked to distinct 
philosophies, political visions, and models of social progress. Disaster meta-
phors were associated with political revolution and radical politics. Goethe 
feared revolution. His Faust envisaged industrial development providing 
material security and social stability. Science, industries, and engineering had 
the potential to improve the human condition, but the introduction of new 
machinery did not necessarily improve the condition of the labouring classes. 
Political questions also mattered. Byron, the Faustian child of Goethe’s 
poem, was among those voicing the discontents of industrialisation in Britain 
as the first industrialising society.

REPRESENTING DISASTERS FROM ACTS OF GOD TO 
ACTS OF NATURE

Disasters from ancient times have had terrifying significance. The ancient 
understanding of disasters as divine portents treated comets and solar eclipses 
as disasters along with earthquakes, floods, and volcanoes (Kempe 2003: 
151–2). The word ‘disaster’ originated in astrology, meaning bad star or 
ill-starred (Gramsci 1971: 450). Ancient Greek myths often presented disas-
ters as the malicious sport of the gods, notably Poseidon, the sea god and 
earthshaker. Later antiquity, especially in the monotheist religious traditions, 
viewed disasters as God’s punishment of human wickedness. Yet suffering 
in disasters did not strike the wicked alone but the good and the innocent, 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 43

requiring more complex reflection. Disasters came to be interpreted as having 
primary divine causes and secondary human causes, and had a dual charac-
ter as divine events and events related to human behaviour (Akasoy 2009; 
Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009; Weintritt 2009). In this more sophisticated 
interpretation, disasters were represented as tests of faith and portents of 
judgement day. The biblical story of Noah and the flood offered the rainbow 
of hope to the faithful. The figure of Job in both the Bible and the Koran 
affirmed religious steadfastness in the face of suffering and a duty to submit 
to one’s fate, whereas Goethe’s modernist Faust proposed a duty to strive and 
overcome natural forces (Goethe 1808 ‘Prologue’ in Wayne 1949: 41; Goethe 
1932 Act V ‘Mountain-Gorges’ in Wayne 1949: 282).

Research has documented how ‘bygone societies did not passively endure 
these climatic events, as many historians once believed’ (Favier and Granet-
Abisset 2009: 119). These studies are a useful corrective to condescension 
to the past. Nevertheless we should be careful not to idealise pre-modern 
coping strategies in ways legitimising the neglect of infrastructure or over-
looking the cruel inhumane aspects of their disaster responses, not least the 
persecution of witches. Religious rituals were developed to mark the distinct 
pre-disaster, disaster, and post-disaster phases: including public prayers, 
processions, fasting, or abstinence to atone for sins, and later thanksgiving 
for lives spared (Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 108–9). These ceremonies, 
while religiously inspired against divine punishment, also sought to curb dis-
order and panic and calm communities. Treating disasters as acts of God did 
not preclude trying to understand secondary causes in nature and undertaking 
preventative and relief actions (Akasoy 2009: 188; Favier and Granet-Abisset 
2009: 109; Weintritt 2009: 177–8). Populations developed adaptive cultures 
despite the ‘primitive state of technology’ (Prieto 2009: 300). Communal 
experience of previous disasters, documented in public and private records, 
helped communities develop local preventative and coping strategies within 
their limited technological capacity. In the face of floods, for example, these 
could include securing vital bridges and local food supplies, relocating pre-
cious livestock to higher ground, organizing boats, and making shelters in 
trees, or the longer-term construction of flood defences and irrigation systems 
(Endfield et al., 2009; Favier and Granet-Abisset 2009: 113; Prieto 2009: 
296–9; Weintritt 2009). After all, the biblical Noah built his ark and did not 
simply rely on divine intervention.

Ideas of primary causes and secondary causes allowed religious and practi-
cal responses to coexist. They also opened up secular distinctions between geo-
logical and human time and ultimately undermined religious understandings 
of disasters as caused by divine anger towards human sinfulness. The Renais-
sance writer Giovanni Boccaccio’s 1353 The Decameron discussed the plague 
epidemic of his day drawing on the body of accumulated writings on earlier 
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44 Chapter 2

epidemics. His description of the plague’s symptoms echoed Thucydides and 
an earlier eighth-century manuscript by Paul the Deacon (1906). Their writ-
ings showed shifting understandings within the religious social framework. 
Boccaccio cited metaphysical theories of the plague’s origins, circulating 
alongside practical official measures of clearing refuse and imposing quaran-
tine, the absence of medical cures, and the public responses ranging from reli-
gious petitions and processions to social dissipation (Boccaccio 1995 [1353]: 
5). He speculated whether the failure of medicine was because cures did not 
exist or because qualified doctors succumbed to the disease, and ineffectual 
quack healers reigned over the disaster (Boccaccio 1995 [1353]: 6).

Disasters continued to be treated as omens of dynastic rule in early modern 
Europe. Accordingly Goethe’s historical play Goetz von Berlichingen, set 
in the sixteenth century, included the appearance of a comet portending the 
death of the Habsburg and Holy Roman Emperor Maximillian (Goethe 1851 
[1773] Act IV Scene I: 484). The significance of cosmic portents propelled 
key areas of scientific research well into the seventeenth century (Koestler 
1964 [1959]). Studying disasters as natural forces grew amid the stargazing 
and demonic scares. Unsurprisingly the archetypal Renaissance man Niccolo 
Machiavelli (1469–1527) was a pioneer of this attitude towards the world. 
Machiavelli depicted fortune as dangerous waters requiring human mastery:

I compare fortune to one of those violent rivers, which when they are enraged, 
flood the plains, tear down trees and buildings, wash soil from one place to 
deposit it in another. Everyone flees before them, everybody yields to their 
impetus, there is no possibility of resistance. Yet although such is their nature, it 
does not follow that when they are flowing quietly one cannot take precautions, 
constructing dykes and embankments so that when the river is in flood they 
would keep to one channel or their impetus be less wild and dangerous. So it is 
with fortune. She shows her potency where there is no well-regulated power to 
resist her, and her impetus is felt where she knows there are no embankments 
and dykes built to restrain her. (Machiavelli 2003 [1532]: 79)

Machiavelli’s The Prince was written in 1513 and began to be circulated 
just a few years before Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses were nailed onto 
the Wittenberg church door, and it was posthumously published in 1532, 
exactly three centuries before Goethe’s Faust. The Prince expressed a new 
sense of human agency to shape the world. His explicit account of statecraft 
has been condemned as Faustian in its frank exposition of political power. 
Machiavelli declared we could shape our circumstances; our lives were not 
simply fated:

Many have held and hold the opinion that events are controlled by fortune and 
by God in such a way that the prudence of men cannot modify them, indeed, 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 45

that, men have no influence whatsoever. . . . None the less, so as not to rule 
out our free will, I believe that it is probably true that fortune is the arbiter of 
half the things we do, leaving the other half or so to be controlled by ourselves. 
(Machiavelli 2003 [1532]: 79)

Humans did not have to passively endure floods. They could build flood 
defences channelling any flood waters safely away.

Machiavelli’s metaphor brought together the new political thinking and the 
new engineering. His work emboldened those wanting to go beyond tradi-
tional authority. Bacon, the pioneer of the scientific method, wrote: ‘We are 
much beholden to Machiavel and others that write what men do and not what 
they ought to do’ (Bacon 2000 [1605]: 215). Tellingly it was a Machiavellian 
character, Edmund in Shakespeare’s King Lear, who questioned his father’s 
traditional beliefs that the gods or stars directed the affairs of men (Shake-
speare 1972 [1606] Act I Scene II: 28–30). Yet there was no straightforward 
march of scientific progress against a tide of superstition. The age giving 
birth to the Faust legend was marked by portents and demons. Consider the 
reports collected by the Fugger banking house, one of the leading European 
bankers in the sixteenth century, founded in Augsburg, an imperial free city 
of the Holy Roman Empire. Their reports provided succinct news on political 
alliances, wars, earthquakes, plagues, and famines and adhered to a world 
reading omens in the skies and fearing sorcery. In this vein, a Fugger agent 
credited reports of a dreadful apparition in the Viennese skies in August 1590:

The firmament was rent asunder and through this gap one could distinguish 
chariots and armies, riders with yellow, white, red and black standards, moving 
as though to do battle against each other. This awesome and unusual vision . . . 
was witnessed with alarm and dismay by many honest and trustworthy people. 
The significance thereof is known but to God Almighty. (in Matthews 1959 
[1590]: 188)

The following month an earthquake in Vienna was greeted as signalling the 
day of judgement (in Matthews 1959 [1590]: 188–189). Belief that the stars 
directed the affairs of men persisted well into the next century. The shatter-
ing of religious certainties fostered existential fears, including fears of malign 
demonic spirits and Faustian pacts. The early modern period witnessed moral 
panics about witchcraft and witch trials. Accusations had the authority of the 
Protestant Scottish and later British King James’ 1597 Daemonologie and the 
earlier 1487 Malleus Maleficarium or the Hammer of Witches by a Catholic 
cleric, Heinrich Kramer, with a dubious career. The Fugger bank paid close 
attention to reports of witches and new alchemic discoveries or claims to 
be able to turn baser metals into gold (Matthews 1959: 173–6, 181–3). The 
path of scientific discoveries was not smooth where superstition flourished in 
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46 Chapter 2

war-broken societies. The era’s contradictions marked the astronomer Johann 
Kepler’s life. He enjoyed princely patronage for his study of the stars, but 
his mother was one of the many unfortunates prosecuted for witchcraft and 
narrowly escaped her aunt’s fate of being burnt at the stake (Koestler 1964 
[1959]: 389–93).

Arthur Koestler’s The Sleepwalkers documented how the prolonged inde-
cisive conflicts of Europe’s Thirty Years War encouraged rulers to examine 
the stars to know their fate, and fund astronomers and the development of the 
telescope (Koestler 1964 [1959]). The Copernican revolution in astronomy 
was advanced by princes of state wanting to discover their destiny in those 
turbulent times. Their conflicts touched on fundamental questions of politi-
cal authority distinct from the papal authority of the universal church. The 
origins of the modern international order have conventionally been traced 
back to the European wars arising from the Reformation and the Peace of 
Westphalia in 1648, which concluded the Thirty Years War (Croxton 1999; 
Gross 1948; Morgenthau 2006 [1948]; Wedgwood 1938). The architects of 
the Westphalian peace represented an exhausted Europe. The subsequent 
Westphalian myth developed to endorse a world order ratified by the United 
Nations organised around sovereign nation states, constituted through the 
self-determination of peoples, and promoting their freedom, security, and 
development (Gross 1948; Morgenthau 2006 [1948]).

The political philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), whose work Levia-
than (1651) was written in response to both the British Civil Wars and the 
Thirty Years War, was one of the first to articulate the new European concepts 
of sovereign statehood. The famous frontispiece to his Leviathan with its two 
plague doctors underscored how his Leviathan state was concerned with pro-
tecting public health, and keeping society secure from disease and disaster, 
and conflict and disorder (Ginzburg, 2017; Poole, 2020). Hobbes broke with 
the old way of seeing disasters as acts of God and declared witchcraft to be a 
false belief without ‘any real power’ (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 12). He dismissed 
necromancy as ‘juggling and confederate knavery’ (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 
75). He was sceptical towards judicial astrology treating ‘unusual accidents’, 
such as ‘eclipses, comets, rate meteors, earthquakes, inundations’, as political 
portents (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 75). Demonology was essentially heathen and 
accepted in order to keep populations in awe (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 418–23). 
Our ideas of demons should commonly be understood as metaphorical use, 
although poets encouraged us to attribute the passions and madness to demonic 
figures, turning qualities into persons. Hobbes conceded apparitions from God 
in our dreams but was sceptical towards miracles and looked to other explana-
tions (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 11–3, 285–91). He outlined a naturalised world, 
in which humanity had authority and responsibility for transcending a state of 
nature in which humans were vulnerable, and securing their protection against 
the forces of nature, including human nature (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 80–4). 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 47

Galileo and Bacon influenced Hobbes’ materialist philosophy and the scientific 
approach of Isaac Newton (1643–1727). Newton was interested in alchemy, 
but it was his 1687 Principia, on the universal laws of motion, that helped 
him gain his scientific reputation and offered new rational explanations for the 
movement of stars, planets, and comets (Russell 2002 [1945]: 484–96).

Newton’s publication coincided with the new political settlement in Brit-
ain, allowing for more religious tolerance and freedom conducive to scientific 
exploration and invention, building on the breakthroughs of the telescope and 
the microscope. The writings of the philosopher and politician John Locke 
(1632–1704) were important in legitimising this settlement and became the 
founding texts of modern liberal philosophy. His Two Treatises of Govern-
ment (1689) outlined the law of nature for individuals and humanity as a 
whole being concerned with the preservation of their own ‘life, health, liberty 
or possessions’ and that of others (Locke 1947 [1689] II.2.6: 78). Protection 
of these freedoms and rights were the proper concern of civil government 
(Uzgalis 2019). His thesis On Tolerance (1689) deemed matters of religious 
belief and individual conscience outside the sphere of government, except 
insofar as religious affiliations threatened to overturn the political order 
(Locke 1947 [1689]: 25–26). Locke had previously been secretary to the 
national Board of Trade and Plantations set up by the Restoration monarchy, 
and his labour theory of property and cultivation, while affirming the property 
rights of small holders as well as the landed estates also legitimised expand-
ing commercial trade, innovation, and colonial settlement. The established 
national churches and religious responses to disasters persisted alongside 
newer scientific discoveries and practical interventions.

REPORTING DISASTERS

The English writer Daniel Defoe (1660–1731) illustrates the transitory period 
in Europe where seeing disasters as acts of nature gained importance. His 
accounts of disasters encompassed practical details and larger political, reli-
gious, and social concerns. Defoe’s 1704 book The Storm, a shorter essay 
The Lay-Man’s Sermon upon the Late Storm, and a poem The Late Storm: An 
Essay addressed the Great Storm of 1703, one of the worst in British history 
(Defoe 2005 [1704]). The hurricane was a national disaster, causing the loss 
of 8,000 lives in Britain, a fifth of the navy’s ships, and thousands of buildings 
and trees (Hamblyn 2005: x). The Dutch across the North Sea suffered poten-
tially far greater loss of life, although their navy was less damaged. Defoe him-
self was nearly killed by flying debris. He described death or survival as often 
down to chance. His account combined the melodramatic and the mundane, 
from hell’s pandemonium to barometer readings and the price of roof tiles. His 
first chapter was devoted to ‘Natural Causes and the Originals of Winds’ and 
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48 Chapter 2

innovated a ‘Table of Degrees’ to capture the scale of the winds, anticipating 
the more scientific Beaufort scale by a century (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 11, 24).  
He advertised in newspapers for people to send in their personal accounts to 
inform his report, an innovative practice important in the history of British 
journalism (McKay 2007). The solicited and edited accounts of devastation 
and deliverance gave names, voices, and dignity to those caught up in the 
disaster (Hamblyn 2005: xxii-xxxii). Their range built up a picture of the 
national calamity, urgently demanding the mobilisation of national resources 
to address the disaster. To quote him ‘in publick Callamities, every Circum-
stance is a Sermon, and everything we see a Preacher’ (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 
186). Just three weeks earlier, he had been released from prison for seditious 
writing in the Dissenters’ cause. He saw in ‘every Blast’ the demand for 
political ‘REFORM’, and in falling timbers the cry ‘REPENT’ against social 
corruption (Defoe 2005 [1974]: 203). The Storm concluded his ‘live coverage’ 
with notice of newly arrived reports too late to include, reinforcing the work’s 
currency, and new practices of journalism (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 180; Hamblyn 
2005).

Among his innovations, the traditional framing of disasters as ultimately 
acts of God with secondary natural and human causes remained in force: 
‘We may at any time resolve all things into Infinite Power, and we do allow 
that the Finger of Infinite is the First Mighty Cause of Nature herself: but the 
Treasury of Immediate Cause is generally committed to Nature’ (Defoe 2005 
[1704]: 13). The government issued a proclamation ‘loudly’ calling ‘for the 
deepest and most solemn humiliation of our people’ and declared a Day of 
National Fasting in atonement for ‘the crying sins of the nation’ (Cavendish 
2003). Newton was discovering universal laws of physics, but Queen Anne’s 
Britain was still a world believing in a providential order, where God deter-
mined the forces of nature. Defoe concurred. The destruction wrecked on the 
country was comparable to the fate of the sinful city of Nineveh smitten by its 
enemies (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 183–99). God was manifesting his own being 
through the storms, whereby ‘the Storms above’ reproved ‘the storms below’ 
(Defoe 2005 [1704]: 6–7, 211). The disaster showed divine indictment of 
British foreign policy and the navy’s failures against its Catholic foes in the 
Wars of Spanish Succession (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 197–8). His Essay poem 
and Layman’s Sermon concluded with him declaring political loyalty to a just 
government, denouncing the powerful traitorous factions dividing the coun-
try through ‘Oppressions, Tyranny and Pride’ and the need for institutional 
reform (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 212). He made political condemnations behind 
his show of political allegiance.

Defoe’s writings on the 1703 disaster have a raw intensity. His 1722 work 
A Journal of the Plague Year was a more composed study of the 1665 plague 
epidemic in London through a fictional contemporary narrator. The account 
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kept the feel of a living testimony though written six decades later, invoking 
official reports and personal stories, from the first intimations of the disease 
to the full-blown epidemic and its final abeyance. The reconstructed Plague 
Year joined Thomas Vincent’s God’s Terrible Voice in the City (1667) and 
Richard Bradley’s The Plague at Marseilles Consider’d (1721) of the previ-
ous year, tapping into the renewed topicality of the subject with historical 
insights. The work provided tables, extracts from official reports, and death 
bills from parishes. Facts and rumours of the times were counterposed. As 
he strove to untangle events, he critically scrutinised the official figures. The 
authorities took measures to secure the city’s provisions and issued decrees 
banning the congregation of people and shutting up the inhabitants of disease-
affected houses. The public measures were not enough to halt the march of 
the disease. Defoe reported the flight of the rich and the struggle of the poor 
(Defoe 1966 [1722]: 39). Order broke down; people evaded regulations, 
looted, and disregarded social moral codes. He sympathised with the victims 
in their torments, the horrors of the immured houses of the diseased, and the 
mass graves, with their ‘heaps’ of the dead (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 57–76, 203). 
He contrasted how individuals responded to disaster, whether with acts of 
courage and charity or predation towards their fellows. Terror could exclude 
compassion or induce ‘immovable affection, pity, and duty’ (Defoe 1966 
[1722]: 131). We read the extremes of people’s reactions, from heightened 
acts of conscience to villainy, robbery, and cruelty to the afflicted, and from 
desperate pleadings for divine forgiveness to strong blaspheming (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 49).

The inadequacy of human medical understanding of the disease encour-
aged people to turn to quack remedies peddled by ‘mountebanks, wizards 
and fortune-tellers’, ‘conjurers and witches, and all sorts of deceivers’ (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 48–56). Faustian tricksters typified this ‘wicked generation of 
pretenders to magic, to the black art’, where ‘if but a grave fellow in a velvet 
jacket, a band and a black cloak’ appeared, then people would crowd and 
pester them with frantic questions (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 47–48). He wryly 
observed how ‘Abundance of Quacks too died, who had the Folly to trust 
their own medicine’ (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 56). The authorities attempted to 
limit these speculations. The College of Physicians published cheap medical 
remedies for the poor to discourage quackery (Defoe 1966 [1722]: 40–48, 
55). Defoe’s narrative anticipated why Goethe’s Faust rejected his father’s 
medical quackery, which was ravaging more than the diseases themselves, 
and he withdrew from the world to try and study nature’s secrets (Berman 
1988 [1982]: 45; Goethe 1808 ‘Outside the City Gate’ in Wayne 1949: 
65). Quackery or occult beliefs persisted in the absence of advanced medi-
cal interventions and disaster prevention. Even in the more educated and 
enlightened Dutch society, scientific understanding of nature and the world 
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50 Chapter 2

was rudimentary. Indicative of the paucity of seventeenth-century medical 
knowledge, the main cure the pioneering Dutch physician and anatomist 
Nicholas Tulp offered was tea, from the humble nettle to the exotic prod-
uct of imperial trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 198–9). A scientific outlook was 
encouraging greater human observation and understanding and systematic 
study of what practices worked or did not work. As the wife of a British 
ambassador in the Ottoman empire at the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
Lady Mary Wortley Montague observed how the Ottomans made small pox 
‘entirely harmless’ through ‘ingrafting’ or inoculation (Montague 1906 [1 
April 1717]: 123–4). Her curiosity and enthusiasm for this preventive custom 
sparked attention in Britain, and its subsequent experimental refinement and 
adoption involved another leap of courage.

For all of his modernity, Defoe saw the plague, like the Great Storm, as 
ultimately an act of God, with secondary natural and human causes. Natural 
disasters refuted atheism and summoned religious faith, but with the passing of 
disaster, people relaxed their behaviour and returned to their old habits (Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 256). Defoe’s occult works sought to reaffirm a spiritual cosmol-
ogy against the clockwork universe of physical laws (Coetzee 2009). They 
included discussion of angels, devils, apparitions, and ghosts, while condemn-
ing the persecution of witches and recognising the power of the human imagi-
nation and a troubled conscience in supernatural phenomena (Baine 1962: 
341; Sill 2010). Defoe’s Vision of the Angelic World (1720) and The Political 
History of the Devil (1726) warned that denying the devil would lead to deny-
ing God and atheism (Defoe 2003 [1726]). As his earlier Essay poem quipped, 
society ‘turn’s the Devil out to let the Atheist in’ (Defoe 2005 [1704]: 209).

By the eighteenth century, those seeing portends of disasters in the stars 
were being satirised as charlatans and objects of ridicule among the reading 
public (Swift 1930 [1732]: 159–91). The creeping secularisation was evident 
in Defoe’s work. He scorned those blaming the devil for our human failures 
and pragmatically appealed to reason for faith—if atheists were wrong, they 
had much to lose after death (Baine 1962: 342–3; Defoe 1720: 13; Defoe 
1966 [1722]: 40–44; Defoe 2005 [1704]: 7). His popular works tacitly recog-
nised a shift from sacred to profane interest in apparitions with the declining 
hold of religion on public life. He explicitly justified to the reader why he 
devoted so much attention to religious texts in a popular work, and adopted 
a levity of tone compatible with readers wanting entertainment rather than 
religious instruction (Baine 1962: 226; Defoe 2003 [1726]: 6–17).

With growing secularisation in society, people were less willing to attri-
bute disasters to sinfulness and lack of religious observance. Overall Defoe’s 
approach to disasters was one of realism, and his human sympathies con-
tributed to the secular analysis of disasters, although maintaining a religious 
reading (Hamblyn 2005). Just as there was a need for scientific medicine 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 51

against quackery, there was a need for substantially improved public infra-
structure and advanced engineering to prevent natural disasters and disease. 
Defoe was a manufacturer and free trader wanting to expand economic activ-
ity (Defoe 1951 [1706–1713]: 107–49). His was still the pre-industrial mer-
cantile world amid the expanding commerce. Change was galvanising when 
the dying English writer Henry Fielding arrived in Lisbon in autumn 1754 
(Fielding 1907 [1755]). Fielding’s posthumous The Journal of a Voyage to 
Lisbon discussed ‘the spirit of improving arts and sciences and of advancing 
useful and substantial learning’ and the rising numbers of ‘speculative societ-
ies in Europe’ distinguishing the age (Fielding 1907 [1755]: 31).

Nearly two and a half centuries after Luther and Machiavelli’s seminal 
tracts, the 1755 Lisbon earthquake consolidated the movement for an enlight-
ened Europe and the shift to viewing disasters as acts of nature susceptible to 
human understanding and intervention. Defoe’s Plague Year enjoyed a sec-
ond edition in 1755, the year of the Lisbon earthquake, and another in 1835, 
after the outbreak of cholera in Britain in 1831. We now turn to the Lisbon 
earthquake, which propelled the Copernican revolution in European thinking 
about disasters, and hopes of mobilising collective human resourcefulness to 
tame natural forces against humanity.

KANT ON THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE

Religious interpretations of disasters as acts of God were profoundly shaken 
in the 1755 Lisbon earthquake and tsunami. The disaster occurred on the 
Catholic Feast of Saints and killed thousands, many in church, and destroyed 
most of the city’s buildings (Dynes 2005; Jack 2005: 9–12). Lisbon was a 
major international port and commercial centre, and there were prominent 
foreign casualties and economic losses. Consequently the city’s fate stimu-
lated religious and scientific debates across Europe (Braun and Radner 2005; 
Kendrick 1956). Writing from Italy the following year, Lady Mary Wortley 
Montague observed how people were preoccupied with earthquakes:

There is nothing talked of here but earthquakes, the greatest part of which 
I believe to be wholly imaginary. But the panic is so spread, that if a rat runs 
over the ceiling it is supposed a shock, and here are daily processions, pilgrim-
ages, &c, to depreciate divine vengeance. I am tempted to laugh, but restrained 
by prudential considerations. (Montague 1906 [19 May 1756]: 473)

Traditional theology was interrogated, and the new philosophical, theologi-
cal, social, and political ideas were debated. The disaster long resonated in 
Enlightenment discussions, whether explicitly alluded to or not.

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



52 Chapter 2

Influential voices saw the Lisbon earthquake as testimony of human sin-
fulness and social corruption, requiring people to change their behaviour. 
The philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) invoked the Lisbon 
earthquake to indict the state of European society. He condemned its focus 
on commerce and immorality and neglect of social concern (Rousseau 1958 
[1756]: 102–19). His novel Emile argued that disasters could awaken human-
itarian concern, confronting those enjoying wealth and position with loss, and 
their duty and interest in not neglecting the unfortunate:

We never pity another’s woes unless we know we may suffer in like manner 
ourselves . . . Why have kings no pity for other people? Because they never 
expect to be ordinary men. Why are the rich so hard on the poor? Because 
they have no fear of becoming poor. Why do the nobles look down upon other 
people? Because a nobleman will never be one of the lower classes. (Rousseau 
1992 [1762]: 185–6)

Education should explicitly remind pupils that disaster could strike them, and 
they could find themselves in need of charity from others:

So do not train your pupil to look down from the height of his glory upon the 
sufferings of the unfortunate, the labours of the wretched, and do not hope to 
teach him to pity them while he considers them as far removed from himself. 
Make him thoroughly aware of the fact that the fate of these unhappy persons 
may one day be his own, that his feet are standing on the edge of the abyss, into 
which he may be plunged at any moment by a thousand unexpected irresistible 
misfortunes. (Rousseau 1992 [1762]: 185–6)

The Lisbon earthquake disturbed belief in the providential nature of the 
world, expressed by the philosopher Gottfried Leibniz, and captured in the 
poet Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man that ‘Whatever is, is right’ (Pope 
1924 [1734] Epistle I x: 189). The deaths of so many worshippers in Lisbon 
churches on a special holy day shook conventional religious assurances. Vol-
taire (1694–1778) wrote on the Lisbon disaster. His poem ‘An Inquiry into 
the Axiom: “All Is Well” ’ and his bestselling novel Candide championed 
enlightened thinking and social improvement against religious frameworks, 
and attacked philosophical complacency about living in the best of all pos-
sible worlds (Voltaire 1911 [1756]: 1–7; Voltaire 2006 [1759]). Rousseau’s 
call for religious moral renewal, although sharply criticising Voltaire’s reac-
tion, was also no simple return to religion. His condemnation of individual 
sinfulness contained its own sharp social critique of urban development, 
luxury, and inequality demanding European society reform itself (Dynes 
2005). Religious and secular responses involved new expectations of human 
deeds and public interventions to address social ills, not resigned acceptance 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 53

of human misery and one’s allotted position in life. The active state responses 
of Lisbon itself expressed new confidence in human potential to improve the 
world (Dynes 2005; Jack 2005: 12–13). A defiant spirit treating disasters 
as acts of nature susceptible to human intervention became the enlightened 
model for the next two centuries (Pupavac 2014).

The philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was inspired by Rousseau 
to pursue philosophy. Kant’s exhaustive philosophical inquiry addressed the 
divisions between Bacon’s ants and spiders of philosophy, and the British 
empiricists and continental rationalists that had developed since the seven-
teenth century (Bacon 1855 [1602]: 28), while famously asking of philosophy 
that it should also address questions concerning what was man, what could 
we know, and what could we hope (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] A805/B833: 
677). Appropriately as the philosopher who shook the foundations of philoso-
phy and rebuilt them, Kant had earlier written a series of essays on the causes 
of earthquakes after the Lisbon disaster (Kant 2012 [1756]: 327–73). Indeed 
the Lisbon earthquake arguably precipitated the ‘Copernican turn’ of his Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, a work dedicated to Bacon (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] 
Second Preface Bxvii-xxii: 110–113; Larsen 2006: 364). He welcomed the 
public discussion provoked by the catastrophe and hoped it would stimulate 
research into the causes of natural disasters (Kant 2012 [1756]: 330).

Kant wrote of the terrible human suffering in the disaster, destroying 
people’s lives, homes, and communities:

All the terrible things the imagination can conceive have to be taken together 
to understand even to a small extent the horror people must experience when 
the Earth moves under their feet, when everything around them crashes to the 
ground, when a body of water moved in its foundations completes their misfor-
tune through flooding, when the fear of death, the despair at having lost all one’s 
earthly goods, and finally the sight of other people in misery must dishearten 
even the most courageous. (Kant 2012 [1756]: 342)

Kant’s three essays offered natural explanations for earthquakes—‘it is my 
intention to adduce only physical reasons for supposing that earthquakes 
may occur’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 332). His account of the natural causes of 
the earthquake departed from those seeing the Lisbon earthquake, either 
as divine punishment or as evidence for the non-existence of God (Larsen 
2006; Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983). He saw a duty to provide the public 
with rational explanations of earthquakes: ‘the natural philosopher’s obliga-
tion to the public is to give an account of the insights yielded by observa-
tion and investigation’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 330). He warned the state of 
current knowledge could only provide probable explanations rather than 
‘mathematical certainty’ (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 258). Even if natural 
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54 Chapter 2

causes were hidden to us, we could still build up our understanding by learn-
ing from ‘their effects’ (Kant 2012 [1756]: 340). He noted links between 
earthquakes and volcanoes and how the accompanying tsunami involved a 
wave-like impact from the tremors (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 250).

Kant discussed how we should protect ourselves from those natural causes 
(Kant 2012 [1756]: 363). He was loath to increase our fear and suffering over 
things few of us were ever likely to experience or we could do little about 
‘fates, which cannot be prevented in the slightest by any amount of worry’ 
(Kant 2012 [1756]: 330). Instead of succumbing to irrational fears and misdi-
agnosing the evils we face, we should act and address misfortunes we could 
reasonably prevent or mitigate (Kant 2012 [1756]: 331). We should not over-
reach our current knowledge and be like Prometheus, pursuing wild specula-
tive ideas to avert disaster (Reinhardt and Oldroyd 1983: 272). We could, 
for example, consider where and how we built houses to lessen the dangers. 
The survivors of Lisbon earthquake should consider the earthquake’s path 
when rebuilding the city (Kant 2012 [1756]: 331). Kant opposed moralizing 
natural disasters and blaming people rather than natural causes. If his voca-
tion were to preach ‘the improvement of morals’, he might well let citizens 
fear earthquakes as divine punishment, but this would be a weak grounding 
for virtue. Earthquakes hit believers and non-believers alike, and plenty of 
evil people slept peacefully at night (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Attribut-
ing natural disasters to sin went against compassion and assistance towards 
victims of disasters, not least accidents of birth and habitation making us 
more or less at risk of disasters. After all, the state of Prussia was ‘almost 
entirely flat’ and therefore unlikely to experience any divine punishment from 
earthquakes (Kant 2012 [1756]: 332). Moralizing claims were arrogant and 
usurped divine judgement to bolster our own opinions. They hubristically 
assumed the whole of God’s creation revolved around us, whereas we were 
merely one perspective of the world (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). We should 
have more humility, and not expect the laws of nature to guarantee humans 
enjoyed only pleasant conditions:

Even the terrible instruments by which disaster is visited on mankind, the shat-
tering of countries, the fury of the sea shaken to its foundations, the fire-spewing 
mountains, invite man’s contemplation, and are planted in nature by God as 
a proper consequence of fixed laws no less than other accustomed causes of 
discomfort which are thought to be more natural merely because they are more 
familiar. (Kant 2012 [1756]: 340)

Humans suffered in earthquakes and other natural disasters, but the human 
condition would be untenable were natural laws not to exist, and nature 
completely subject to our wishes (Kant 2012 [1756]: 359–360). As Pope had 
written, the universe was governed by ‘gen’ral laws’ not ‘partial’: (Pope 1924 
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[1734] Epistle I v: 185). We did not yet understand how our life on earth 
might depend on these life-threatening earthquakes, but we knew the same 
forces causing volcanoes caused hot springs with health-enhancing minerals. 
By analogy, we preferred fine days over rainy days, but we knew we needed 
water for wells.

The Lisbon earthquake precipitated Kant to develop his philosophy 
towards recognising different spheres of being and understanding, revolv-
ing around the distinctions between the sphere of material necessity and the 
sphere of human freedom (Larsen 2006: 363–4). Being subject to unchange-
able natural laws did not mean that we should simply acquiesce to nature and 
external determination. We could also carve out a greater space of human 
freedom determined by human relations, human reasoning and debate, and 
morality and practical action (Kant 2012 [1756]: 360). Together, humans had 
the freedom to imagine and act in ways allowing us to rise above the givens 
of nature and biology, and pursue higher purposes. Since divine purpose in 
nature was not fully revealed to us, we had to create our own approximations 
of divine purpose (Larsen 2006: 364).

Kant’s third essay concluded that the very fact humans confronted a world 
we could never fully comprehend allowed us to enjoy the possibilities and 
responsibilities of freedom, carve out our own purposes amid the laws of 
nature, and determine how we governed ourselves and natural processes 
(ibid.). Human history called upon humanity to take responsibility for the 
evils of our condition and not blame providence or original sin (Kant 1991 
[1786]: 233; Larson 2006: 365). If we or our neighbouring cities and coun-
tries were threatened with catastrophe—whether human or natural—we 
could act to address these dangers. The right actions became clearer when 
threatened with catastrophe (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Any political leader 
who cared about human misery should fulfil God’s will and act to prevent 
the catastrophe of war too (Kant 2012 [1756]: 363–4). Humans could not 
know God’s intentions, but we knew enough to understand and apply natural 
laws in ways according with the ideals of providence. Humans were not born 
to build permanent physical edifices and live for ever but had more noble 
spiritual purposes. Our mortality and the impermanence of our creations 
reminded us that material things were not enough to fulfil us (Kant 2012 
[1756]: 363–4). Kant’s later writings on aesthetics and the sublime argued 
when humans confronted awe-inspiring forces of nature transcending our 
human scale, both spatially and temporarily, we were provoked into identify-
ing ourselves against these forces in ways pushing us out of our complacency 
towards asserting human freedom and aspirations beyond biological survival 
or material needs (Kant 1960 [1764]; Larsen 2006: 365).

Overall, Kant offered an optimistic philosophical response to the Lis-
bon earthquake after the shaking of its traditional theological grounding, 
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56 Chapter 2

developing the study of earthquakes as a value-free geological science, 
and founding a humanist philosophy constituted in our humanity as beings 
of nature going beyond nature (Arendt 1992 [1970]). Kant’s humanism is 
captured in his words on looking up at the stars and seeing the moral agent 
within us: ‘Two things fill the mind with ever renewed and increasing awe 
and reverence, the more often and the more steadily we mediate upon them: 
the starry heavens above and the moral law within’ (Kant CPrR 1996b [1788] 
5:162: 269; emphasis in the original, modified translation). His 1795 essay 
‘Towards Perpetual Peace’ imagined an international federation of republican 
states rationally organised around the moral law (1996c [1795]).

Kant’s Copernican revolution in philosophy inspired European political 
earthquakes. He endorsed the historical changes and republican advances 
brought about by the French Revolution, although explicitly condemning the 
revolutionaries (Arendt 1992 [1970]: 44–61; Kant CPr 1998 [1787] Second 
Preface Bxvii-xxii: 110–113; Kant IUH 2001 [1784] 8:18: 119–20; Kant PP 
1996c [1795] 8:3498:353: 322–5; Larsen 2006: 364; Williams 2003). As such 
Kant was a political vulcanist and a revolutionary thinker rather than a politi-
cal Neptunist, giving paramountcy to harmonious social waters. Goethe’s 
account of the Lisbon earthquake written six decades after the disaster was 
wary of the political earthquakes of his age. We now turn to Goethe and his 
opposition to political vulcanism.

GOETHE ON THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE

Goethe’s autobiography described the Lisbon earthquake as shattering his 
confidence in a divine providential order:

The Boy, who was compelled to put up with frequent repetitions of the whole 
matter, was not a little staggered. God, the Creator and Preserver of Heaven and 
Earth, whom the explanation of the first article of the Creed declared so wise and 
benignant, having given both the just and the unjust a prey to the same destruc-
tion, had not manifested Himself, by any means, in a fatherly character. In vain 
the young mind strove to resist these impressions. It was the more impossible, as 
the wise and scripture-learned could not themselves agree as to the light in which 
such a phenomenon should be regarded. (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 26)

The earthquake was portrayed as the writer’s first encounter with the 
demonic and how our efforts to create a moral humane world order could 
be shaken by uncontrollable destructive forces (Brown 1992: 478). Yet did 
his account accurately portray contemporary responses? After all, he was 
writing six decades later about events when he was only six years old. The 
first three parts of his autobiography were written between 1811 and 1814, 
and the fourth between 1830 and 1831. Was he right to suggest Lisbon 
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shattered philosophical optimism (Brown 1992: 478)? After all the lead-
ing philosophers Rousseau, Kant and Voltaire all looked forward to social 
change, while questioning how enlightened their age was (Brown 1992: 479). 
Kant and Rousseau maintained their religious faith, while Voltaire happily 
condemned existing European society as failing to represent the best of all 
possible worlds because he was optimistic about creating alternative ways of 
organising society (Voltaire 2006 [1759]). Goethe’s account contradicted his 
mother’s recollections of her son affirming his belief in a providential God 
(Brown 1992: 481). Instead Robert Brown suggests his autobiographical 
Poetry and Truth, spanning the perspectives of scientist, historian, and artist, 
sought to convey fundamental truths about his times, rather than document 
the ‘mere factual’ of his life (Brown 1992: 482). In this endeavour, the older 
Goethe was projecting back onto his infant self what the Lisbon earthquake 
had come to mean for him. The disaster had threatened a harmonious order 
and prefigured the later political revolutions, wars, and social disturbances 
marking his life right up to the 1830 revolutions (Goethe Letter to Wilhelm 
von Humboldt [19 October 1830] No. 1213: 1111 in Brown 1992: 483–85). 
His interpretation repudiated the influences of Voltaire and other radicals 
whom he condemned for rejecting religion and the natural order (Eckermann 
1930 [12 October 1825]: 120; Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 95–110). 
Accordingly his account emphasised the breakdown of social order rather 
than the actions of the Lisbon authorities re-establishing a functioning city: 
‘The flames rage on, and with them rage a troop of desperadoes, before con-
cealed, or set at large by the event. The wretched survivors are exposed to 
pillage, massacre, and every outrage: and thus, on all sides, Nature asserts her 
boundless capriciousness’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. 1: 24–25).

Goethe’s model of government echoed his early idealisation of Oliver 
Goldsmith’s novel The Vicar of Wakefield. For Goethe, Goldsmith’s vicar 
embodied ‘priest and king in one person’ and ‘to him is it given to guide men 
through life. . . ’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 36–37). He admired the 
Holy Roman Empire amid its weaknesses ‘division, anarchy, and impotence 
had been brought as a reproach against the German Empire’. For these small 
states afforded ‘room for the special cultivation of each, according to its 
necessities, which must vary with the site and peculiarities of such widely 
different provinces’ (Goethe 1974 [1811–1814] Vol. II: 281–2). Everyone 
had an allotted position in the traditional organisation of society:

A highly varied gradation of ranks, which, instead of holding the several classes 
apart, seemed to bind them the more closely together, had promoted the interest 
of all, from the highest to the lowest—from the emperor to the Jew. If the sov-
ereign princes stood in a subordinate relation to the emperor, still their electoral 
rights and immunities, thereby acquired and maintained, were a full compensa-
tion. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 351)
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58 Chapter 2

He looked back regretfully to a time without apparent tensions between the 
classes when people were content pursuing their life’s calling:

In Germany scarcely any one had as yet learned to look with envy on that mon-
strous privileged class, or to grudge its fortunate advantages. The middle class 
had devoted themselves undisturbed to commerce and the sciences, and by these 
pursuits, as well as by the practice of the mechanical arts, so closely related to 
them, had raised themselves to a position of importance, which fully balanced 
its political inferiority: the free or half-free cities favoured this activity, while 
individuals felt a certain quiet satisfaction in it. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. 
II Part 4: 351–2)

Individuals focused on economic improvement rather than being distracted 
by divisive political quarrels with other groups in society. People could enjoy 
social esteem through their achievements in their own sphere of life:

The man who increased his wealth, or enhanced his intellectual influence, espe-
cially in matters of law or state, could always be sure of enjoying both respect 
and authority. In the supreme courts of the empire, and, indeed, in all others, a 
learned bench stood parallel with the noble; the uncontrolled oversight of the 
one managed to keep in harmony with the deepest insight of the other, and expe-
rience could never detect a trace of rivalry between them; the noble felt secure 
in his exclusive and time-hallowed privileges, and the burgher felt it beneath his 
dignity to strive for a semblance of them by a little prefix to his name. (Goethe 
1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 352)

Here he idealised citizens living and working as a community within their 
existing social positions (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 354–6). 
Even before Lisbon and the following political earthquakes, the absolutist 
states and their European wars, requiring more taxes and centralising rule, 
were undermining the traditional order (Brown 1992: 483). Enlightened 
despots sought to control change, but political rivalry between the absolut-
ist powers upset the balance of the old order. Frederick the Great of Prus-
sia’s challenge to the Holy Roman Empire held by the Habsburgs impinged 
on Goethe personally, because his father and grandfather held opposing 
political positions (Brown 1992: 485). Against the dangers of revolution 
and war, the older Goethe downplayed his youthful criticism of social 
hierarchies whether in his bestselling 1774 novel The Sorrows of Young 
Werther or in his 1787 play Egmont eulogising the Dutch struggle against 
imperial authority (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 188–90; Goethe 1989 
[1774]). Instead he emphasised his 1773 play Goetz von Berlichingen and 
the virtue of acting uprightly in lawless times (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] 
Vol. II Part 4: 352–3).

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 59

Goethe reviled the political vulcanists celebrating the renewed activity of 
Mount Vesuvius and the violent revolutionary changes (Constantine 2009: 
xxxv). He feared violent revolution and the subterranean undercurrents of 
les miserables (Goethe letter to Lavater [22 June 1781] in Arendt 2005: 40). 
Goethe repeatedly condemned political revolution:

I am, indeed, not friend to the revolutionary mob: whose object is robbery, 
murder, and destruction; and who, behind the mask of public welfare, have their 
eyes only upon the meanest egotistical aims. I am no friend to such people, any 
more than I am a friend of Louis XV. I hate every violent overthrow, because 
as much good is destroyed as is gained by it. I hate those who achieve it, as 
well as those who give cause for it. But am I therefore no friend to the people? 
(Eckermann 1930 [27 April 1825]: 106)

He described the French Revolution to his friend and fellow writer Friedrich 
Schiller as ‘rivulets and streams’, dashing against each until they become 
tremendous floods, overwhelming those in its path and crushing the free-
dom envisaged by philosophers (Brown 1992: 487; Goethe and Schiller 
1879 Letter [9 March 1802] No. 846: 406–7). Napoleon or Byron were 
demonic creatures, inflaming the masses and overturning the old political 
order, across Europe. So too were Peter the Great and Frederick the Great 
as enlightened despots pushing modernisation of their traditional societies 
(Eckermann 1930 [8 March 1831]: 394). His mythologising of the great 
men of history was politically ambivalent. Subsequently he was accused of 
glamorising political tyranny, especially in the wake of the Nazis (Butler 
1956 [1949]: 209–22).

Here we come to Goethe’s attraction to the demonic as an expression 
of vitality and the life forces (Brown 1992: 487–88). Just a year before his 
death, he wrote, ‘The daemonic is that which cannot be explained by Reason 
or Understanding; it lies not in my nature, but I am subject to it’ (Eckermann 
1930 [24 February 1831]: 392). His idea of the demonic was distinct from 
Christian concepts of evil, and perhaps closer to ancient ideas of the gods as 
capricious forces (Brown 1992: 476):

He thought he could detect in nature—both animate and inanimate, with soul 
or without soul—something which manifests itself only in contradictions, and 
which, therefore, could not be comprehended under any idea, still less under 
one word. It was not godlike, for it seemed unreasonable; not human, for it had 
no understanding; nor devilish, for it was beneficent; not angelic, for it often 
betrayed a malicious pleasure. It resembled chance, for it evolved no conse-
quences: it was like Providence, for it hinted at connection. All that limits us it 
seemed to penetrate; it seemed to sport at will with the necessary elements of 
our existence; it contracted time and expanded space. In the impossible alone 
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60 Chapter 2

did it appear to find pleasure, while it rejected the possible with contempt. 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 423)

Most obviously his Faust depicted a demonic principle at work in human 
history:

The demoniacal element, which is in play on both sides, and in conflict with 
which the lovely falls while the hated triumphs; and above all the prospect that 
out of this conflict will spring a third element which will answer to the wishes 
of all men. (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 424)

The demonic was a contradictory force whose opposition to the established 
order helped advance human history, ‘a power, which, if it be not opposed to 
the moral order of the world, nevertheless does often so cross it that one may 
be regarded as the warp and the other as the woof’ (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] 
Vol. II Part 4: 425).

His idea of the demonic here coincided with the philosopher Hegel’s dia-
lectical understanding of history, or Kant’s recognition of the crooked timber 
of humanity, and the paradox of human moral development through conflict, 
or how war challenged the lethargy society tended to sink into in peace 
(Hegel 1975 [1830]; Kant PP 1996c [1795]; Lukacs 1968 [1947]: 171–5).

Goethe wrote of using imaginary creations to combat ‘this fearful principle’ 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Book 20: 423). His conservatism favoured 
political Neptunism and ordered harmonious social progress. His 1790 study 
The Metamorphosis of Plants (Goethe 2009 [1790]) honoured evolutionary 
change. Against his own temptations towards the demonic, his Faust gave a 
voice to Thales, one of the pre-Socratic ancient Greek philosophers. Thales 
has been described as the first European scientist trying to understand nature 
in unified material terms and developing a theory of water as the originating 
source of life (Feldman 1945: 5). Thales suggested the earth was situated on 
water, and earthquakes were caused by land being knocked together by the 
waves. Goethe’s Thales eulogised life-engendering water against seismic 
violence (Constantine 2009: 110–111; Feldman 1945: 5). Symbolically he 
portrayed his Nereids and Tritons as cradling men in the sea, and his sirens 
singing of shipwrecks and drowning men, thereby spanning the life cycle 
from birth to death (Goethe in Constantine 2009: 128). Symbolically too the 
test-tube Homunculus, product of Faust’s former pupil Wagner’s demonic 
laboratory, was brought to life through the fusion of Protean fire and Neptu-
nian water. In this fusion, ‘Eros is sovereign’ (Constantine 2009: 131). Thales 
envisaged the seas uniting people in a political federation of coastal city states 
under the protection of the sea-god Poseidon against the imperial Persia (Feld-
man 1945: 5). Again Faust alluded to the mythical King Eurotas, who drained 
the marsh waters and carved out a river to the sea, and whose daughter gave 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 61

the name to the city state of Sparta (Goethe 1832 III ‘Inner Courtyard’ in 
Wayne 1959: 194). The sea as a life-giving force spilled over into Goethe’s 
views that people living by the coast were generally ‘far more productive and 
 possessed of more active force’, an idea implicit in Egmont portraying the 
Dutch revolt as the seas breaking the dikes and reclaiming the usurped land 
(Eckermann 1930 [12 March 1828]: 253; 1969 [1787] Act V: 189).

Alongside Thales, Goethe was attracted to Spinoza as a philosopher who 
understood our connection to nature and opposed mechanical thinking about 
the universe (Goethe 1974 Vol. II Book 16: 306–11). He cited Spinoza to 
question the Cartesian view of animals, and our reluctance to admit animals 
could exhibit ‘anything like reason’. He objected: ‘So rooted within us is the 
idea of our own superiority, that we absolutely refuse to concede to the out-
ward world any part or portion in it’ (Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 
4: 310–11). Spinoza spoke to our social distortion and expectations for moral 
and social material improvement:

Much that is most inwardly peculiar to us we are not allowed to develop; much 
that we need from without for the completion of our character is withheld; 
while . . . so much is forced upon us which is as alien to us as it is burdensome. 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 307–8)

Goethe’s political philosophy was earthy and practically orientated, con-
cerned with our material conditions. His love of nature was not a recipe for 
spiritual idealism and renunciation, and his Faust wanted to harness its ener-
gies. In these ambitions he was an industrial vulcanist within his political 
Neptunism.

GOETHE’S POLITICS OF SCIENTIFIC IMPROVEMENT

By the 1830s, when Goethe was completing Faust, a new age of steam and 
industrial engineering of the future was opening up internationally. Thomas 
Carlyle’s 1832 essay on Goethe conjured up the spectre of the New Europe 
as a time of catastrophe: ‘New Europe . . . has had its Mirabeaus, and Byrons, 
and Napoleons, and innumerable red-flaming meteors, shaking pestilence 
from their hair; and earthquakes and deluges, and Chaos come again’ (Carlyle 
1893 [1832]: 238). How should one live in the New Europe? Carlyle saw 
Goethe as bringing light to his contemporaries, and meaning out of the confu-
sion (Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 238). He was the great reconciler who could give 
them guidance on how to navigate the times in ways that upheld tradition but 
‘with the expansion and increased endowment of a modern’ (Carlyle 1893 
[1832]: 243). In rejecting revolution, he was not rejecting social progress 
and intervening in nature. His inspiration for Faust’s plans was prompted 
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62 Chapter 2

by the 1825 February North Sea disaster when the high tides battered Dutch 
and German coasts and flooded land, killing 800 people. He was appalled 
by the human suffering and devastation to communities in what was known 
as the Great Hallig Flood in German, and the worst Dutch flood disaster of 
the nineteenth century. His 1825 essay on meteorology, responding to the 
disaster, declaimed:

the elements have a constant urge to go their own wild and brutal way. Where 
man has taken possession of the earth and is obliged to keep it, he must be for-
ever vigilant and ready to resist. But these individual defences are not nearly so 
effective as the use of law to counter the unruly, and here nature has prepared 
the way for us in a wonderful fashion by setting an alive, formed existence 
against the formless. (Goethe 1995 [1825]: 147)

Individual efforts could only do so much. Collective efforts and the state of 
local sea defences mattered in the death toll. Good government supervising 
material improvements was required to avoid natural disasters and political 
revolution:

I was as little a friend to arbitrary rule. Indeed, I was perfectly convinced that 
a great revolution is never a fault of the people, but always of the government. 
Revolutions are utterly impossible as long as governments are constantly just 
and constantly vigilant; so that they may anticipate them by improvements at the 
right time, and not hold out until they are forced to yield by the pressure from 
beneath. (Eckermann 1930 [4 January 1824]: 36)

Famously Johann Eckemann’s Conversations of Goethe recalled his enthu-
siasm for the ambitious engineering projects to build the Panama and Suez 
canals inspired by the German explorer Alexander von Humboldt’s travels: 
‘If they succeed in cutting such a canal that ships of any burden and size can 
be navigated through it from the Mexican Gulf to the Pacific Ocean, innu-
merable benefits would result to the whole human race, civilized and uncivi-
lized’ (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 174). He foresaw the United 
States developing as the leading industrial country:

But I should wonder if the United States were to let an opportunity escape of 
getting such work into their own hands. It may be foreseen that this young state, 
with its decided predilection to the West, will, in thirty or forty years, have occu-
pied and peopled the large tract of land beyond the Rocky Mountains. It may, 
furthermore, be foreseen that along the whole coast of the Pacific Ocean, where 
nature has already formed the most capacious and secure harbours, important 
commercial towns will gradually arise, for the furtherance of a great intercourse 
between China and the East Indies and the United States. (Eckermann 1930 [21 
February 1827]: 174)

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 63

There would need to be new international lines of communication and travel, 
as Marlowe’s Dr Faustus had dreamed of:

In such a case, it would not only be desirable, but almost necessary, that a 
more rapid communication should be maintained between the eastern and 
western shores of North America, both by merchant-ships and men-of-war, 
than has hitherto been possible with the tedious, disagreeable, and expensive 
voyage around Cape Horn. I therefore repeat, that it is absolutely indispens-
able for the United States to effect a passage from the Mexican Gulf to the 
Pacific Ocean; and I am certain that they will do it. (Eckermann 1930 [21 
February 1827]: 174)

He regretted he would not live to see the great industrial schemes of the new age:

Would that I might live to see it!—but I shall not. I should like to see another 
thing—a junction of the Danube and the Rhine. But this undertaking is so gigan-
tic that I have doubts of its completion, particularly when I consider our German 
resources. And thirdly and lastly, I should wish to see England in possession of 
a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. Would I could live to see these three great 
works! It would be well worth the trouble to last some fifty years more for the 
purpose. (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 174)

Earlier he had called for promoting individuals with expert knowledge and 
of practical action to reconstruct Europe after the Napoleonic wars (Goethe 
1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 422). He was attracted to the demonic as an 
‘active power’, propelling enlightened leaders to drive national development 
and improve ‘the condition of humanity’, while ruling ‘by law and justice’ 
(Goethe 1974 [1830–1831] Vol. II Part 4: 349–51). Creative demonic spirits 
could be affirmed insofar as they did not descend into mere negation and 
destruction of existing institutions: ‘The great point is, not to pull down, but 
to build up’ (Eckermann 1930 [24 February 1825]: 88; see also Eckermann 
1930 [16 December 1828]: 286). In this vein, he approvingly wrote of the 
‘late Grand Duke’s demonic spirit’ (Eckermann 1930 [8 March 1831]: 394). 
Goethe had administered the royal mines for the Duke of Saxe-Weimar 
encouraging his own Faustian scientific and development visions. A Faustian 
spirit could be admired in great leaders but could not be permitted among 
their subjects. Rulers needed to avert the disturbing political earthquakes, 
floods, and volcanoes of their day through their enlightened governance.

INDUSTRIAL SUBLIME

Many European intellectuals like Goethe fearing political anarchy turned to 
the new sciences and new technologies to advance society, from the French 
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64 Chapter 2

founding sociologist and positivist philosopher August Comte to the former 
English radicals, the chemist Humphry Davy and the poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. The divide between the sciences and arts was not so clear-cut in 
the age of Goethe. Artists and writers followed the new scientific discover-
ies and technical inventions, and discussed whether they could ameliorate 
the human condition (Holmes 2008; Uglow 2002). As Europe’s first indus-
trialising society, Britain reflected the conflicting experiences of the Indus-
trial Revolution. Economic debates on the social impact of commerce and 
industrialisation went from the classical liberal economics of Adam Smith’s 
1776 work The Wealth of Nations, Benthamite utilitarianism, Lockean labour 
and cultivation theories of property, Ricardian labour theories of value, 
Malthusian population theories, and Owenite utopian socialism to Carlyle’s 
conservative essays and the revolutionary critiques of modern capitalism of 
Friedrich Engels’ 1845 work The Condition of the Working Class in England 
(originally published in German) and his writings with Marx on communism.

The Industrial Revolution was acclaimed culturally through the aesthetic 
ideals of the sublime and awe-inspiring forms, creating the Faustian industrial 
sublime. These ideals developed in the wake of the Lisbon earthquake (Burke 
1998 [1757]; Kant 1960 [1764]). The artist Joseph Wright (1734–1797) from 
Derby was associated with the Lunar Society of the industrialising Midlands. 
Its members were key figures in the British enlightenment and its scientific 
and industrial revolutions. The new sciences and industries inspired his work 
(Nicolson 1968: 111–22). Wright saw hope and magic in the technological 
innovations (ibid.). His paintings celebrated humanity’s new Faustian knowl-
edge and Promethean powers. The Alchemist in Search of the Philosopher’s 
Stone (1771) depicted Hennig Brand’s discovery of phosphorous. An Iron 
Forge (1772) identified the iron-founder with Prometheus, boldly manipulating 
fire and shaping nature before his family. His Vesuvius in Eruption (1776–1780) 
depicted the sublime in nature but resonated with the political vulcanism of the 
American Revolution, and the economic vulcanism of the Industrial Revolu-
tion at home. Derbyshire was where in 1771 Joseph Arkwright set up what is 
regarded as the first modern industrial factory. His painting of Arkwright’s 
Cotton Mills by Night (1782) presented the Derbyshire factory as lighting up 
the sky akin to a fiery volcano. If his paintings mythologised the new industries, 
he was also alert to the ambiguities of how humanity might use its discoveries 
and inventions (Uglow 2002: 122–24, 333–5). His fascination with light and 
dark was in tune with contemporaries wanting to advance an age of Enlighten-
ment and overcome their unenlightened age (Kant AWE 1996a [1784]). An 
Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump (1768), with its gasping bird, a tradi-
tional symbol of love and freedom, asked questions of science (Ackroyd 2016: 
295–7; Uglow 2002: 123). The symbolic human resonances were reinforced 
by the artist’s own asthmatic condition and made explicit by the philosopher  
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of the sublime, Edmund Burke criticised philosophical writings supporting the 
French revolutionaries who ‘considered men in their experiments no more than 
do mice in an air pump’ (Burke 1796 in Uglow 2002: 448). Some Lunar Soci-
ety associates were indeed political and industrial vulcanists.

Wright’s industrial sublime influenced the next generation of painters. The 
artist and engineer John Martin (1789–1854) embodied the closer relation-
ship between the arts, science, and industry in this period. His engineering 
designs were innovative in their ambitions, including railways, lighthouses, 
and a sewage system for London, even if not taken up. It is for his paintings 
associated with political catastrophism and the industrial sublime that he is 
most remembered (Morden 2010; Myrone 2011; Paley 1986). His apocalyp-
tic themes were propelled by the Industrial Revolution, social turbulence, and 
reform politics rather than religious beliefs (Morden 2010: 37–66). He was a 
deist and had radical sympathies, and knew figures such as the philosopher 
William Godwin and the writer and publisher Leigh Hunt. While his meeting 
in London with the Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg and future King of Bel-
gium helped secure him a European reputation. The figures of Faust, Lucifer, 
and Prometheus haunt his work (Morden 2010: 52–59). His Destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah (1852) or The Great Day of His Wrath (1853) or ear-
lier 1824 engravings of Milton’s Paradise Lost echoed the landscapes of the 
new collieries and factories. His engraving Satan Presiding over the Infernal 
Council (1824) condemned continental and domestic political oppression. 
The Seventh Plague of Egypt (1824), Eve of the Deluge (1840), and The Last 
Judgment (1853) all underscored the precariousness of the social order and 
urged reform (Morden 2010: 57–59). The new industries represented new 
Promethean heights for humanity and the wealth of the nation (Smith 1970 
[1776]). However many industrial workers suffered stunted growth and lost 
dignity as mere hands to machines (Ackroyd 2016: 257–80; Porter 1991 
[1982]: 311–39). Symbolically, Luciferian gaslight could light the night 
and also allow Faust the Developer to extend industrial labour through the 
night (Ackroyd 2016: 259). Industrialised society transformed people’s lives 
for the better in Britain over the next two centuries, and they became more 
protected from disease, disaster, and hunger. Yet the immiseration of those 
hands serving the new industrial experiment was exacerbated and persisted 
too long.

Enlightened humanist ideals wanted to address human suffering, whether 
manifested in oppressive government, slavery, or in poverty, and sought to 
universalise technological advancements and advance social progress. The 
works of Joseph Turner (1775–1851) displayed Faustian strivings against 
the sublime power of nature. Turner’s early works, such as Dutch Boats in a 
Gale (1801) or The Shipwreck (1805), depicted precarious human vessels in 
ferocious stormy seas. His later works showed human engineering ingenuity 
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66 Chapter 2

defying the forces of nature and affirming the human spirit. Bell Rock Light-
house (1819) was commissioned by the Scottish engineer Robert Stevenson, 
who led the major engineering feat. Stevenson wanted future generations to 
be inspired by earlier generations of engineers as he had been, and wanted 
their work honoured in different ways (Stevenson 1931 [1824]: 7). The 
lighthouse was portrayed sturdily defending the vessels against the relentless 
waves. Life-boat and Manby Apparatus Going Off to a Stranded Vessel Mak-
ing Signal (Blue Lights) of Distress (1831) showed further human ingenuity 
evading the dangerous waters to rescue those in peril. Turner painted human 
engineering as sublime cultural achievements, not just practical projects 
(BBC 2013; Rodner 1997). His figures were not simply passive victims or 
onlookers of disasters but part of an active chain of collective human endeav-
our and mutual struggle against the natural elements. Greater belief in the 
possibilities of material change also witnessed expanding human sympathy. 
In this vein, A Disaster at Sea (1835) depicted the sinking of the Amphitrite 
transporting women convicts in 1833, and The Slave Ship or Slavers Throw-
ing Overboard the Dead and Dying—Typhon Coming On (1840) invited 
viewers to identify with their fate as part of our common humanity. Turner’s 
lines, composed in his twenties, and accompanying exhibition of The Slave 
Ship, pronounced ‘Hope, Hope, fallacious Hope! /Where is thy market now?’ 
(Turner [1812] in Lindsay 1966: 189).

FAUST’S BYRONIC CHILD?

What of Lord Byron (1788–1824), whom Goethe so admired and represented 
as Faust’s son? Byron famously declared in his bestselling Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage, ‘I love not the man less but nature more’ (Byron 1980 [1812] 
Canto IV Verse 178: 184). Overall, though, his was a human-centred aesthet-
ics. Mont Blanc or Mount Etna had their claims to the sublime, but the human 
element transformed a landscape poetically (Byron 1991 [1821]: 129–35). 
He disagreed with making ‘a Diety’ of the world (Byron: 1991 [1821] 134). 
Human artifice enhanced nature—‘without the vessel—what should we care 
for the tempest’ (Byron 1991 [1821]: 131).

Poetic veneration of nature did not necessarily mean opposing the new 
industries where they actually enhanced individuals’ lives (Holmes 2008; 
Uglow 2002). Byron, like Goethe, celebrated the improved turnpike roads 
and a future where steam engines might go to the moon. Human pursuit 
of knowledge and development was ‘A thing of comfort to counterbalance 
human woes’ (Byron 1986 [1823] Canto X Verse 2: 437). Still he was all too 
aware that human invention did not necessarily improve the lot of the com-
mon people. For Davy’s safety lamp invented to save miners’ lives allowed  
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 67

dangerous mines to be reopened, and thereby put more workers’ lives at 
risk. Equally, human invention could mean the lethal refinement of weapons 
of war. As his narrative poem Don Juan satirised, ‘This is the patent-age 
of new inventions / For killing bodies, and for saving souls’ (Byron 1986 
[1819] Canto I Verse 132: 50–51). The uses of new technology depended on 
other political and social factors. Seven years earlier, Byron had taken up the 
cause of the Luddites aligning himself with liberal Whig peers (Byron 1991 
[1812]: 22–27). The Luddite movement involved handloom weavers who 
opposed the new machine looms destroying their livelihoods and had begun 
in Nottinghamshire, not far from the seat of his ancestral home. His House of 
Lords speech of February 1812 declared, ‘The rejected workmen . . . instead 
of rejoicing at these improvements in arts so beneficial to mankind, conceived 
themselves to be sacrificed to improvements in mechanism’ (Byron 1991 
[27 February 1812]: 23). He defended the Luddites as driven to smashing 
machines by their desperate conditions:

These men were willing to dig, but the spade was in other hands; they were 
not ashamed to beg, but there was none to relieve them. Their own means 
of subsistence were cut off; all other employments pre-occupied; and their 
excesses, however to be deplored and condemned, can hardly be the subject of 
surprise. (Byron 1991 [27 February 1812]: 24)

Byron did not attack the introduction of industrial machinery per se. Rather 
he attacked how the new frames were being introduced in an irresponsible 
way and were as yet only producing inferior ‘spider-work’ for export. The 
national priority should not be the ‘enrichment of a few’ at the expense of 
the many unemployed ‘industrious poor’, whose difficulties had been exac-
erbated by the war (Byron 1991 [27 February 1812]: 24). Just ‘as your char-
ity began abroad’, he contended, ‘it should end at home’ (Byron 1991 [27 
February 1812]: 26). Aid was being provided overseas to Portuguese allies, 
and aid should be provided to Nottinghamshire workers. A couple of days 
after his speech, he anonymously published ‘An Ode to the Framers of the 
Frame Bill’ in the Morning Chronicle newspaper. His satirical ode attacked 
how human life was being treated as worth less than machinery since ‘Stock-
ings fetch better prices than lives’, and the authorities’ suppressive measures 
imagining ‘Gibbets on Sherwood’ would ‘heighten the scenery’ (Byron 1981 
[2 March 1812]: 9). His later 1816 ‘Song for the Luddites’ identified with ‘the 
Liberty lads o’er the sea’ and imagined the exploited weavers exchanging 
‘the shuttle . . . for the sword’ (Byron 1981 [24 December 1816]: 150). The 
Luddites were the ‘Lutherans of politics’, demanding political reformation 
and defending their livelihoods (Byron 1981 [1816]: 150). Their movement 
embodied the demand to be subjects in the new machine world, not just 
objects of industrialisation (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5).
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68 Chapter 2

Byron belonged to the so-called Satanic School of poets, whose dissident 
writers were inspired by Milton’s fallen angel. Radical political movements 
readily identified themselves with disastrous natural forces, from the earth-
shaking Bible-reading republicans in seventeenth-century England to the 
twentieth-century anti-colonialists invoking the volcanic potency of their 
national struggles. As Defoe recognised, one unfreedom or calamity could be 
used metaphorically to express another (Bernard 1967; Defoe 1994 [1719]: 
242; Richetti 2005: 385–6). Political catastrophism could be underpinned by 
humanist ideals and political optimism, and was not necessarily associated 
with reaction or despair. Byron’s 1819 Don Juan depicted a ship wrecked 
by storms and the responses of the crew and passengers facing death: sailors 
courageously toiling to save the ship and others wanting alcoholic oblivion, 
passengers clinging to their humanity and faith and others resorting to can-
nibalism to survive (Byron 1986 [1819] Canto II Verses 26–110: 97–123). 
His verses were less confident than Rousseau’s view that adversity and 
disasters awakened general humanitarian sympathies (Rousseau 1992 [1762]: 
185–186). Byron’s play Sardanpalis, which he dedicated to Goethe, saw the 
floods as the enemy overwhelming the fortress walls of the defenders (Byron 
1991 [1821]: 117). Elsewhere he treated the waves as a collective force wear-
ing away the fortress rock of power. Under tyranny the waters shrivelled and 
were enfeebled, latent forces, waiting to be roused again. His poems ‘The 
Giaour’, ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’, and ‘The Siege of Corinth’ all 
made this linkage between politics and the seas in their different ways (Byron 
1981 [1813]: 39–82; [1815]: 310; [1816]: 335). Alternatively the high seas 
represented the lawless conditions of unfree, oppressed people where force 
ruled, and degraded individuals took up piracy and revenged themselves 
against the world (Byron 1986 [1821] Canto III Verses 53–55: 177–8). Sea 
Beggars, though, could become statesmen (Schiller 1990 [1788]: 120). The 
floods were cleansing healing waters, or political forces sweeping away 
corrupt oppressive relations. Luddism was suppressed, but their demands 
re-emerged in Chartism after Byron’s death, calling for the  franchise and 
parliamentary reform. Arthur Clough’s famous 1849 poem ‘Say Not the 
Struggle Nought Availeth’ was written in the wake of the Chartist defeat 
in 1848. Clough’s imagery suggested their movement for political change 
would again swell and overcome opposition. So while the waves at the front 
were ‘tired’ and making little gain, invisibly they were being joined by waters 
from ‘creeks and inlets’ far behind to make an irresistible flood (Clough 1951 
[1849]: 63). Against the flowing waters of human solidarity was the Dick-
ensian Scrooge’s ‘misanthropic ice’, where human sympathy was frozen and 
offered no charity (Dickens 1915 [1843]: 15).

The fierce elements portended political change in the work of Byron’s friend 
and fellow satanic verser Percy Shelley. His poem ‘Prometheus Unbound’ 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 69

depicted the destructive natural forces transforming from ‘Earthquake-fiends’ 
and instruments of persecution to forces raging against tyranny ‘the contagion 
of a mother’s hate / Breathed on her child’s destroyer’ (Shelley 1983 [1820] 
Lines 1.166–1.179: 38). His 1819 poem ‘The Mask of Anarchy’ denounced 
the Peterloo Massacre, when soldiers fired on demonstrators petitioning for 
the franchise in Manchester in 1819. There he called for non-violent civil 
disobedience, but his words warned of a volcano ‘heard afar’ and ‘oppres-
sion’s thundered doom’ (Shelley 1983 [1819] Lines 367, 369: 75–76). His 
‘Ode to Liberty’ looked to the Spanish uprising to awaken England against 
its oppression ‘as with its thrilling thunder / Vesuvius wakens Etna’ (Shelley 
1983 [1820] Stanza 13 Lines 182–3: 95). Byron was more negative about the 
1819 Peterloo protesters than the Luddites of 1812. Amid his trenchant satiri-
cal writings, he was inclined towards cautious reform domestically, while 
tempted by a revolutionary path abroad. For the author of Childe Harold felt 
he had yet to earn his spurs and was temperamentally impatient with slower 
incremental emancipatory domestic reform.

PROGRESS OR CATASTROPHISM?

Internationally Byron remained a palpable influence in continental European 
national movements. Domestically his legacy was tamed to the ‘bad, mad and 
dangerous’ Byronic hero of romantic fiction. His influence was eliminated 
as far as possible from reform circles. We see this in George Eliot’s 1866 
novel Felix the Radical. Her hero was a respectable worker emphasising 
self-education and moral responsibility as necessary to social improvement 
and the incremental expansion of the franchise. He symbolically condemned 
Byron’s works:

A misanthropic debauchee . . . His corsairs and renegades, his Alps and Man-
freds, are the most paltry puppets that were ever pulled by the strings of lust and 
pride. (Eliot 1995 [1866]: 69)

Eliot’s novel joined other ‘condition of England’ literature from Benjamin 
Disraeli’s novel 1845 Sybil or the Two Nations to Edwin Chadwick’s 1842 
Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population (Williams 
1965: 202–43). They wanted serious domestic reform and improved com-
munication between the classes, to address the divisions of society and avoid 
revolution. Many came from the Victorian evangelical movement, that is, 
‘the Saints’, not the ‘Satanic School’ (Claeys 1989; Howse 1953). Eliot’s 
condemnation of Byron drew on Lord Macaulay’s 1831 essay on the poet. 
Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800–1859) highlighted Byron’s attachment 
to the cause of national liberation in southern Europe against empire, but not 
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70 Chapter 2

his domestic reform politics and speeches in the House of Lords defending 
the plight of the Luddites, Catholic emancipation, and petitioning for parlia-
mentary reform (Byron 1991 [1812–1813]: 20–45). The politician, historian, 
and colonial administrator Macaulay sought to distance his own Whig poli-
tics from any alarming association with Byron as a former Whig peer. He 
was particularly concerned about the younger generation being influenced 
by a Byronic legacy of misanthropy and moral dissolution (Macaulay 1907 
[1831]: 613–42). Instead Macaulay outlined a social reform agenda and 
liberal education empowered by material transformation and international 
commerce:

It has lengthened life; it has mitigated pain; it has extinguished diseases; it has 
increased the fertility of the soil; it has given new securities to the mariner; it has 
furnished new arms to the warrior; it has spanned great rivers and estuaries with 
bridges of form unknown to our fathers; it has guided the thunderbolt innocu-
ously from heaven to earth; it has lighted up the night with the splendour of the 
day; it has extended the range of the human vision; it has multiplied the power 
of the human muscles; it has accelerated motion; it has annihilated distance; it 
has facilitated intercourse, correspondence, all friendly offices, all despatch of 
business; it has enabled man to descend to the depths of the sea, to soar into the 
air, to penetrate securely into the noxious recesses of the earth, to traverse the 
land in cars which whirl along without horses, and the ocean in ships which run 
ten knots an hour against the wind. These are but a part of its fruits, and of its 
first fruits. (Macaulay 1907 [1837]: 375–6)

Macaulay attributed such ideas to Bacon’s philosophy, which aimed ‘to supply 
our vulgar wants’ and eradicate the causes of popular discontent (Macaulay 
1907 [1837]: 373). He was impatient with ancient philosophies who eschewed 
material development as beneath them. ‘The wise man of the Stoics would, no 
doubt, be a grander object than a steam-engine. But there are steam-engines’, 
he declared (Macaulay 1907 [1837]: 374). Even if one dismissed such aims as 
philistine, they were being achieved and opened up other possibilities (Macau-
lay 1907 [1837]: 374). Material progress would raise the population’s living 
conditions and their level of education and help secure stable, reformed politi-
cal institutions on liberal principles against the dangers of radical disorder or 
reactionary malaise. The injustices or disturbances of industrialisation would 
be addressed through society’s combined economic and moral progress, and 
incremental social reform guided by socially minded and morally responsible 
leaders. British industrial development and slow reform avoided the Byronic 
revolution domestically he feared, although it was more conflicted than pro-
gressive Whig history averred (Butterfield 1931; Plumb 1966: 272–89).

Steamships and railways, Macaulay believed, would open up communica-
tions between societies across the globe and facilitate a global liberal civilising 
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 The Disastrous Birth of Modernity in Europe 71

mission (Morris 1973: 74–76). Did European expansion facilitate or regress 
economies, industrial development and material security elsewhere? What of 
Egypt’s own Faust the Developer and initiatives towards Egyptian industri-
alisation at this time? The expanding British colonial administration, where 
Macaulay held various senior positions, was riven with further contradictions 
and conflicts over the ends it served. The Irish famine of the 1840s, just a 
few years after Macaulay’s confident words, showed liberal reform devastat-
ingly late to comprehend the situation and too ready to disparage the subjects 
they sought to improve (Gray 1999; Lebow 1973; Morris 1973: 75). Did 
colonial development prevent disasters or precipitate and exacerbate them? 
The Bengal famine of the 1770s had shown the ruinous policies of the East 
India Company in the previous century (Damodaran 2009). Byron’s odes and 
songs on the plight of Nottinghamshire framers could apply to many Indian 
weavers under British rule. A political catastrophism identifying with the 
disastrous forces of nature, whether the blazing comet or volcano, tidal wave 
or epidemic, reacted against the old and new European imperialism from 
Croatia to the Caribbean (Césaire 1983 [1949]: 242; Césaire 1995 [1939]: 99; 
Krleža 1965 [1922]: 416–17).

The next chapter considers the Dutch engineering of its nation and its 
efforts to realise Faustian dam-building projects. The rise of the Dutch 
republic spurred modern progressive development and the beliefs of Goethe, 
Macaulay, and others about the possibility of shaping the world materially 
and politically (Macaulay 1906 [1848]).
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Chapter 3

Faustian Work and ‘The Hope  
of the Poor’

The farmer Philemon marvelled at the construction work unfolding before 
his eyes:

Those distant white
Sails seek haven for the night;
Now like nesting birds they know
Here’s a port where they can go.
Thus it is; you must look far
Now to find the sea’s blue shore,
For dense between, on wide new land,
New human habitations stand.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt of  
the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 208)

Faust’s ‘last great project’ was about building sea walls and a protected har-
bour and land reclamation. He aspired to a new productive harmony between 
land and sea, humanity and nature. Ships could sail safely in and out of the 
new harbour, instead of being wrecked on the dangerous coastal dunes, while 
the fertile reclaimed land could support more people (Goethe 1832 Act V 
‘Open Country & A Palace’ in Luke 1998: 207, 212). Ambitious infrastruc-
tures required collective human endeavour. Faust applauded:

The clash of spades: how it delights my heart!
These are my many workmen; here they toil,
The alienated earth to reconcile
To keep the ocean and the land apart,
To rule the unruly waves once more.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt’  
in Luke 1998: 222)
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74 Chapter 3

Harbours symbolised humanity collectively creating safe havens in a danger-
ous world, not just navigating natural hazards as the ancient oarsman (Duffield 
2018). Individuals and their home were not secure in a state of nature (Hobbes 
1960 [1651]: 80–4). There were limits to individual strategies of survival or 
resilience. People better protected themselves through collective action.

Philemon admired Faust’s grand vision benefiting seafaring and farming 
families. The old man would have assisted in the works, save that his aged 
limbs did not have the strength:

The fierce foaming waves, have been
Turned into a park; behold
Now this paradisal scene!
. . .
Dams and dikes built in a day
Stole the birthright of the waves
And usurped the ocean’s sway.
Now green fields and gardens lie,
Woods and villages have grown
Up all round.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘Open Country’  
in Luke 1998: 208)

Philemon appreciated the ‘new human habitation’ created under Faust’s direction 
and considered his offer to relocate them in a ‘fine new house’ on the reclaimed 
polder-ground. His wife Baucis was suspicious, though, of Faust’s overtures and 
advised her husband they belonged in their old homestead. To what extent was 
Faust acting in the common interest with his ambitious development?

Goethe depicted the ambivalence of modern development. An enlightened 
despot could override people’s concerns when they clashed with his wishes. 
Faust’s offer was not disinterested. He wanted to appropriate their homestead 
to his private fiefdom and command a coastal view for his personal enjoy-
ment. Faust’s selfish wants fatally condemned Baucis and Philemon. He did 
not accept their refusal to move and called on Mephistopheles to ensure they 
yielded. His henchmen burnt down the farm and the elderly couple were 
killed, showing Faustian modernity descending into political terror and vio-
lent colonisation. Mephistopheles further subverted Faust’s great salvation 
project into unwittingly digging his own grave. Old Nick sneered that our 
ideals and creations were in vain and ended in nothing:

With all your foolish dams and dikes;
Neptune, the water-devil, likes
To think of the great feast there’ll be
When they collapse.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt’ in Luke 1998: 222)
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 75

Shipwreck was the fate of mortal human beings. Mephistopheles did not have 
the last word or lesson for humanity though. The human spirit could resist 
evil and rise above its destruction. We could strive and build something last-
ing beyond our individual life spans through the shared world we fostered 
with each other combining our creative energies. Engineering projects were 
not merely of utilitarian value. They were a feat of human culture, Sigmund 
Freud observed, and humanity’s eternal struggle against the destructive 
forces of nature, including our own nature (Freud 1973 [1933]: 112). They 
were a ‘work of civilization’, not just ‘pure technique’ (Wagret 1968: 280). 
Faust’s redemptive dam building showed Goethe’s humanist ideals linking 
spiritual, cultural and material transformation:

Night seems to close upon me deeper still,
But in my inmost soul a bright light shines.
I hasten to complete my great designs.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘Midnight’ in Luke 1998: 221)

Faust’s grand designs turned monstrous by becoming detached from society 
and destroying Baucis and Philemon. In his vanity, Faust wanted a palace 
view unhindered by other human habitation. Fittingly after the murders, he 
lost his sight to Care. His last energies were expended mobilising the con-
struction workers to his bold scheme, which he would not live to see and 
others would enjoy. Human creations decay and have to be cultivated. Land 
reclamation has to be maintained against destructive natural and human 
forces. Experience may be galvanised to enhance engineering and the work-
ing conditions of the workers, where people have a determining political 
voice.

Goethe’s Faust explored the contradictory history of modernity with his 
decadent empire, piratical sea buccaneers, imperial speculators, and hydro-
engineers. These themes involved his long interest in Dutch history. His 1787 
drama Egmont of fifty years earlier dramatised the sixteenth-century Dutch 
struggle against the Spanish Habsburgs (Goethe 1969 [1787]). He was among 
many Europeans to be inspired by the Dutch republic, and Faust’s redemptive 
deed belonged to its hydro-engineering tradition. This chapter considers the 
Dutch struggle over the sea. The sixteenth-century Dutch engineer Andries 
Vierlingh famously described engineering innovations as ‘The Hope of the 
Poor’ (Vierlingh in Van Veen 1962: 167). The first part of the chapter dis-
cusses how Dutch innovative hydro-engineering, Dutch republicanism, and 
Dutch intellectual horizons were interlinked. The second part goes on to dis-
cuss the Dutch 1930s Zuyder Zee project of sea defences and land reclama-
tion, which was hailed as one of the wonders of the modern industrial world. 
The Zuyder Zee project and the related post-war Delta works completed in 
the wake of the 1953 North Sea floods represented the culmination of the 
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76 Chapter 3

Dutch Faustian struggle with the sea, and modern hopes for disaster eradi-
cation, anticipated in Goethe’s salvation of Faust. The Zuyder Zee project 
explicitly identified with this endeavouring spirit, and inscribed on the dam 
are the words: ‘A living nation builds its future’ (translation quoted in Wagret 
1968: 17; see also an alternative translation: ‘A nation that is alive builds for 
its future’ (Van Veen 1962: 167)). The Dutch experience inspired interna-
tional hydro-engineering to enhance lives and protection against disasters, 
and Goethe’s lines are quoted in numerous accounts.

KINGS OF SPADES

The seventeenth-century British ambassador William Temple’s 1673 Obser-
vations on the United Provinces of the Netherlands stated that the passage 
across the Zuyder Zee was ‘more dangerous than a Voyage from thence to 
Spain’ (Temple 1972 [1673]: 108). Ships only sailed there because it was a 
great trading centre; it was no easy haven to reach. Ancient writings associ-
ated the dangerous Dutch coastal region with the gates of hell. Odysseus 
reported a ‘land of fog and clouds where the Cimbres live, and where no 
bright sun ever shines upon these miserable people’ (in Van Veen 1962: 
11–12). The writer Pytheas in 325 BC described the terrifying rising and 
falling tides of the Frisian coast as the very lungs of the sea (Van Veen 1962: 
11–12). The Dutch coastal seas and marshes have been imagined as the entry 
to hell itself, and the Dutch as pursuing a holy war against the hellish seas. 
Goethe’s vision of reclaimed land protected from floods joined a tradition of 
heroic accounts of the Dutch struggle, presenting their hydro-engineering as 
transforming their treacherous position into an ‘inland paradise’ (Van Veen 
1962: 40–41; Wagret 1968: 279). Typically the sea enemy is portrayed as 
a more formidable, malevolent adversary than any human enemy (Jenkins 
1966: 25).

A series of accounts of the Zuyder Zee project and Dutch engineering his-
tory were stimulated by the 1953 North Sea flood disaster, the worst coastal 
disaster to hit the Netherlands, Belgium, and Britain in the post-war period, 
with a higher loss of life than the 1825 floods informing Goethe’s thinking 
on disasters and development (Baxter 2005). Over 2,500 were killed in three 
countries and the Irish and North Seas. A number of accounts were in Eng-
lish or translated into English, including the writer Alan Jenkins’ The Golden 
Band: Holland’s Fight against the Sea (1966), the historian Paul Wagret’s 
Polderlands (1968 [1959]), and Dredge, Drain, Reclaim: The Art of a Nation 
(1962) by the chief Rijkswaterstaat engineer Johan Van Veen (1893–1959). 
Their studies continued the tradition of laudatory accounts seeing Dutch 
hydro-engineering as unsurpassed. ‘Nowhere have the actions of the sea, 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 77

nor indeed men’s efforts to counteract them, been so spectacular’, Jenkins 
praised (Jenkins 1966: 16). Numerous accounts quote the well-known 
 sayings of ‘God made the earth, but the Dutch made Holland’ (Jenkins 1966: 
27) or ‘God made the sea but the Dutchman made the shores’ (Wagret 1968: 
279). ‘In some sorte Gods, for they set bounds to the Sea’, said one English 
 seventeenth-century writer (Feltham 1652 in Parker 1985 [1977]: 270). Or 
more crudely, ‘I think the Devil shits Dutchmen’ was the blunt judgement 
quoted by his compatriot, the diarist and British naval administrator Samuel 
Pepys facing Dutch naval power (Pepys [19 July 1667] in Parker 1985 
[1977]: 267). Three centuries on, even those whose experiences of world 
war made them sceptical of claims that technical progress was improving 
human civilisation praised Dutch hydro-engineering. The French novelist 
Georges Duhamel celebrated the Dutch story of an angel visiting Holland 
and God responding, ‘My work? He had visited the one country I had least 
to do with’ (Duhamel in Wagret 1968: 279). If Dutch history is unique in its 
hydro-engineered existence, it is also a chronicle exploiting the engineering 
innovations discovered elsewhere. Its iconic windmills, so crucial to the first 
large-scale efforts of drainage, were preceded by Middle Eastern drainage 
systems, ancient Chinese hydraulic approaches, Japanese and other Asian 
polders, illustrating human ingenuity over the centuries (Wagret 1968: 133, 
276). The rich international cross-cultural prehistory of modern engineering 
is gaining more attention today (Rossi et al., 2017).

Dutch hydro-engineering shaped its political constitutional ideals. The 
Golden Band of Jenkins’ title referred to the ancient Dutch Rustringer 
Rechtsregels code. This thirteenth-century code proclaimed:

That we Friesians shall establish and control a sea-fortress, a golden band which 
shall surround all Friesland, in which each portion of dyke shall be the same as 
the next and against which the salt sea shall thrust both by day and by night. 
(Rustringer quoted in Jenkins 1966: 29)

The Law of the Spade dictated these coastal areas and the communal respon-
sibilities to maintain the sea defences (Van Veen 1962: 28; Wagret 1968: 57). 
Their essential communal preparedness developed what the historian Simon 
Schama called a ‘hydrographic culture’, with their own warning systems and 
flood crisis strategies (Schama 1987: 44). For any individual neglect spelt 
disaster for the whole community. The thirteenth-century Rustringer continues:

We Frisians will defend our land with five arms: with sword and buckler, with 
spade, fork and spear, whether the tide be ebbing or flowing. We will fight day 
and night so that all Frisians may be free, both now and hereafter, as long as 
the wind blows through the clouds and the world remains. (Rustringer quoted 
in Wagret 1968: 57)
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78 Chapter 3

The ancient code was portrayed in Jenkins’ account as ‘a resistance move-
ment’ and ‘a declaration of independence from the sea’, implicitly associating 
the Dutch sea defence building with both the wartime resistance movement 
against the Nazis and earlier historical struggles for Dutch national indepen-
dence (Jenkins 1966: 29). He noted the fundamental relationship between 
Dutch sea defences and Dutch identity reflected in so many personal and 
place names—from Van Dyke to Rotterdam (Jenkins 1966: 36).

The heroes of the engineering advances of particular note are the six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century pioneering engineers Vierlingh (1507–1579) 
and Jan Adriaanzoon Leeghwater (1575–1650) (Bijker 1996). Their engineer-
ing works had a national dimension concerned with improving the conditions 
of all in society. They were wary of futile prestige projects and emphasised 
well-planned and well-maintained engineering. Vierlingh’s Treatise on Dikes 
(1570) was subtitled the Hope of the Poor Folk, for ‘Dredging, draining and 
reclaiming might rightly be called the hope of the poor countries, because 
such positive works yield riches’ (Vierlingh quoted in Van Veen 1962: 167). 
Vierlingh emphasised the communal underpinnings of engineering advances 
(Van Veen 1962: 167; Wagret 1968: 81–82). The ambitious projects could 
not simply rely on mobilising local community labour and had to employ 
seasonal workers drawn from across Europe. He feared workers banding 
together in monopolies and demanding higher wages, indicating how the 
labour disputes under these large-scale projects anticipated later industrial 
conflicts (Knottnerus 1992; Lucassen 1994: 179–81). He advocated military 
discipline and had armed men supervise construction. He was prepared to 
use force against labour unrest and called for hanging strike leaders (ibid.). 
Likewise the engineer railed against elite corruption and high office going 
to ignorant aristocratic outsiders with connections rather than experienced 
locals with engineering skills (Schama 1987: 41–4). His views demonstrate 
the contradictory character of national development and material progress. At 
critical junctures, national interests and international competition induced the 
authorities to pursue collective development by overcoming fears of social 
instability and civil disorder. The national hydro-engineering identity could 
be invoked against doubters and naysayers.

Indicative of the national importance of coastal engineering, Vierlingh’s 
words became cultural sayings: ‘knowledge is power and ignorance is 
weakness’ or ‘whoever uses force on water shall have force exerted on him 
by water’, and so on (Van Veen 1962: 139). He demanded ever vigilance 
against nature: ‘Our enemy the sea never rests. It sleeps neither by day nor 
by night, but charges savagely like a roaring lion to devour the entire land. 
God has given us the weapons to beat it; they are willow twigs, turves, stones 
and clay’ (Vierlingh in Wagret 1968: 82). He warned against passivity and 
acquiescence as merely leading to more retreat: ‘The more one retreats, the 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 79

more the sea prepares to expel one completely’ (Vierlingh in Wagret 1968: 
82). Persuasion was better than brute force. Engineering solutions should 
work with natural forces. His successor Leeghwater articulated the practical 
and the spiritual transcendent dimensions to hydraulic engineering, declar-
ing, ‘The draining of the lakes is one of the most profitable and most holy 
works in Holland’ (Van Veen 1962: 47). Leeghwater developed pumping 
with windmills for land drainage (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 187). He expanded 
Vierlingh’s sea defences and land reclamation ambitions over the Haarlem-
mermeer, which threatened the cities of Amsterdam and Leiden. His goal was 
only finally completed three centuries later in the 1850s.

The seventeenth-century Golden Age of the Netherlands and its political, 
cultural, and intellectual flourishing were interlinked with its engineering 
advances, where political struggles against foreign enemies were paralleled 
by the engineering struggles against the sea enemy (floods) (Bijker 1996; Jen-
kins 1966: 34–36; Van Veen 1962: 139, 167–8; Wagret 1968 [1959]: 81–82). 
Political constitutions had to be maintained like the sea defences. Periods 
of political and intellectual richness could slip into political complacency 
and social malaise. The temptations of commercial speculation and neglect 
haunted modern Dutch history (Rowen 1972: 164–70). Yet any rulers of the 
Netherlands could be reminded from time to time that the spades mattered to 
mastery of land or sea. Dutch engineers were as renowned as their thinkers, 
the legal scholar Hugo Grotius and the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, or their 
artists, Rembrandt and Vermeer (Israel 1995: 271–5). Unsurprisingly ships 
battling in the perilous seas were a key subject of Dutch painting expressed in 
works such as The Storm on the Sea of Galilee (1633) by Rembrandt or Ships 
in Distress off a Rocky Coast (1667) by Ludolf Backhuysen. They established 
the genre of maritime art with the human element Byron aesthetically praised 
(Byron 1991 [1821]: 129–35). Sea battles were another favourite topic of 
Dutch maritime art whether against the Spanish Habsburgs in Hendrik Cor-
nelisz Vroom’s 1617 Dutch Ships Ramming Spanish Galleys off the Flemish 
Coast 1602 or the Anglo-Dutch wars between the rival rising maritime pow-
ers in Pieter Cornelisz van Soest’s Attack on the Medway or Jan van Leyden’s 
Burning of English Ships, depicting events in 1667.

The commercial and cultural dynamism of the Netherlands invoked both 
envy and fear among fellow Europeans (Parker 1985 [1977]: 267; Rowen 
1972: 213–23). The English poet Andrew Marvell (1621–1678), a dabbler in 
Faustian alchemy, saw Dutch hydraulic engineering at first hand in the 1650s. 
The country drew extensively on Dutch engineering expertise over the centu-
ries (Wilson 1946: 101–8). Marvell wanted England to emulate Dutch mari-
time technology as its key rival. Marvell had extensive contact with the Dutch 
as the parliamentary representative of the east coastal town of Hull, and later 
representative of the Shipmasters guild (Holberton 2015). His high regard 
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80 Chapter 3

did not stop him satirising Dutch engineering and land reclamation. His The 
Character of Holland (1651) was a propagandist poem written in the lead-up 
to the first Anglo-Dutch war of 1652–1654 and republished in the second 
Anglo-Dutch war of 1665–1667 (Schama 1987: 262–3). Admiration underlay 
his ruthless mocking of the Netherlands as ‘This indigested vomit of the Sea’, 
an artificial creation ‘that scarce deserves the name of Land’ (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 112). The Dutch were fishermen-miners with ‘mad labour’ fishing 
‘the Land to Shoar’ (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). Amid his insults, Marvell 
compared Dutch hydro-engineering defying the natural forces to building 
their ‘watery Babel’ higher than the original biblical tower (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 112). His poem emphasised the continuing threat the sea posed to the 
maritime nation. In a mockery of ‘their Mare Liberum’, the fish dispossessed 
the Dutch and dined upon them: ‘Whole sholes of Dutch serv’d up for Cabil-
lan’. Reference to Shakespeare warned the maritime empire was overreach-
ing itself and jeopardising their land closer to home. They could rashly find 
themselves swallowed up and ‘For pickled Herring, pickled Heeren chang’d’ 
(Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). The country had to remember its foundations. 
Their watery land required people with hydro-engineering skills to maintain 
their command over the sea. Hydro-engineers were the leading authorities 
in this amphibious nation, and their ruler ‘a King of Spades’ (Marvell 1972 
[1651]: 113). Their King of Spades was satirically contrasted with the ‘rising 
Sun’ of absolutist monarchy. ‘Nec pluribus impar’—‘None his equal’—was 
the motto of the French King Louis XIV. The sun king gained his majority in 
1651, the same year as the poem, in a period of civil war contesting absolut-
ist rule. However, the Netherlands honoured ‘Who best could know to pump 
an Earth so leak’ (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 113). Their liberty could not escape 
the necessity of maintaining the public water works (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 
113).

The Dutch republic had emerged as a significant European power since it 
had taken up arms against the Spanish Habsburg crown. Views on the Dutch 
republic in Britain were influenced by sides in the country’s civil war. Poet 
and monarchist John Dryden (1631–1700) complained about fellow country-
men fawning on ‘those who would ruin them’ (Dryden [1994] 1673: 7). He 
supported the British monarchy and was hostile to the Dutch republic and 
English republicanism. Dryden’s 1673 play Amboyna or The Cruelties of 
the Dutch to the English Merchants dramatised the story of the 1623 killing 
of a group of rival British, Portuguese, and Japanese traders on a Dutch-
controlled Indonesian island (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 1–77). At the time public 
outcry was suppressed by the monarch wanting cordial relations with the 
Netherlands, but it was an event invoked in anti-Dutch propaganda during 
Anglo-Dutch wars (Kewes 2004: 140–1; Mckeon 1975: 99–101; Swift 2010 
[1726]: 200–1). Dryden’s epilogue called for Britain to be an avenging Rome 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 81

and ‘Carthage be subdu’d’ (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 77). His propagandist anti-
Dutch and anti-republican play followed up his 1667 pro-monarchy poem 
Annus Mirabilis: The Year of Wonders championing war against the Dutch to 
make Britain become the preeminent maritime commercial power and super-
sede its overseas empire (Dryden 1956 [1667]: 47–105; Brown 2004: 59–74; 
Mckeon 1975: 99–131). This shift of power was symbolised in the British 
1664 usurpation of the Dutch American settlement of New Amsterdam and 
their renaming as New York after the Duke of York and later King James II.

Conversely Marvell’s sympathies were republican. He served as a tutor in 
the former Commander of the Parliamentary Army Thomas Fairfax’s house-
hold and later served with the ageing blind poet Milton as Latin secretary to 
Oliver Cromwell during the Commonwealth. He survived the Restoration, 
and his pleas were important in sparing Milton from execution for his repub-
lican writings against monarchy. Marvell did not live to see the so-called 
Glorious Revolution of 1688 crown a Dutch King of Spades in Britain. The 
British Parliament invited the Dutch Stadtholder William of Orange and his 
wife Mary, daughter of King James II, to overthrow her father, supported by 
the Dutch naval force (Edmundson 1922: 274–84). No doubt Marvell would 
have been among the parliamentarians supporting the invasion.

Sympathetic historical accounts portrayed the Dutch war against imperial 
rule as heroic precursors of later national and anti-imperial struggles. Their 
history was invoked by others seeking political freedom. William of Orange 
was the hero of Macaulay’s 1848 History of England and his classic Whig 
representation of the Glorious Revolution. He lauded William III as establish-
ing the constitutional foundations of the modern liberal parliamentary system 
and commercial and industrial development in the next century (Macaulay 
1906 [1848]). In a similar laudatory spirit, the American diplomat John 
Motley’s popular The Rise of the Dutch Republic (1856) and History of The 
United Netherlands (1860–1867) belonged to an international progressive 
history supporting liberal democratic ideals (Wheaton 1962: 325–7). This 
association was underscored by the key founder of liberal philosophy Locke 
completing his core works while in exile in the Netherlands and returning to 
England with the new queen Mary when William had deposed James II. Polit-
ical and economic liberalism in Britain and the United States was influenced 
by the Dutch republic (Wilson 1946: 20–8). Indeed such was the enthusiasm 
of some foreign accounts that Dutch historians complained of their idealis-
ing and distorting of history (Geyl 1988 [1932]: 16–19; Wheaton 1962). Not 
least William III’s Catholic Irish subjects would have rather different views 
of the Dutch role given the brutal war fought there. Defoe’s contemporary 
poems had defended William as laying ‘the Foundation Stone’ for national 
liberty and parliamentary ‘Legislative Power’, while others wrote mock ele-
gies at his death and made Jacobite toasts to his horse Sorrell or ‘The little 
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82 Chapter 3

gentleman in the black velvet coat’, whose molehill tripped the king’s horse, 
causing his fatal fall (Novak 2001: 168–70). Macaulay’s history was a riposte 
to David Hume and Tobias Smollett’s earlier mid-eighteenth-century popular 
volumes on the History of England, whose Tory sympathies were more scep-
tical towards William’s character and reign. Opposing histories and varying 
terminology of revolt, revolution, or war in different national historiographies 
reflected how Dutch history was viewed through distinct political and consti-
tutional lenses (Rowen 1990). Present debates in the Netherlands are disput-
ing the idea of a Dutch Golden Age since so much of its wealth, like Britain 
and other leading European powers, was bound up with colonial expansion 
and operation of the slave trade and slavery. Alongside the hydro-engineering 
of its state, the Dutch Republic had a contradictory anti-imperial and imperial 
character (Boxer 1990 [1965]; Plumb 1990 [1965]; Rowen 1972).

GOETHE’S EGMONT AND THE DUTCH STRUGGLE FOR 
POLITICAL FREEDOM

Marvell made the Dutch the subject of coarse satire. Goethe made the Dutch 
the subject of heroic tragedy, and his friend Schiller, heroic history and tragedy. 
Goethe’s play Egmont dramatised the beginnings of what became known as the 
Eighty Years War against the Spanish empire (Goethe 1969 [1787]; Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 1–33; Israel 1995: 137–78; Parker 1985 [1977]; Rowen 1972: 26–46). 
The conflict was bound up with religious revolution. Lutherism had been 
condemned by the Papacy and Habsburg authorities in 1520, the year before 
Luther’s infamous appearance at the Diet of Worms of the Holy Roman Empire 
in 1521. These decrees were not rigorously enforced in the cosmopolitan com-
mercial centres of the Low Countries. Their relative religious tolerance attracted 
Protestant refugees from elsewhere and encouraged dissent in the region (Parker 
1985 [1977]: 36–39). Calvinist preachers found a ready audience in the Dutch 
provinces where imperial wars, heavy taxation, and economic disorder fostered 
resentment, and a neglectful absentee official church had opened up a spiritual, 
political vacuum (Parker 1985 [1977]: 78). Contemporary accounts even wrote 
of abandoned settlements witnessing the return of wolves, a potent cultural 
symbol of wilderness (Parker 1985 [1977]: 38–39). The Beeldenstorm or 
iconoclastic fury swirled across the Holy Roman Empire between the 1520s and 
1560s (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 2–19). The conflict was precipitated by the Spanish 
Habsburg monarch sending Alba to the Spanish northern territories to suppress 
heresy and the violent iconoclastic disturbances against the Catholic Church 
(Parker 1985 [1977]: 47–65; Rowen 1972: 33–37). Count Egmont (1522–1568) 
was a leading noble of the Low Countries and had earlier fought for the Spanish 
rulers. He became one of the leaders of the Dutch revolt and was executed by 
the Duke of Alba for his role.
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Goethe’s fictionalised account of Egmont championed the political inde-
pendence of this ‘amphibious’ people (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act I: 109–10; 
Marvell 1972 [1651]). The play portrayed the Dutch defending their ancient 
constitution against imperial tyranny. The Spanish Habsburgs represented 
alien rule with an alien outlook, allowing neither political nor religious liberty 
and brooking no dissent. The Dutch were demanding to be governed in their 
own fashion (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act I: 108–13). Under the traditional Dutch 
constitution, each province had its own parliament and laws requiring the con-
sent of the estates (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act II: 139–43). The Dutch wanted 
to be ruled by their own constitution and their own people. The constitution 
opposed arbitrary rule and expected the sovereign ruler to be accountable to 
the people, not simply the people obedient to the sovereign (Goethe 1969 
[1787] Act, II: 142). This expectation reflected the less hierarchical form of 
constitution, which grew up under the ‘diligence and toil’ required in the pol-
derlands. Citizens believed they were entitled to replace their rulers if the rul-
ers failed to uphold constitutional freedoms and rights (Rowen 1972: 12–16, 
29–33). Goethe’s idealised tragic hero represented expectations of publicly 
accountable, just, and clement government and shared sympathies (Goethe 
1969 [1787] Act II: 133–8). Egmont petitioned to lessen the severity of the 
heresy laws, wanting to avoid civil war and the spectre of civilian corpses 
floating in rivers (Boyle 1991: 360). The play portrayed him as being tragi-
cally naïve in trusting that foreign rulers of Alba’s stamp could be persuaded 
to share the Dutch political understanding and accept its constitutional order. 
Yet the friendship between Egmont and Alba’s natural son Ferdinand dem-
onstrated natural affinities and possibilities of conciliation (Boyle 1991: 360; 
Israel 2012: 749–50). The humanist son is echoed in Schiller’s 1787 tragedy 
Don Carlos, contrasting enlightened dissent against reactionary imperial gov-
ernance (Schiller 2008 [1787]). Still historical judgement was on their side. 
The woodcut image of Egmont held by his beloved Clara in Act I anticipated 
his national veneration, and his final speech sounded less like a man facing 
the scaffold than a battle cry rallying the nation to victory, undercutting his 
tragic end (Boyle 1991: 521–2; Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 123–4; Lamport 
1969: 14–7).

Goethe presented Habsburg rule humiliating its Dutch subjects as citizens 
who were ‘a little king in his own right, solid, industrious, capable, true, 
devoted to their own ways’ (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV: 167). In Alba’s 
eyes, the people lacked the capacity for freedom and had to be treated as 
children (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV: 166). The Habsburgs, Egmont accused, 
sought to govern more easily by destroying the people’s strength. Oppressive 
military occupation broke up the collective citizenry into fearful atomised 
individuals (Boyle 1991: 357–9). They were defending a constitutional order 
drawing on the wisdom and interests of the many as superior to the more 
uncertain wisdom of the one person in the monarch (Goethe 1969 [1787] 
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84 Chapter 3

Act IV: 166). Citizens described the Dutch militia acting as living freemen 
against the Habsburg army behaving like demonic machines (Goethe 1969 
[1787] Act IV: 153). They were a people expecting to be able to speak their 
minds and be free to comment on the affairs of state and criticise government 
actions (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act IV, 152–3, 166). Demands for national 
independence were maintained by beliefs in personal freedom and fulfilment. 
The play allied the ancient constitution and natural liberty against imperial 
walls imprisoning people (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 175–6). Egmont’s 
final speech imagined the Dutch as the seas overwhelming the dikes that con-
tained them (Goethe 1969 [1787] Act V: 189; Ryder 1993: xvi). Their ideals 
of political liberty and independence were constituted in battling against the 
seas, and the seas could be turned into a weapon of war against their foes.

Schiller’s 1788 work History of the Revolt in the United Netherlands against 
Spanish Rule also sided with the Dutch, but his Egmont was a bungling, 
easily flattered figure rather than the fine noble hero of Goethe’s drama. He 
highlighted their ambivalent path to victory as the routed people mobilised 
themselves as the semi-piratical Sea Beggars against their imperial oppressors:

Fugitives, cast out of their fatherland, seek a new one on the sea, and on the 
ships of their enemy seek satisfaction of their vengeance and their hunger. Now 
corsairs become maritime heroes, a navy assembles out of pirate vessels, and a 
republic rises up from morasses. (Schiller 1990 [1788]: 120)

Goethe would later write of Mephistopheles’ unholy trinity of ‘War and 
Trade and Piracy’ behind Faust’s power, which needed to be channelled 
back to the safe harbour of a religiously ordained world (Goethe [1832] Act 
V ‘A Palace’ in Luke 1994: 211). The original revolt had been triggered by 
religious dissent against the imperial authorities, and the fledgling repub-
lic and its Sea Beggars drew strength in the decades of war from religious 
beliefs. Their theologically driven forces anticipated the ideologically driven 
French revolutionary and Napoleonic armies as forces of political change. 
Goethe’s drama later inspired Beethoven’s 1810 musical compositions on 
Egmont affirming political liberty against oppression, whether under the 
ancien regime or under the new imperial order (Knight 1973; McNaught 
1949). A century and a half later, Beethoven’s Egmont overture was adopted 
in the 1956 Hungarian Revolution as an unofficial anthem. We now turn from 
Goethe’s Egmont to Dutch republican culture.

DUTCH ENLIGHTENMENT AND REPUBLICAN CULTURE

‘Let them leave this vain glorious thirsting for the title of a free state’, 
declared the British King James in 1607 in the fourth decade of the Eighty 
Years War (in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 32). Spanish Habsburg recognition of 
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the Dutch republic was finally achieved in 1648 under the Treaty of Mun-
ster. The peace treaty was symbolically endorsed by the States General 
on 5 June 1648 on the anniversary of Egmont’s execution 80 years ear-
lier (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 1; Matthews 1959: 28–30). The Dutch struggle 
against the Spanish Habsburg empire and the establishment of the Dutch 
republic through the eight decades of conflict captures the contradictions 
of human history and modernity in its humanist and anti-humanist aspects 
(Plumb 1990 [1965]). Republicans and imperialists, citizens and oligarchs, 
religious crusaders and commercial pragmatists, internationalists and 
nationalists, engineers, artists, and iconoclasts, legal philosophers and 
sea brigands, free traders and slave traders, anti-imperialists and impe-
rial monopolists reveal the contradictory character of the Dutch republic 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]; Rowen 1972).

The decisive aspect in the conflict was the Dutch republic’s dynamism. The 
pressures of waging war required an expanding national economy, and com-
mercial interests in turn required military backing. ‘Middle Persons of Trade’ 
is how Defoe characterised the Dutch, anticipating Napoleon’s description of 
the English as ‘a nation of shopkeepers’ (Defoe in Schama 1992 [1977]: 38). 
The republic imposed heavy taxation because of maintaining the military and 
navy to protect its overseas trade and territories (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxii; 
Schama 1992 [1977]: 39). Its access to seas and rivers, scarcity of land, and 
the high land taxes encouraged commercialisation and investment in ship-
ping and trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 21; Israel 1995: 307–27). Commerce 
was needed to maintain the expanding hydro-engineering infrastructure and 
windmills, as well as the raw materials from abroad for local craft industries 
and the re-exporting of finished products (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 5).

Importantly Dutch shipping undercut the costs of foreign rivals and com-
peted in design with the production line shipping of the Venetians. By 1648 
the Netherlands had become the pre-eminent global trading nation and was 
leading maritime knowledge (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 29; Rowen 1972: 149–57). 
The Dutch were aided by their Rederij or cooperative enterprise system in 
the shipping trade and expanding maritime insurance. They spread risks and 
fostered a diffused merchant class, with its political, social, and economic 
power (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 22). The Dutch fluit or fly boats were lighter 
with fewer crew (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 22). The Dutch became leading sea and 
land cartographer-surveyors (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 187; Wilson 1946: 30–4). 
Indicatively the maritime chart books were called Waggoners in English after 
the Dutch author Lucas Janszoon Wagenaer’s The Mariner’s Mirror (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 183). Pepys as naval administrator complained that the British 
charts and maps were often copies even leaving terms in Dutch (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 184). Intense commercial activity spurred rapid urban growth. Its 
expansion fostered economic, social, and religious polarisations, but also cre-
ative cultural, intellectual, and political frictions (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxv). 
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86 Chapter 3

Trans-oceanic commercial venture emboldened intellectual venture pursuing 
new horizons of knowledge (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxvi). Risk-taking stimu-
lated intellectual ferment. The hydro-nation attracted thinkers from across 
Europe. Its tensions and contradictions created space for more intellectual 
freedom than was enjoyed elsewhere (Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxv).

While the Italians had led the Renaissance, many pioneers of the Enlighten-
ment found refuge in the Dutch republic and a more conducive environment 
for developing their ideas (Hazard 1973 [1935]; Israel 2001). Among the 
significant figures who lived in the Netherlands were the philosopher René 
Descartes, who had earlier served as a mercenary in the Dutch and Bavarian 
armies during the Thirty Years War, the legal scholar Grotius, the philosopher 
and lens-maker Spinoza, the pendulum clock maker and physical theorist 
Christian Huygens, who put forward a wave theory of light and discovered 
Saturn’s rings, the microscopist Anthony van Leeuwenhoe, and the phi-
losopher Pierre Bayle, who challenged traditional superstitions (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 200–2; Hazard 1973 [1935]: 124–42, 185–212; Israel 2001: 331–41). 
The decentralised character of the Netherlands allowed censorship to be 
circumvented. Out of their mutual provincial jealousies, one province might 
suppress pamphlets, another allow publication to put pressure on the neigh-
bouring province and expose its corruption (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 44). Dutch 
publishing expanded for a domestic and international market, notably English 
and German translations of the Bible, and later works of the European enlight-
enment (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 189; Pettegree and Weduwen 2019). Bayle, 
Locke, David Hume, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau, and Abbé Raynal 
were all among those published by Dutch printers (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 207).

The Dutch struggle had been triggered by religious conflict between Calvin-
ism and Catholicism. The regent-oligarchs’ political pragmatism could over-
ride religious intolerance. Restrictions against Catholics were not necessarily 
vigorously enforced, although they circumscribed public office (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 47, 139). Marvell wrote of the Netherlands as being open to diverse 
religious faiths: ‘Hence Amsterdam—Turk, Christian, Pagan, Jew, / Staple 
of sects and mint of schism’ (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 146; Marvell 1972 [1651]: 
113). More hostilely Dryden’s prologue to his anti-Dutch play Amboyna con-
tended that republican states were ‘atheists in their very frame’ and ‘Interest’s 
the God they worship’ (Dryden 1994 [1673]: 7).

Exemplifying the Dutch Republic’s freedom and its limits is the career of 
Joost Van den Vondel (1587–1679), who is considered the leading national 
poet and playwright of the seventeenth century (Bloemendal and Korsten 
2012; Edmundson 1922: 192–4; Israel 2001: 3–5). Vondel is reputed as a 
poet of freedom and tolerance and was a friend and translator of Grotius. Yet 
he is not well known across Europe (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 189). He came from 
a Protestant refugee family but, controversially, converted to Catholicism in  
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his fifties. He remained opposed to religious intolerance, Catholic or Cal-
vinist. Aversion to Calvinist excesses influenced his conversion. His 1623 
dramatic poem Palamedes was an indirect attack on the 1619 political trial 
and execution of the statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt and was banned for 
quarter of a century (Edmundson 1922: 127–138; Geerdink 2012: 225–48; 
Israel 2001: 488–9). His most famous work is his 1654 drama Lucifer. Amid 
its traditional resolution, his Lucifer fought under a rebel banner depicting 
the morning star, classically associated with the fallen angel (Vondel 1917 
[1654]: 192). His Lucifer presented the cause of political liberty and a free-
created state against heaven’s tyranny, and his Eve asserted free will eating 
the forbidden fruit (Vondel 1917 [1654]). A theatre production of the play 
was quickly banned (Israel 2001: 693–4). The drama reputedly influenced 
the republican poet John Milton’s Paradise Lost (2000 [1667–1674]). Their 
attacks on political tyranny, religious oppression, and censorship shared some 
affinities across their religious differences (Dijkhuizen and Helmers 2012: 
377–406; Edmundson 1885; Gosse 1879: 278–312; Wilson 1946: 50–7). 
Vondel’s later 1661 work The Batavian Brothers or Suppressed Freedom 
depicted an ancient revolt against a Roman governor (Gaakeer 2012: 459–
488; Israel 2001: 765).

Jonathan Israel’s exhaustive studies of the European enlightenment high-
light the role of the Dutch republic in the radical enlightenment, inspiring 
republican, egalitarian, and democratic ideas (Israel 2001, 2012). Spinoza 
was the philosopher especially associated with fostering philosophical scepti-
cism and dangerous ideas of atheism, freedom, and democracy (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 200; Israel 2001: 159–74). He notoriously questioned the existence 
of the devil, but he was nervous about the current state of reason among the 
Dutch masses adhering to fanatical Calvinism and superstition (Israel 2001: 
375). He was therefore wary of allowing them a political role. His 1670 work 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus represented the Dutch struggle as a restora-
tion and warned the multitude should be kept in fear until they were educated 
into reason (Israel 2001: 258–74; Israel 2012: 746). Two years later, 1672, 
and ‘the year of disaster’, was marked by foreign invasion and the murder by 
a mob of his friend, the country’s republican leader Johan de Witt. The events 
vividly demonstrated for many republican thinkers how the masses were still 
politically inimical to enlightened republican rule (Israel 1995: 796–806).

How could radical ideas be held back in this dynamic society? The 
Dutch theologian Balthasar Bekker’s four-volume The World Bewitched 
(1691–1693) systematically disenchanted the world of demons and witch-
craft, drawing on Cartesian reasoning and Spinozan scepticism towards the 
devil (Hazard 1973 [1935]: 201–12; Israel 2001: 375–405). Bekker refuted 
the devil’s status in Christianity and the possibility of demonic pacts as the 
legacy of pagan beliefs. His work fundamentally questioned the legality and 
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88 Chapter 3

morality of witch trials, scathingly commenting on the conduct of contempo-
rary prosecutions. His ideas circulated among pamphlets to a wider public. 
Freethinking had gone far in the self-determining hydro-nation. The new 
heady religious and philosophical ideas did not simply circulate among schol-
arly circles in the Dutch republic but were debated among the public. Indeed 
the very idea of the public as a politically engaged citizenry was established 
in modern Europe by the Dutch and gave substance to the meaning of being 
a republic. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Rotterdam-born 
Erasmus had praised the average level of Dutch education compared to other 
European countries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 173; Rowen 1972: 3). The radical 
thinker Franciscus Van den Enden (1602–1674) wanted popular education to 
widen and include women. In this mission, he recommended instruction shift-
ing from Latin to the vernacular, and the leading shared European language 
to be French, and to be taught to all in order to open up European culture and 
the pursuit of knowledge to all (Israel 2001: 175–80). Van den Enden also 
wrote on free political institutions and proposed a more democratic consti-
tution based on the common people and the common good. His egalitarian 
political ideas on democratic republicanism and anti-clericism contrast with 
Plato’s philosopher kings, More’s elected princes, and Grotius’ oligarchy 
(Israel 2001: 183). Similarly, the brothers Adrian and Johannes Koerbagh 
held atheist ideas and attacked the interference of the church in politics (Israel 
2001: 187). They created a legal dictionary in 1664 for the public as part of 
their attack on legal privilege demystifying law (Israel 2001: 187). Four years 
later they published A Light Shining in Dark Places, which attacked organ-
ised religion and explored religion in everyday language, and also a general 
dictionary, refuting the ideas of heresy and heretical laws, and angels and 
devils, a work which led to their trial and imprisonment (Israel 2001: 191–4).

What would keep the masses in awe with the death of the devil? Writers 
joked that the Netherlands had gone from being the land of the devil to a land 
where he had been banished (Israel 2001: 375–405). Jonathan Swift’s satiri-
cal Mr C[olli]ns’s Discourse of Freethinking Put into Plain English by Way 
of Abstract for the Use of the Poor joked how ‘England and Holland were 
formally considered the Christian territories of the Devil’, but ‘the Devil is 
intirely banish’d [from] the United Provinces, where Free-thinking is in the 
greatest perfection’ for ‘to think freely of the devil is to think him not at all’ 
(Swift 1713: 28 in Israel 2001: 377). Their irreligious reputation in Europe 
was encouraged by their shared commercial outlook articulated in works 
such as The Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices Public Benefits by the Dutch-
born English writer Bernard Mandeville, which suggested that individual 
acquisitiveness encouraged national industry and prosperity (Mandeville 
1989 [1714]; Wilson 1946: 20–8). Traditional religion was not sufficiently 
holding the mass of the population in awe, and they were being exposed to 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 89

disturbing philosophical and theological controversies, as well as ungodly 
commerce. The surgeon and writer Henrik Smeeks’ 1708 novel Description 
of the Mighty Kingdom of Krink Kesmes, like Bacon and More’s earlier uto-
pias, concerned a shipwrecked traveller encountering a utopian land. Smeek’s 
utopia was organised around philosophy and public reason as the way to 
truth (Israel 2001: 320). His work suggested politics determined a country’s 
religion, and religion was conventional, not absolute, and illustrated the secu-
larising impact of its commercial economy (ibid.). Democratic republican 
ideas circulated among the merchant class and commoners through popular 
journals, papers, pamphlets, and clubs (Israel 2001: 322–7). Their irreverent 
sentiments were reinforced by the Sea-Beggar songs and popular political 
ballads, with their militant and coarse lyrics (Parker 1985 [1977]: 269–70). 
Even when the authorities suppressed works, and prosecuted authors, the 
public could potentially hear of their radical ideas through the criminal trials, 
a possibility prosecuting magistrates sought to guard against (Israel 2001: 
191–4, 327).

The Dutch hydro-economy facilitated more egalitarian social and politi-
cal forms. However, this egalitarian strain was threatened by Dutch imperial 
rule. Imperial commerce enriched the regent-oligarchs. They and their elite 
culture developed at a distance from the population, whether the latter’s strict 
Calvinism or egalitarian radicalism (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 208). Political free-
dom, Arendt warned, was undermined when politics and economics merged, 
and economic interests determined politics (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 321). The 
interests of the Dutch commercial empire overrode the political indepen-
dence of colonial territories overseas and also threatened political freedom 
domestically.

REPUBLIC OR EMPIRE?

Shipping was central to the Dutch national hydro-economy, notably from 
the Baltic to Western Europe. The Dutch had triumphed over the Span-
ish Habsburgs through their semi-piratical Sea Beggars menacing impe-
rial shipping. War against Spain pushed the Dutch to find markets further 
afield, including the Russian Artic, Africa, Brazil, and the Far East, with its 
potential for the lucrative spice trade. Merchants sought to club together to 
avoid rivalry increasing the prices they had to pay for spices and lowering 
their trade profits (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 25). The Chartered Dutch East India 
Company (VOC) was created in 1602, against the views of those merchants 
favouring free trade and opposing monopolies (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 25–26). 
The VOC’s Charter went far beyond a simple trading agreement and included 
treaty powers, defensive warfare, and fortress construction—the profits to 
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90 Chapter 3

be extracted required control and enforcement (Israel 1995: 318–327, 951; 
Rowen 1972: 144–9). Initially the VOC was directed against rival European 
powers, but its charter involved nascent imperial powers, leading some mer-
chants to pull out objecting to the political military implications (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 26). The West India Company (WIC) Charter was created in 1621. Its 
charter explicitly allowed for offensive warfare. The Dutch developed a ‘fort 
and factory’ model from the Portuguese, that is, commercial interests backed 
by military forces (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 231). The VOC became incremen-
tally drawn into interventions in local disputes and gained colonial authority 
supporting particular succession claims and establishing vassal rulers (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 117, 216–17). As its European rivals, Dutch imperial power 
encompassed violent suppression, deportation, and slavery. The republic 
became the leading European slave-trading nation after 1648 until the War 
of Spanish Succession 1701–1713 when superseded by Britain (Israel 1995: 
934–46; Rowen 1972: 170–5). Grotius’ vision of international law was con-
tradicted by militarised overseas monopolies and slavery (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
94–125; Wilson 1946: 41–9). Marvell’s poem satirised Dutch love of Mare 
Liberum against its jealous invocation of Mare Clausum where its interests 
required (Marvell 1972 [1651]: 112). Freedom and neutrality of the seas were 
championed in European waters, where they wanted access, but did not apply 
to their imperial overseas interests (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 101–2).

The Baltic trade, the North Sea, and Western Europe trade continued to 
be important alongside VOC- and WIC-generated trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
48; Edmundson 1922: 159–85). How much the lucrative imperial commerce 
contributed to the country compared to the trade with the Baltic and Western 
Europe is disputed and is not straightforward to disaggregate (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 48). For imperial spoils entailed expensive wars and military forces 
to control the extended overseas routes and colonies (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
54, 109; Israel 1995: 935–43). National debt increased under the expense of 
the military. The heavy taxation burdened the mass of the population, while 
riches were amassed by the overseas imperial economy. The land provinces 
commonly objected to paying for the navy and overseas commercial interests 
as matters for Holland and Zeeland (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 119). The VOC 
and WIC were ‘the property of private merchants’ rather than ‘national 
conquests’, a contemporary observed in 1644 (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 50). The 
oligarchs enjoyed lucrative VOC and WIC directorships, and their political 
power and immense wealth shielded these colonial companies from public 
scrutiny, accountability, and redress (Boxer 1990: [1965]: 53, 238). The VOC 
or WIC soldiers and sailors, bonded labour and slaves, faced brutal conditions 
and suffered high mortality rates. It was commented that any Dutch mission-
ary work would first need to convert the colonialists before turning to convert 
the colonised (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 165). Freedom of worship was severely 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 91

restricted in the Dutch overseas settlements in order to establish the official 
Dutch Reform Church, but religious conversion was thin among its colonial 
populations (Israel 1995: 951–4).

Riches from the Dutch empire helped secure the United Provinces posi-
tion in Europe, while stifling or regressing the economies of its colonial ter-
ritories, a pattern echoed in other European empires, including the European 
borderlands under Habsburg or Ottoman imperial rule. The Dutch empire 
also menaced its domestic republican constitution, as Roman imperial expan-
sion undermined its republic. Imperial possessions fostered more polarised 
class distinctions among the Dutch of empire, against the relatively tolerant 
and egalitarian spirit of its society at home (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 235–8). The 
historical city privileges and its confederation undercut the direct impact of 
its imperial rule on its domestic political constitution. The very distance of 
the overseas empire facilitated the management of its contradictions. Formal 
efforts were made to separate the law of the republic from the law of empire 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 210). The colonies were treated as extra-territorial, and 
there were a range of measures to restrict the impact of colonial relations on 
the homeland. In 1644 it was declared that no slaves or non-whites should 
be allowed in the Netherlands, for fear its unfree colonial relations should 
enter the heart of the republic (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 258). Even so, the empire 
boosted the oligarchical character of the republic and its capacity to counter 
popular democratic pressures and periodic unrest. By the late eighteenth 
century the republic was stagnating and its capacity to contain revolts frayed 
(Rowen 1972: 224–59).

OLIGARCHY AND PATRIOT REVOLT

The Patriot Revolt occurred between 1781 and 1787 just as Goethe was 
completing Egmont (Boyle 357–60; Edmundson 1922: 327–36; Israel 1995: 
1098–12; Israel 2012: 883–96; Schama 1992 [1977]). So what had turned 
‘the golden age’ to the stifling ‘periwig age’? The landed aristocracy did not 
have the degree of power or influence as elsewhere in Europe (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 38). Maritime and commercial interests dominated society, but they 
were falling behind their European rivals, and some sectors were experienc-
ing absolute decline (Israel 1995: 998–1018; Schama 1992 [1977]: 26). The 
financial banker and the commercial merchant economically dominated over 
the industrialist (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 329; Plumb 1990 [1965]: xxvvi). Other 
nations established direct trade links, facilitating the supply of raw materials 
for their new heavy and manufacturing industries, but Dutch industrialisation 
was hampered by the country’s lack of iron and coal deposits (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 38). A division opened up between its international banking sector 
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92 Chapter 3

and the rest of national economy, although the division was perhaps less eco-
nomically pronounced than was popularly perceived (Schama 1992 [1977]: 
34–35). Stagnation was exacerbated by the export of capital and businesses 
investing more profitably abroad in foreign enterprises rather than in domes-
tic industries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 123–4). Dutch innovation, invention, and 
enterprise declined. Their workers were now less skilled than rival French 
and English workers in their new expanding industries. A report in a Dutch 
periodical De Koopman in 1776 bemoaned, ‘We are no longer innate inven-
tors, and originality is becoming increasingly rare with us here. Nowadays we 
only make copies, whereas formally we only made originals’ (De Koopman 
[1776] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 327–8).

Amid debates about relative and absolute decline, certain nationally signif-
icant industries contracted, and the population was static or dropped in some 
regions (Schama 1992 [1977]: 27). International protectionism threatened 
Dutch products more than foreign rivals as it had a smaller internal market 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 325). Its textile and dye works shrank (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 39). Seafaring, shipping, and shipbuilding experienced qualitative 
and quantitative decline (Schama 1992 [1977]: 29–31). Shipping, navigation, 
and cartography lagged, and it lost skilled labour to their rivals despite efforts 
to prevent their emigration (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 312, 325–6). Shipbuilding 
declined markedly and shifted to smaller boats, which were less significant 
in European trade (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 322). The gradual separation of ship-
owning from seafaring contributed to this trajectory (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 
318). Its fishing and ancillary industries were also undermined by competi-
tion and protectionism, with absolute decline in the important herring and 
whaling sectors (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 308–12; Schama 1992 [1977]: 31–2). 
The numbers of deep-sea fishermen fell (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 309). The Dutch 
periodical De Borger speculated in 1778 whether ‘the body of the Common-
wealth would shortly consist of little more than rentiers and beggars—the 
two kinds of people who are the least useful to the country’ (De Borger [19 
October 1778] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 305).

The country’s wealth appeared precarious and vulnerable to being swept 
away at any time. ‘It will last my time and after me the deluge!’ De Borger 
declared (De Borger [19 October 1778] in Boxer 1990 [1965]: 328). These 
words pointed to how both the advance and maintenance of sea defences 
declined in the eighteenth century (Wagret 1968: 102). Inter-provincial 
jealousies undermined reform and infrastructure building across provin-
cial boundaries (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 330). The republic was a burgher-
oligarchy under the House of Orange. In 1747 the Stadtholder became 
hereditary. Over the decades the regent-oligarchs had effectively consoli-
dated into a restricted aristocratic circle of families, although commercial 
speculation bubbles periodically upset the circle (Israel 2012: 747; Schama 
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1992 [1977]: 51–2). Rentierism, nepotism, and corruption characterised 
the regent-oligarchs and public office (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 44–46; Israel 
1995: 1016). The republic, Schama observed, ‘was becoming simultane-
ously a richer and a poorer nation’ (Schama 1992 [1977]: 41–2). Rapid 
urban growth was accompanied by immiseration and overcrowding, and 
by the 1750s, economic urban decay (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 331; Israel 1995: 
1006–12). The heavy taxation on most goods particularly hit the poor. An 
extensive system of charitable institutions existed, especially in the mari-
time provinces of Holland and Zeeland, which provided public hospitals 
and poor houses (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 61–73). The country’s good com-
munications facilitated famine relief amid the provincial rivalries and tolls 
(Boxer 1990 [1965]: 68). However activities did not combat how inequali-
ties between the social classes increased and interests diverged, not least 
the need for taxation to pay for the military and protecting the interests and 
territories overseas (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 107). Oscillations in trade exacer-
bated problems of destitution and reliance on charitable institutions (Boxer 
1990 [1965]: 65). Those thrown out of declining sectors were not neces-
sarily in a position to gain employment in the new sectors (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 37–8). The immiseration of the poor, especially day-labourers, was 
further exacerbated by competing with the unemployed of northern Europe 
attracted by stories of Dutch wealth (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 65; Israel 1995: 
1016). The authorities feared urban mobs of irregular and unemployed 
workers, although the burgher-militia or civil guards of the republic were 
both armed and organised, whereas the workers were not (Boxer 1990 
[1965]: 68–71). The threat of unrest was lessened because many could be 
absorbed by the expanding navy or military (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 72–73). 
Conditions were brutal. Naval sailors’ pay was depressed to avoid compet-
ing with merchant sailors’ pay, kept competitively low against rival for-
eign shipping. Sailors suffered poor rations, also kept competitively low, 
increasing mortality rates (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 74–75). The independent 
seafaring communities were more likely to rebel or riot than the land prov-
inces. Shipping turned to less skilled foreign sailors, who were less likely 
to mutiny (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 80). The ‘soul sellers’ for the VOC could 
always recruit from the arriving migrants (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 91–93).

Overall material security and its civic liberties were enjoyed more by 
landlords than peasants and workers (Boxer 1990 [1965]: 67). A pattern 
of enrichment and immiseration was hardly unique to the Netherlands, nor 
were the rising food prices and stagnating agricultural wages (Schama 1992 
[1977]: 26). Critically certain economic developments and their resulting 
social polarisation became moralised and politicised in ways question-
ing the legitimacy of the regent-oligarchical rule (Schama 1992 [1977]: 
33). How did the authorities respond? The unemployment problem was 
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94 Chapter 3

addressed by official measures against mendicancy and vagrancy (Schama 
1992 [1977]: 43–45). In today’s terms, the authorities criminalised and 
imposed behavioural management of the poor rather than progressive eco-
nomic policies. Yet the enriched oligarchs did not exclusively determine 
the national narrative. Conspicuous consumption was an affront to patriotic 
Calvinist ideals of piety and austerity, consequently court luxury was sub-
dued compared to other European nations (Schama 1992 [1977]: 45–47). 
A patriotic republican history seeing the people as the foundation of their 
constitution could interpret the polarisations of wealth as anti-Dutch 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 48, 54). Patriotic morality castigated the oligarchs 
in two key ways, either for oppressing the urban poor, and indulging in 
luxury, or alternatively colluding with the mob against respectable citizens 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 47).

The American revolutionaries developed close ties with the Netherlands 
(Schama 1992 [1977]: 59). John Adams linked the American War of Inde-
pendence against Britain and its citizen militias with the Dutch war against 
the Habsburgs (Schama 1992 [1977]: 60). Key sections of Dutch society 
favoured the American War of Independence against Britain politically and 
economically as a trading rival. Public meetings and pamphlets translating 
American constitutional documents were organised in support of the Ameri-
can cause (Schama 1992 [1977]: 61). In turn a Dutch Patriotic movement 
was inspired by the American revolutionaries, who sought to reverse the 
nation’s debasement and revive its freedom against tyranny (Israel 1995: 
1085–6, 1096–19; Schama 1992 [1977]: 60). Patriotic politics drove the fatal 
fourth Anglo-Dutch War 1780–1784 in face of a reluctant House of Orange 
and banking interests (Israel 1995: 1097). The war financially damaged the 
government and propelled the Patriot Revolt against the regent-oligarchy. 
Patriot civic militias secured various towns and cities between 1785 and 
1787 and introduced democratically elected representatives inspired by the 
American Revolution and radical enlightenment ideals drawn from Diderot, 
Thomas Paine, Richard Price, Abbé Raynal, Rousseau, and others. They 
regarded the people as the source of constitutional authority and denounced 
aristocrats and the VOC directors as the enemies of people (Israel 2012: 
886–9). For imperial interests violated the national republican struggle 
against empire.

A leading Dutch figure in the Patriot Revolt was Baron Joan Derk Van 
der Cappellen (1741–1784), who helped remove the customary ‘drostdi-
ensten’ or civic labour obligations on citizens in Overijssel in 1778 (Israel 
1995: 1098–9; Schama 1992 [1977]: 64–69). Cappellen was linked with 
the American revolutionaries and had galvanised loans for their cause, 
warning them to free their slaves, or they would corrupt and corrode 
their republican foundations. For a nation holding slaves was a nation not 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 95

deserving to be free (Rowen 1972: 239). Slavery was evil and had rotted 
the Dutch Republic. Cappellen’s address To the People of the Netherlands 
(1781) demanded the republic be treated as the common property of its 
people:

The country belongs to all of you together, not only to the Prince and his great 
men, who consider and treat you, all of us, the whole Netherlands people, the 
descendants of the free Batavians, as their hereditary property, as their oxen and 
sheep, which they can and may shear or slaughter as they think fit to do. The 
people who live in a country, the inhabitants, townsfolk and countrymen, poor 
and rich, the great and the little ones—all together—they are the true propri-
etors, the lords and masters of the country and can say how the country’s affairs 
should be managed, in what manner and by whom they wish to be governed. 
(Cappellen [1781] in Rowen 1972: 240)

Cappellen envisaged a commonwealth founded on mutual communal respon-
sibilities to protect each other:

God, our Father, has created men to become happy and has given the duty to all 
men—excluding no one—to make each other as happy as possible. To be able to 
reach this good aim of their Creator, that is: to promote their happiness, people 
have found that they can do no better than to assemble in large numbers—some-
times a few millions—and to establish large companies, the members of which 
are all each other’s equals by nature (this is something you must always keep in 
mind) and one not subjected to another. In these companies, usually called civil 
societies, peoples or nations, the members or participants pledge to promote 
each other’s happiness as much as possible, to protect each other with united 
force and to maintain each other in an uninterrupted enjoyment of all property, 
possessions and all inherited and lawfully acquired rights. (Cappellen [1781] in 
Rowen 1972: 241)

His egalitarian political vision was influenced by being with people on land, 
whose very existence was collectively constituted. The spades were the ulti-
mate masters here:

The great that are governing you, the Prince or whoever has any authority in 
this country, only do this on your behalf. All of their authority derives from 
you. You are the participants, the proprietors, the lords and masters of the 
people’s company which has been established in this region under the name 
of United Netherlands. The great, the regents on the contrary are no more 
than administrators, managers and stewards of this people’s company. You 
are paying them with your own money, that is, the people’s money. They 
are therefore in your service, they are your servants, and subjected to your 
majority, to which they owe obedience and responsibility. (Cappellen [1781] 
in Rowen 1972: 241)
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96 Chapter 3

Cappellen had no truck with the idea the wealthy, strong, or more educated 
should govern the rest:

All men are born free. By nature, no one has any authority over anyone else. 
Some people may be gifted with a better understanding, a stronger body or 
greater wealth than others, but this does not in the least entitle the more sensible, 
stronger or wealthier to govern the less sensible, the weaker and the poorer. 
(Cappellen [1781] in Rowen 1972: 241)

The Patriot Revolt was celebrated among European democrats and radicals. 
The anonymously published History of the Internal Affairs of the United Prov-
inces (1787) attributed to the British philosopher William Godwin declared:

the banner of liberty that is now unfurled from the walls of Utrecht demands 
the benediction of every friend to mankind, and the cause of the democracy of 
Holland needs only be to be understood, in order to its being consecrated to 
perpetual veneration. (Godwin 1787: 342 in Israel 2012: 883)

Participants and sympathetic observers looked back at the earlier Dutch strug-
gle against imperial Spain as they debated the implications of the American 
Revolution for Europe and how far it was legitimate to resist and take arms 
against tyranny (Israel 2012: 746). Schiller’s enthusiastic 1788 ‘history of 
that memorable revolt’ wanted to memorialise ‘common citizens’ strength’ 
and ‘awaken in the breast of my reader a joyful sense of his own individual 
self, and to give a new incontestable example, of what human beings can dare 
to hazard for the cause, and what they may accomplish by uniting together’ 
(Schiller 1990 [1788]: 117).

Goethe’s drama Egmont was prescient. Yet Goethe was among those 
endorsing the Prussian crushing of the Patriot Revolt in autumn 1787 (Israel 
2012: 749; Schama 1992 [1977]: 132). Various leading Enlightenment fig-
ures deplored the revolt for being fuelled by unreasoning passion. The new 
king Frederick William II of Prussia sent forces to the northern Netherlands in 
September 1787. His sister Wilhelmina was married to the Stadtholder Wil-
liam V of Orange, and she appealed for Prussian aid after she was detained 
by Patriots in June 1787. The settlement supported by Prussia and Britain 
increased the power of House of Orange and regent-oligarchy. The revolt 
crushed, its participants fled abroad. Their ideas stirred resistance to enlight-
ened despotism in the southern Netherlands, and even more significantly 
the revolutionary spirit in France. Instead, Goethe sympathised with the 
more conservative 1787 revolt of the southern Netherlands against Emperor 
Joseph II’s reforms—the Austrian Habsburgs ruled there from 1714—seeing 
its conflict as echoing Egmont’s dispute with Philip II (Israel 2012: 741–58). 
Goethe blamed the Habsburg ruler’s personality and unenlightened rule for 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 97

the revolt rather than his absolutism per se (Israel 2012: 749). Ironically his 
Egmont was read more radically and inspired participants in the subsequent 
1789 Brabant Revolution in the southern Netherlands and other revolution-
ary nationalists against empire (Boyle 1991: 357–9; Israel 2012: 741–58; 
Polasky 2005). Thus we see the opposing alignment in modern politics 
between models organised around beliefs in popular self-determination and 
the non-democratic enlightened paternalism Goethe favoured. Nevertheless 
they shared legitimacy built on modern economic development and national 
infrastructure providing material security against disaster.

ZUYDER ZEE PROJECT 1920 TO 1932

Many celebratory accounts of Dutch hydro-engineering leap over much 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to renewed efforts in the late 
nineteenth century planning ambitious state-led sea defence building and 
land reclamation. The engineer Cornelius Lely (1854–1929), as minister of 
transport and water management, drafted a plan to drain the Zuyder Zee in 
1891, but the idea was scorned and languished despite flood storms over the 
decades. The Parliament put forward a formal proposal in 1914 reigniting 
interest (New York Times 1914). The scheme might have again languished 
in the context of war. However, the 1916 Zuyder Zee flood disaster finally 
galvanised state action and initiation of the Zuyder Zee project (Jenkins 
1966: 49). The casualties in the 1916 disaster were fortunately low—sixteen 
deaths—but there was substantial material flood damage to buildings and 
livelihoods. Lely’s concerns were raised in Queen Wilhelmina’s parliamen-
tary speech. The speech emphasised improving and saving lives through 
enhanced flood defences and land reclamation, which would further promote 
the national economy and create employment stemming emigration (New 
York Times 1914).

Fisherman’s Paradise to Farmer’s Pride was how the Netherlands Min-
istry of Transport and Waterstaat characterised the Zuyder Zee project. The 
plans included enclosing the Zuyder Zee, which had formed around 1300, 
to create a freshwater lake; increased security from flooding; and improved 
drainage and transport connections (Netherlands Ministry of Transport and 
Waterstaat 1959: 10–11; Van Veen 1962: 118–69). The project aimed to 
address the growing population, food shortages, and demands for more 
farmland and fresh water. Land reclamation was not simply about land but 
about the problems of high salinity and mosquitoes in the marshlands (Van 
Veen 1962: 121). The project included de-salinating existing land, moving 
from labour-intensive small holdings to larger holdings, increasing mecha-
nisation and yield, and lowering the need for imports (Netherlands Ministry  
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98 Chapter 3

of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 14). Under the Zuyder Zee project, an 
additional nine per cent of land, 550,000 acres, were eventually reclaimed 
from the sea (Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 3).

Accounts stressed that the Zuyder Zee project required state action 
because of the mammoth scale of the capital investment and engineering 
(Jenkins 1966: 97; Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 
15, 80). The works were collective defences of national security importance 
(Wagret 1968: 215). Market enterprise could not carry out this scale of 
project successfully on its own. National backing was critical for a project 
which would create national benefits for future generations but would not 
be profitable in the short-term (Wagret 1968: 105). State intervention would 
further prevent the past speculations and abuses of private land reclamation. 
Even before the First World War, it was realised that large-scale engineer-
ing projects required well-supported social strategies, not just technical 
expertise (New York Times 1914; Wagret 1968: 235). The first generation 
of farming settlers rarely succeeded without state support (Wagret 1968: 
221–2). New settlement had particular challenges requiring state support to 
get established, develop infrastructure, and combat diseases such as malaria 
(Netherlands Ministry of Transport and Waterstaat 1959: 15, 80). The old 
fishing communities hated the Zuyder Zee project, despite its extensive 
social component as ‘their slow, isolated way of life was radically threat-
ened by the reclamation projects’ (Jenkins 1966: 111–2). The project would 
destroy their ancient customs and religious strictness and corroborate their 
suspicions of the ‘outside world as wicked’ (Jenkins 1966: 111). The chief 
Rijkswaterstat engineer recognised the terrible loss of a traditional way of 
life for the old fishing communities:

Were men who for a thousand years, or more, had been fishermen, not to become 
farmers overnight? The older generation of fishermen in particular could be seen 
sitting ashore, gazing with sad, ageing eyes at the sea which would soon cease to 
be a sea. Their world was to be annihilated. (Van Veen 1962: 130)

Some adjusted alright, but others ‘bitterly resented this trespassing on their 
traditional society, both for economic and religious reasons’ (Jenkins 1966: 
111). The authors sympathised with their resistance but countered ‘Unfortu-
nately the welfare of the majority often overrides the rights of the few’ (ibid.). 
Global advocacy today would be hostile towards the social engineering and 
destruction of a traditional way of life as fundamentally violating its cultural 
rights. However, the development was justified as giving a new future to the 
younger generation. It is easy to forget the poverty and insecurity of such 
coastal communities prior to land reclamation. After initially suffering, the 
living standards of the old communities improved (Jenkins 1966: 112; Van 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 99

Veen 1962: 130). Diverse innovations were highlighted from mud skis to new 
uses of nylon (Jenkins 1966: 84, 147).

Global advocacy would perhaps be even more alarmed at the ecological 
impact of the Zuyder Zee project. Accounts of fifty years ago recognised how 
the works severely upset the balance of nature. They highlighted the dramatic 
environmental problems caused by damming and draining the Zuyder Zee. 
The transition from sea fish to river fish caused a terrible plague of insects 
as the lower fish numbers meant fewer fish eating the mosquito larvae. The 
plague of mosquitoes was actually described as nature’s revenge (Van Veen 
1962: 130). Accounts went on to document its restoration. Nature itself might 
rebalance conditions. A plague of field voles encouraged an upsurge of birds 
of prey, foxes, and weasels taming their numbers (Jenkins 1966: 91). Or a 
scientific solution could be found. They introduced eels and created culverts 
to support the fish which could eat mosquito larvae to stem the mosquitoes 
(Jenkins 1966: 86–87; Van Veen 1962: 131). In turn, the stock of eels could 
be fished by the fishermen.

Modern technology was applied to accelerate natural restoration. There 
was seed-spraying from planes to facilitate the growth of seed-beds, grasses, 
and reeds (Jenkins 1966: 65, 86–87). Their environmental concerns over-
whelmingly took a human-centred perspective optimistic about humanity 
finding solutions and reversing a harmful chains of developments (Jenkins 
1966: 15–16). Just as biblical plagues departed, so the ‘biological equilib-
rium, disturbed so roughly, readjusted itself’ (Van Veen 1962: 131). The 
authors confidentially defended the project as ethically justified: ‘With the 
reclamation of the Zuyder Zee, of course, it was not a case of man’s tamper-
ing with nature. The motives were far more laudable’ (Jenkins 1966: 87). 
General scientific inquiry joined practical scientific solutions: ‘Altogether, 
the ecology—the study of the mutual relations between animals and plants 
and their environment—of the new polders is an intensely interesting matter 
for the biologists’ (Jenkins 1966: 91).

Glowing post-war endorsement of the Zuyder Zee project was animated by the 
Zuyder Zee area not suffering in the 1953 North Sea storms and floods. Elsewhere 
the disaster caused around 1,850 deaths in the Netherlands and flooded eight per 
cent of the country (Wagret 1968: 14). Jenkins marvelled how the Dutch

had seen that the ‘Golden Band’ of the ancient Friesians could be made a reality. 
While so much havoc was being wrought in Zeeland, not a square inch of land 
had been flooded, not so much as a mouse had been drowned in the region of 
the Zuyder Zee, alias the Ysselmeer. (Jenkins 1966: 120)

For those 1953 flood-hit areas, Jenkins writes, ‘The only redeeming feature 
was the help and heroism that the disaster evoked’ (Jenkins 1966: 119). 
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100 Chapter 3

Responses were future-orientated and affirmed human endeavour focused on 
national action and bilateral collaboration to aid recovery from the disaster 
and augment the national infrastructure.

In the aftermath of the 1953 floods, the Dutch sought to reduce the national 
flood risk level to one in 10,000 years. The government initiated the Delta 
project, constructing a dam and storm-surge moveable barrier, inspired by the 
success of the Zuyder Zee project (Jenkins 1966: 120–45). Within a month of 
the disaster, the project committee was set up, and the works began the fol-
lowing year (Van Veen 1962: 178). The ambitious Delta project was finally 
completed in 1998. Together, the Zuyder Zee and Delta projects were praised 
as inspiring future generations to further dreams. ‘There is everywhere an 
abundance of possibilities which call for study and action’, Van Veen wrote 
in his account of their engineering endeavour, ‘so that untold generations may 
reap the benefits of the riches sown by their ancestors’ (Van Veen 1962: 169). 
The very artifice of the Netherlands had created one of the most prosperous 
and fulfilling countries to live in. Refuting Malthusian pessimism, ‘Holland 
made through human intervention’ was ‘one of the most highly densely popu-
lations, but with one of the highest life expectancies and standards of living’ 
(Wagret 1968: vi).

THE CRUEL SEA

Across the North Sea, the British political debates after the 1953 disaster 
extended solidarity to the Dutch in their suffering and praised the interna-
tional contributions of Dutch hydraulic engineering, enriching British and 
Dutch communities (Hansard 1953). The Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey 
Fisher spoke of humanity’s eternal conflict with nature. His address focused 
on how the disaster brought out people’s strengths:

As I contemplate a disaster of this kind, I find comfort in these two thoughts—
one has been referred to already: the fact that nothing reveals mankind at its 
best so much as a disaster of this kind. Everybody displays all that courage 
and comradeship which it is our prayer that we should show in similar circum-
stances. . . . [A] terrible disaster of this kind has yet a kind of majestic honesty 
about it. It is part of the eternal conflict which man wages against the forces of 
nature and which are the conditions of man’s existence. It is in that conflict of 
man with the elements of nature that we come to know our creatureliness, which 
we are sometimes liable to forget, and come to prove our manhood. (Fisher in 
Hansard 1953; quoted in Furedi 2005: 20)

Among the causalities during the storms was the Princess Victoria ferry on 
31 January 1953 carrying 127 passengers and 49 crew members of whom 
133 people drowned when she sank in the Irish Sea (Kerr 1954: 71–114; The 
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Lifeboat 1953a: 533–6). The sinking was the worst British civilian sea disas-
ter since the war, but its fate was overshadowed by the larger death toll in the 
flooded North Sea communities on the east coast of England (Atkinson 2013; 
O’Hara 2013). The ferry was heading for Northern Ireland and keeled over 
when it tried to return to Scotland. Rescue efforts were hampered by delays in 
locating the ferry as aircraft were involved in other rescues. Nevertheless 44 
men were rescued by lifeboat volunteers from the Royal National Life-boat 
Institution (RNLI) at Donaghadee and other shipping (Kerr 1954: 95–114; 
The Lifeboat 1953a: 533–6). Accounts emphasised the duty and bravery of 
the crew, passengers, and rescuers. Commonly singled out is the young radio 
operator David Broadbent, who continued to signal and send Morse code 
messages before he drowned, even as the ship was at a thirty-five-degree 
angle (Kerr 1954: 82–94). Another was the passenger Nancy Bryson, who 
rallied people to sing hymns to keep up their courage. She was swept away 
while carrying a three-year-old child to one of the life boats (Atkinson 2013). 
Among their hymns was the sailors’ Eternal Father, familiar to British and 
American maritime communities:

Eternal Father, strong to save,
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,
Who bidd’st the mighty ocean deep
Its own appointed limits keep;
Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,
For those in peril on the sea!

The hymn was written by William Whiting in 1860 and published in the Stan-
dard Hymns Ancient and Modern (Monk 1861: 222) and was rapidly taken 
up by mariners on both sides of the Atlantic in different versions (Christian-
sen 2007). The hymn accompanied various news reports of the disaster and 
remains important today. An RNLI volunteer has the first verse tattooed on 
his forearm as an alternative to the popular tattoo of the RNLI motto: ‘With 
courage nothing is impossible’ (Dwyer 2018). Famously the hymn was 
sung at a service attended by Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt 
on board the HMS Prince of Wales at the conference concluding the 1941 
Atlantic Charter, the wartime alliance, which subsequently developed into the 
peacetime United Nations (Christiansen 2007).

One phrase on people’s lips in 1953 was ‘the cruel sea’. This phrase was 
popularised from Nicholas Monserrat’s 1951 novel The Cruel Sea, published 
two years before. The novel is considered one of the best novels in English 
on the experience of modern maritime war and the wartime Atlantic convoys. 
Over 50,000 British Navy personnel and around 27,000 British merchant 
sailors were lost during the Second World War, and the experience was still 
vivid to maritime communities. Monserrat wrote how ‘the men are the stars 
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102 Chapter 3

of the novel. The only heroines the ships: and the only villain the cruel sea 
itself’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 10). He described ‘the strength and fury of 
that ocean, its moods, its violence, its gentle balm, its treachery: what men 
can do with it, and what it can do with men’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 10). 
Monserrat unsentimentally conveyed how people lived with the anguish of 
grief or brutal wartime decisions and failures to save people (Monserrat 1956 
[1951]: 301–3). ‘Naturally there are thoughts’, observed one character, and 
‘For thoughts there is gin’, quipped another (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 212). 
‘Some men died well’, ‘Some men died badly’, some surrendering quickly, 
others exhausting themselves as they desperately clung to life (Monserrat 
1956 [1951]: 286–98). Yet how else could they live but by clinging to life? 
The crew worked together despite the war’s meaning eluding them and the 
wartime promises of the peace remaining uncertain—promises of ‘a better 
world for everyone—freedom from fear, no big unemployment, security, fair 
wages’ (Monserrat 1956 [1951]: 427–31). At the novel’s end, the surviving 
Lockhart reflected on ‘a special kind of war-memory—showing mercy in fad-
ing quickly, drowning forever under the weight of sorrow’ (Monserrat 1956 
[1951]: 444). Monserrat’s The Cruel Sea affirmed the dignity of the people 
and how the wartime collective endeavour gave legitimacy to a peacetime 
state organising the economy, directing nationalised industries, instituting a 
national health and welfare service, and supporting ambitious regional and 
employment policies and social housing programmes.

Meaningful cultural frameworks and communal organisation are critical 
resources in disasters. Peacetime deaths were not expected, but war experi-
ences forged communities with insights to support the bereaved amid the 
fickleness of fate (Baxter 2005; Furedi 2005). Vanessa’s grandfather lost two 
nephews, John Spence Piggot and Lennox Piggot, in the ferry. Her grand-
father had served in the merchant navy and then the navy on the Atlantic 
convoys between October 1939 until July 1944 and survived sea battles. 
But with tragic irony, it was the two young men working in the bakery busi-
ness who drowned at sea simply travelling between family in Glasgow and 
Belfast. The 1953 flood responses showed communal stoical acceptance and 
support for collective action to prevent such natural disasters in the future. 
One lasting legacy of the disaster was the support galvanised for the RNLI 
whose volunteers had played a crucial role in the rescue (Kerr 1954: 95–102; 
RNLI 1953a: 533–6). No women or children survived the 1953 sinking of the 
Princess Victoria, but the 1953 issue of the RNLI’s magazine The Lifeboat 
affirmed the long active role of women in its sea rescues, giving an account 
of ‘The Women Launchers of Dungeness’ (The Lifeboat 1953b: 539–40). 
Back in 1838, the RLNI had celebrated the courageous lightkeeper’s daugh-
ter Grace Darling (1815–1842) for her rescue with her father of individuals 
from a stricken ship, and it has a museum dedicated to her today. Grace died 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 103

four years later of tuberculosis in 1842, the year Chadwick’s Report on the 
Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population was published. The national 
institute to rescue people from the seas had been set up in 1824, but develop-
ment of a modern public health system was only just beginning (Williams 
1965: 202–43).

In wake of the 1953 disaster, Lord Shepherd in the House of Lords reiter-
ated human efforts to overcome natural forces:

In view of the catastrophe that has occurred, it might be suggested in some 
quarters that with so much high ground in the world it is a waste of effort to 
fight against the sea, not always being sure whether what has been done is per-
manently safe. Those who have any faith in the human family, and who desire 
to see it rise above its conditions, would answer ‘No’ to such a question as that. 
(Hansard 1953)

Settlements at risk of flooding should not be abandoned. ‘In the view of all of 
us’, Shepherd declared, ‘no matter whether the land is high or low, it should 
be cultivated, and it should produce’ (Hansard 1953). Reconstruction should 
create permanent defences. Yet deliberations had been going for decades 
since an earlier Thames flood disaster in January 1928, killing fourteen, 
where the Thames had burst its banks, flooding central London, including 
the Houses of Parliament, and as far west as Richmond. Construction of sea 
defences had to take into account shipping interests and keeping the river 
navigable. Matters were still going slowly until another North Sea disaster 
in February 1962, when the dykes of the German port city of Hamburg burst 
and the floods killed over 300 hundred people, many refugees from eastern 
Germany living in weak wooden shacks (Engels 2016). Witnessing again the 
disastrous consequences of a tidal surge on a major city finally galvanised 
official action. Responding to Herman Bondi’s 1966 report on the 1953 
floods, the British government set up the Thames barrier project (Fleming  
et al., 1980; Kelly 2018). Construction was begun in 1974, and the flood bar-
riers were completed in 1982 built by a British-Dutch consortium of Costain, 
the Tarmac group, and the Hollandsche Beton Maatschappi. The Thames 
Barrier was the second largest moveable flood defence barrier after the Dutch 
Eastern Scheldt storm surge barrier completed in 1986 as part of the Delta 
works. During construction the engineers and construction workers would 
regularly come across cannon balls in the waters from the old Royal Arsenal 
at Woolwich, reminders of those less cordial North Sea maritime relations, 
some destined for those seventeenth-century Anglo-Dutch wars.

Support for the Thames development encouraged demands for a tidal 
barrier further north on the Humber estuary to protect Marvell’s Hull and 
other coastal communities. Again it was a flood hitting Hull in 1969 that 
pushed action. The city was still reeling from the triple trawler disaster, 
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104 Chapter 3

killing fifty-eight fishermen in storms the previous year, which had gal-
vanised a petition led by fishermen’s wives and national attention demand-
ing improved trawler safety and maritime communication systems (Creed 
1998). Neglect was threatening to give an ominous prophetic social meaning 
to Marvell’s lines to his mistress complaining by ‘the tide of the Humber’ 
and loving her ‘ten years before the flood’ (Marvell 1972 [1681]: 50–1). 
Construction of the tidal barrier was joined with demands to build a bridge 
over the Humber as part of a regional development vision imagining Hull 
becoming a gateway to Europe and rivalling London domestically and Rot-
terdam internationally (Doherty 2017: 165, 218–32). ‘Humber: plan for a 
new metropolitan city: counter-magnet to London and showcase for Britain’ 
was the title of one advocacy report (Lane 1966). The plans hoped the bridge 
would initiate comprehensive development of the Humber, north and south 
of the river, and the wider region would lose its character as depressed hin-
terlands. Both engineering projects were completed just before the Thames 
barrier, the Humber tidal surge barrier in 1980 and the Humber Bridge in 
1981, a few years behind schedule.

Underscoring the high aspirations, the Hull poet Philip Larkin was com-
missioned to write a poem and the composer Anthony Hedges to compose 
music. Their work was performed by the Hull Choral Union and the Hum-
ber Sinfonia to celebrate the opening of the Humber Bridge (Conway 2019). 
Larkin’s poem ‘Bridge for the Living’ began with the image of solitariness 
and historical separation. ‘Isolate city . . . Half turned to Europe, lonely 
northern daughter’ (Larkin 1988 [1975]: 203). Larkin ended with the ideal 
of human sociability and that, in ‘Reaching for the world’, we realise our-
selves and ‘by bridges we live’. Before the building of the bridge, he sug-
gested how local communities had been neglected for centuries and their 
lives held back and ‘flowered to fall short where they began’ (Larkin 1988 
[1975]: 204). His poem enchanted industrial engineering as more than utili-
tarian, harmonising the ‘new design’ with the surrounding sea and land, and 
likening the bridge to a harp and its suspension cables harp strings played 
by the wind (Larkin 1988 [1975]: 203–4). Here Larkin’s poem assumed 
Byron’s aesthetic ideal of human interest enhancing the landscape (Byron 
1991 [1821]: 129–35). Today’s sensibilities are more easily reconciled to an 
iconic bridge than Faustian industrial sea defences subduing natural forces, 
although at the time, the bridge construction was actually divisive region-
ally. As the historian Rob Doherty explores, the controversies were tied up 
with questions of local democracy and opposition to the re-organisation  
of local authorities, and the traditional shires being subsumed into a Hull-
centred larger Humber region, concerns reinforced when the promised 
regional development did not materialise and existing industries declined 
(Doherty 2017: 229–31). Appreciation came later. Conversely, a generation 
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 Faustian Work and ‘The Hope of the Poor’ 105

witnessing hundreds killed in floods gave moral and social importance to 
the two tidal barriers. Examining the Thames barrier nearly forty decades 
on, Michael Kelly observes how the project showed industrial engineering 
maximising human protection while minimising negative environmental 
effects:

if the ‘high modernist’ desire of the barrage lobby to transform and control nature 
more closely resembles today’s climate engineers than yesterday’s pragmatic 
technocrats, the retractable barrier was contrastingly of tremendous anthropic 
importance but of relatively low environmental impact. (Kelly 2018: 207)

Doherty and Kelly’s analysis returns us to humanist modernism’s con-
cerns with us being subjects of our lives as opposed to merely objects of 
external forces and making a secure ‘home in the world’ (Berman 1988 
[1982]: 5).

INSPIRING INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Inspiration from Dutch engineering was not confined to the circle of North 
Sea communities. The Dutch engineering success was enthusiastically held 
up as a model for international development. Countries in difficult environ-
ments could transform their conditions:

If a tiny country such as the Netherlands can help itself in the way it is doing, 
adding entire new provinces of fertile land to its territory, why cannot the same 
thing be done on a world scale? We could make the whole of the Sahara blos-
som again; bring water to the Kalahari; irrigate the deserts of Australia; dam the 
Straits of Gibraltar and gain 150 million acres of rich, cultivable land round the 
shores of the Mediterranean. We could dam the Bering Straits and turn many 
Arctic regions into a farmer’s paradise. (Jenkins 1966: 154–5)

The Dutch experience, creating a prosperous country out of unhealthy flood-
prone marshes, testified what could be done in countries across the world:

Is there any country which cannot be developed into a land of plenty? Once 
Holland was a poor part of the world—a ‘sebstja’ or salt-water swamp—
something like the Danube Delta nowadays, or any other fever-stricken 
morass, habitable only for wild ducks, gulls, geese and mosquitoes. Now it 
is an efficient and clean country with almost 800 people per square mile. It 
has the highest longevity of the world; it further has the lowest death rate, the 
largest production of cereals and potatoes per acre, the highest production of 
milk per cow and it will soon have the largest national income per square mile. 
(Van Veen 1962: 168)
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106 Chapter 3

The Netherlands suggested that any human society could overcome its natural 
limits, and in that overcoming truly realise itself:

It has been said that a nation is not truly civilized until it has acquired the quali-
ties denied to it by Nature. This history of continuous creation provided by the 
polders and drained marshes forms one of the most exciting chapters of human 
geography and of the history of civilization. (Wagret 1968: vii)

Ambitious international engineering schemes could and should be devised to 
overcome world hunger:

All these things are not only feasible, they are also essential if the world is going 
to be able to feed itself. The Dutch have shown what can be done in the way of 
self-help if you think on a large-enough scale. Perhaps one day a World Govern-
ment will ‘think big’, too, on an even more stupendous scale. (Jenkins 1966: 155).

A ‘technical civilization’ was not antithetical to a better world but its founda-
tion (Van Veen 1962: 169). Human activity could enhance a country’s con-
ditions: ‘Man’s intervention can miraculously transform these unfavourable 
natural environments, for he alone can change a brackish marsh into rich 
corn-growing land, or reclaim an unhealthy and neglected region’ (Wagret 
1968: vi). Accounts typically concluded on humanity’s common struggle 
against nature and shared coastal cultural affinities across the world among 
the hardy coastal communities facing the seas’ dangers.

The writings of fifty years ago exuded belief in humanity and the future. 
However, the late 1960s also witnessed belief in industrialisation shrinking in 
Western Europe. This retreat came precisely in the period when newly inde-
pendent states were trying to launch industrialisation and impacted on inter-
national development and global disasters thinking. The scepticism towards 
industrialisation involved a turn to nature and environmental or ecological 
thinking. Indicative of the shifting zeitgeist, H. J. Ferguson, director of the 
Delta works, set up the ecological research group for the Rijkswaterstaat in 
1970 (Bijker 1996: 402), while Alan Jenkins, author of The Golden Band 
(1966), returned to focusing on nature and the environment in works such as 
Wild Life in Danger (1973).

An optimistic inventive humanity fostered a universal vision and emanci-
patory development strategies. The chief Rikjswaterstaat engineer contended 
‘One follows one’s hopes, not one’s fears’, echoing the sixteenth-century 
pioneering engineer Vierlingh’s description of their work as the ‘Hope of 
the Poor’ (Van Veen 1962: 168). Goethe’s Faust imagined the possibilities 
of collective human action protecting communities and enhancing commu-
nal life. The poem also highlighted the dangers of enlightened despotism 
descending into rapacious modernism. The next chapter outlines the rise and 
fall of Faust the Developer in international development.
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Chapter 4

The Rise and Fall of Faust the 
Developer

In his final metamorphosis, Faust the Developer was the architect of a brave 
new modern world: 

To give those millions a new living-space:
They’ll not be safe, but active, free at least.
I see green fields, so fertile: man and beast
At once shall settle that new pleasant earth
Bastioned by great embankments that will rise
About them, but bold labour brought to birth.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt of  
the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223)

Goethe praised the new industrial age. Faustian productive forces could over-
come war, plague, and natural disaster:

Let people serve Him who gives to the beast his fodder, and to man meat and 
drink as much as he can enjoy. But I worship Him who has infused into the 
world such a power of production, that, when only the millionth part of it comes 
out into life, the world swarms with creatures to such a degree that war, pesti-
lence, fire and water cannot prevail against them. That is my God! (Eckermann 
1930 [20 February 1831]: 389)

Faust drove his workers to achieve monumental engineering feats, construct-
ing great barriers against the sea, reclaiming land, and building harbours. The 
comprehensively planned settlement included housing for new settlers and 
those displaced by his grand project. The original inhabitants were in awe 
of the scale and speed of this Faustian work. ‘A canal . . . built by morning’ 
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘A Palace’ in Luke 1998: 209). What did these unnatural 
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108 Chapter 4

deeds mean? What ungodly human sacrifice could be involved? Could they 
trust the new polder-ground? Should they embrace industrial development? 
Or should they resist and defend their traditional way of life? Could the 
Faustian ‘undivided trinity / Of war and trade and piracy’ be avoided (Goethe 
1832 Act V ‘A Palace’ in Luke 1998: 211)? Was modernity destined to be a 
project of destruction and dispossession? Was Faust’s project forever tainted 
by the sinful origins of the modern economy? Or could modernity redeem 
itself and improve the human condition?

Goethe’s English translator Thomas Carlyle did not share his enthusiasm 
for modern industrial development. In 1832, the year of Goethe’s death and 
publication of Faust, Carlyle wrote scathingly ‘Come, let us build a tower 
which shall reach to heaven; and by our steam-engines, and logic-engines, 
and skilful mechanism and manipulation, vanquish not only Physical Nature, 
but the divine Nature, and scale the empyrean itself’ (Carlyle 1893 [1832]: 
245). Carlyle considered he was living through ‘a new Tower-of-Babel era’ 
where human hubris reigned. Yet human mastery appeared far off in a society 
stalked by squalor, hunger, and disease. In this same year, he advised stoical 
acceptance towards the cholera outbreak: ‘The sooner we grow to compose 
ourselves beside it, the wiser for us. Man who has reconciled himself to die 
need not go distracted at the manner of his death’ (Carlyle Letter to John 
Aitkins, Dumfries [16 October 1832] in Conway 1881: 144).

New technological innovation in the course of the nineteenth century chal-
lenged such fatalism. Industrialising countries could develop their national 
infrastructure providing public water works, power systems, national grids, 
and communications networks. These possibilities influenced ambitious 
international development models in the following century.

However, the origins of the manmade disasters of modern imperialism, 
totalitarianism, and world war could be traced to Europe (Arendt 1968 
[1950]). The Holocaust, the gulag, and the atomic bomb indicted modern 
progress and kindled cultural disquiet seeking to rein in human ambition. Yet 
the barbarism of world war did not automatically undermine active humanist 
beliefs. The Italian writer and Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi argued that his 
experience of the Holocaust ‘increased my desire, it gave my life a purpose, to 
bear witness’ (Levi cited in Anissimov 1999: 11). His 1975 poetic novel The 
Periodic Table is a hymn to humanity and humanist scientific wonder (Levi 
1984; Poliakoff 2019). European intellectual pessimism was held in check by 
domestic popular pressures. For world war mobilised people on mass to the 
war efforts, and post-war governments had to take into account their concerns, 
both domestically and internationally. So even where democracy was limited 
in Europe on either side of the Iron Curtain, whether the constrained democra-
cies of northern Europe, the dictatorships of southern Europe, or the one-party 
Communist states of Eastern Europe, popular pressures spurred state models 
and national industrial strategies expected to provide comprehensive welfare, 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 109

education, health systems, pensions, and employment. Governments needed 
to act as Faust the Developer, promising comprehensive development and 
protection from disaster to maintain their legitimacy from political challenge.

This chapter discusses the rise and fall of international development ideals 
after the Second World War. The United Nations reflected international pres-
sures demanding a new world order of independent self-determining countries 
and linked a stable international order with the need for international develop-
ment. U.S. President Truman’s 1949 Inaugural Speech famously outlined his 
four points vision and his fourth point programme for humanity, which pro-
claimed the creation of an international development programme as part of the 
post-war world order: ‘we must embark on a bold new program for making 
the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the 
improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas’ (Truman 1949). Truman’s 
Point Four Program reiterated U.S. President Roosevelt’s 1941 Four Free-
doms speech, which highlighted freedom from want: ‘The third is freedom 
from want which, translated into universal terms, means economic under-
standings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its 
inhabitants, everywhere in the world’ (Roosevelt 1941). Truman’s speech is 
commonly cited in introductions to international development studies (Duff-
ield 2007: 23; Escobar 1995: 3; Galbraith 1979: 24–5; Haynes 2008: 9–19).

The creation of the United Nations, the reconstruction of Europe and Asia, 
international revulsion against the Holocaust, and the formal delegitimising 
of racist theories demonstrated active humanist and reformist aspirations. The 
ambitious goals of international development emerged in the post-war con-
text of national independence struggles, and Cold War competition between 
the Western and Soviet blocs for influence in the newly independent states. 
Universal prosperity was the initial vision of international development. 
Indeed Cold War rivalry could inspire not just fulfilment of physical security 
but sublime aspirations. As in Faustian dreams, the space race witnessed 
humanity circling the globe and putting man on the moon.

The newly independent states were inspired by a political and economic vul-
canism. Their spirit was closer to Faustian visions mobilising ‘a common will’ 
to transform societies (Goethe 1832 Act V ‘The Great Forecourt of the Palace’ 
in Luke 1998: 223). The reaffirmed belief in human progress articulated in the 
new United Nations and at the 1955 African-Asian conference at Bandung 
belied anti-Enlightenment and anti-humanist conclusions (Wright 1994 [1956]). 
National and international legitimacy was sought through Faustian endeavours.

An optimistic political catastrophism animated anti-colonialists. The 
statesman and poet Aimé Césaire’s 1939 work Notebook on a Return to the 
Native Land enthused about ‘the fire hoarded in volcanoes’ ready to erupt:

Words? While we handle quarters of earth, while we wed delirious continents, 
while we force steaming gates, words, ah yes, words! But words of fresh blood, 
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110 Chapter 4

words that are tidal waves and erysipelas and malarias and lava and brush fires, 
and blazes of flesh, and blazes of cities. (Césaire 1995 [1939]: 99)

Again his 1949 poem Lost Body [Corps perdu] began simply: ‘I who 
Krakatoa. . .’ [‘Moi qui Krakatoa. . .’] (Césaire 1983 [1949]: 242). Césaire 
condemned Western colonial exploitation, but that did not mean he opposed 
industrialisation, although he is often cited to support anti-industrialisation 
arguments (Césaire 1972: 22–25, 38–39). His poetry claimed the share 
of colonial and exploited labour in modernity. Just as their bodies were 
imprinted by exploitation so they had left their imprint on the modern cities 
and skyscrapers built on their backs (Césaire 1995 [1939]: 91). Likewise 
the Algerian Frantz Fanon spoke of anti-colonial nationalism forging a new 
human history to advance humanity against the failures of Europe (Fanon 
2001 [1961]: 254–5). There was to be the transfer of industrial technology 
and the building of infrastructure to support growing urban populations and 
raise standards of living. International dam projects mushroomed across 
Europe and expanded to newly decolonised states, involving engineering 
expertise from newly industrialised middle-income countries, such as Yugo-
slavia, as well as long industrialised countries. When the anti-colonial nation-
alist movements receded, international development models also receded 
from Faustian modern industrialisation to non-Faustian programmes seeking 
to rein in development.

Walt Rostow’s 1950s work Stages of Growth articulated a bold Cold War 
modernisation model against the rival Soviet industrial economic vision, but 
Western, industrialised countries had reservations about industrialising devel-
oping countries. E. F. Schumacher’s 1970s work Small Is Beautiful captured 
the shift to non-industrial development models. Rostow and Schumacher 
both had immigrant backgrounds and achieved high office in their respec-
tive countries—Rostow in the United States, Schumacher in Britain (Milne 
2008; Wood 1983). Both were trained as economists and were involved 
in the post-war reconstruction of Europe. The post-war administrators of 
Goethe’s divided Germany decided not to follow ‘victor’s justice’ calling for 
its deindustrialisation but pursued rival free market and communist industrial 
models (Judt 2010 [2005]: 105, 125). Rostow’s text embodied a modernisa-
tion approach to international development, which dominated development 
thinking in the first two decades. Schumacher’s text embodied non-materi-
alist, spiritual ideas, which influenced development thinking in subsequent 
decades, especially in humanitarian aid circles. The philosopher Marshall 
Berman explored Faust the Developer and how radical critiques of the 
political economy became disillusioned with modern development (Berman 
1988 [1982]). Critics advocated non-industrial strategies as alternatives to 
destructive Western development paths. Yet these critiques ironically helped 
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legitimise uneven development and the retreat of Western international 
development goals, with the decline of their Cold War rival. Abandoning 
the industrialisation of developing countries meant maintaining international 
inequality between states, and populations having weaker collective infra-
structures and less protection from natural disasters.

‘A BOLD NEW PROGRAM’ AND THE STAGES OF 
ECONOMIC GROWTH

Humanism and pragmatism shaped arguments for international development 
to improve economies and address poverty. Western policy-makers were 
concerned firstly with the destabilising impact of weak pre-industrial states 
on an international order based on national sovereignty and state viability to 
guarantee their own security, and secondly anchoring the new states to the 
Western bloc. As Truman’s speech outlined, humanity had a moral duty to 
address poverty, but poverty was also ‘a threat to both’ poorer nations and 
‘to more prosperous areas’ (Truman 1949). Indicatively, Rostow’s famous 
treatise on The Stages of Economic Growth was subtitled A Non-Communist 
Manifesto (Rostow 1960). Rostow (1916–2003) was linked to high interna-
tional political circles, serving as a senior adviser to the US Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations in the 1960s. He had earlier worked for Gunnar 
Myrdal, secretary of the post-war Economic Commission for Europe, another 
influential international development adviser (Milne 2008).

Rostow’s Non-Communist Manifesto put forward a capitalist modernisa-
tion model to counter a rival Communist vision. Rostow devoted a whole 
section of his work to criticising Marxist analysis of capitalism and imperial-
ism, and outlining how his model was superior. He saw Communism as a 
malignant growth, inhibiting full maturation of the economy and suppressing 
the development of political liberalism. So while state-led centralised devel-
opment could improve people’s material conditions, their political freedoms 
were suppressed. Differences between Western and Marxist modernisa-
tion models were obviously emphasised at the time. However, examining 
his ideas from today’s perspective, Rostow’s counter-model shared some 
assumptions with the rival Communist vision. Namely, both shared belief 
in human progress through material development. Rostow offered a liberal 
material account to a Marxist historical material account, contrasting strik-
ingly with the antipathy towards materialism, especially industrialisation, 
which infuses present international development philosophy, especially in 
Europe. Both identified a progress of human history to more advanced forms 
linked to developing society’s productive forces. These shared materialist 
ideas and their universalist understanding of history informed 1950s and 
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112 Chapter 4

1960s international development strategies endorsing the goal of industriali-
sation. The universalist, materialist ideas of this period contrast sharply with 
the anti-materialist, relativist development approaches of today.

Rostow set out a progress of society from tradition to modernity, tracing 
five key stages of economic development: ‘traditional society’, ‘precondi-
tions for take off’, ‘take-off’, ‘the drive to maturity’, culminating in ‘the age 
of high mass-consumption’. He identified a basic distinction between pre-
Newtonian traditional and modern societies with scientific knowledge, and 
its application to transform the forces of production (Rostow 1960: 4). Ros-
tow was confident of the potential to apply modern scientific knowledge to 
improve society, and the superiority of modern society over traditional soci-
ety. Traditional agrarian societies with their hierarchical social and political 
structures and values held limited possibilities for self-determination and 
material security. Their ‘long-run fatalism’ could allow for some individuals 
to improve the situation of their family but not collective improvement (Ros-
tow 1960: 5). Rostow’s model assumed significant social improvement was 
dependent on economic transformation. He wrote ‘economic progress is a 
necessary condition for some other purpose, judged to be good: be it national 
dignity, private profit, the general welfare, or a better life for the children’ 
(Rostow 1960: 6). His assumption followed secular Enlightenment thinking 
and the dominant social progressive ideas of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. It was almost an economic law then that ‘the poorer the country, 
the greater the difference between poor and rich’ (Myrdal 1956: 133). The 
stages of economic growth led up to ‘the age of high mass-consumption’, 
spreading improved living standards and material security to all.

A mature economy, Rostow believed, allowed society to devote surplus 
resources to three core areas: the pursuit of external power and influence, 
social welfare, and consumption:

When technological maturity is reached, and the nation has at its command a 
modernized and differentiated industrial machine, to what ends should it be put, 
and in what proportions: to increase social security, through the welfare state; 
to expand mass-consumption into the range of durable consumers’ goods and 
services; to increase the nation’s stature and power on the world scene; or to 
increase leisure? (Rostow 1960: 16)

He considered that the United States, Western Europe, and Japan had already 
reached this stage of high mass-consumption, where the economy shifted 
‘towards durable consumers’ goods and services’, and ‘real income per head 
rose to a point where a large number of persons gained a command over con-
sumption which transcended basic food, shelter, and clothing’ (Rostow 1960: 
10). He thought the Soviet Union was entering this stage or at least delaying 
entering this stage. The rival Soviet bloc was devoting resources to its military 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 113

capability and limiting domestic consumption. He believed the Soviets feared 
that a consumer culture would undermine their rule: ‘Communism is likely to 
wither in the age of high mass-consumption’ (Rostow 1960: 133).

Having raised material living standards through economic expansion, Ros-
tow observed, Western societies no longer saw extending modern technology 
as paramount. They were now turning to social re-distribution policies and the 
promotion of social mobility along with production of consumer goods and 
services. The welfare state was a product of having reached ‘technical matu-
rity’ (Rostow 1960: 11). Consumer goods were also socially transformative. 
He singled out ‘the cheap mass automobile with its quite revolutionary effects’ 
in opening up people’s freedom to travel (Rostow 1960: 11). He insisted that 
self-determination and human flourishing could be realised within a developed 
capitalist economy against Marxist accounts contending that capitalist relations 
of production were exploitative, only facilitated uneven development, and 
held back human potential. Political circumstances had led Western Europe 
to emphasise social welfare over individual consumption as compared to the 
United States (Rostow 1960: 82). These historical differences were ironing out. 
With high mass-consumption, the country was shifting its concerns beyond 
material growth concerns and developing post-material values, noting ‘Their 
curious new obsession with family life, privacy, do-it-yourself, getting away 
on trailers, and in motor boats, writing impiously about the Organization Man’ 
(Rostow 1960: 87). Rostow described this phenomenon as ‘Buddenbrooks 
dynamics’, referring to Thomas Mann’s 1901 family saga:

In Thomas Mann’s novel of three generations, the first sought money; the sec-
ond, born to money, sought social and civic position; the third, born to comfort 
and family prestige, looked to the life of music. The phrase is designed to sug-
gest, then, the changing aspirations of generations, as they place a low value 
on what they take for granted and seek new forms of satisfaction. (Rostow 
1960: 11)

Here he foresaw his critics’ post-material values as the luxury of a post-con-
sumption culture. Ever increased production and consumption was a hollow 
vision for society and was untenable without thought to their social costs and 
consequences. He was anxious though that these post-material values should 
not lead the West to neglect developing countries’ material aspirations. 
A will was needed to mobilise resources ‘to do the jobs which must be done’ 
(Rostow 1960: 104). His Cold War political concerns were explicit:

We must demonstrate that the underdeveloped nations—now the main focus 
of Communist hopes—can move successfully through the preconditions into a 
well established take-off within the orbit of the democratic world, resisting the 
blandishments and temptations of Communism. (Rostow 1960: 134)
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114 Chapter 4

The formidable task for combating communism’s attraction to the developing 
world encompassed military security, industrial growth, and welfare in India, 
Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America (Rostow 1960: 104–5). 
Rostow successfully recommended increasing U.S. foreign aid under the 
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations. Under Kennedy, Rostow helped 
set up the U.S. Agency for International Development and the Alliance for 
Progress, an aid programme for Latin America (Milne 2008). However, 
national development strategies were subordinate to Cold War security per-
spectives and domestic law and order concerns. In reality, even in the heyday 
of modernisation strategies, developing countries struggled to find capital 
investment for industrialisation, except where they were of immediate strate-
gic interest. Underscoring the linkage between the international development 
and security strategies, Rostow proved to be among the most hawkish of Cold 
War U.S. political advisers—drafting the U.S. bombing strategy and resisting 
peace negotiations over Vietnam (Milne 2008).

AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS THE STAGES  
OF ECONOMIC GROWTH

Rostow and other Western policy-makers were initially preoccupied with 
ensuring the conditions for economic take-off and sustaining economic 
growth. Yet there were political doubts as to whether developing countries 
should accelerate along the stages of industrial growth to a society of high 
productivity and mass consumption. What would be the consequences of 
rapid industrialisation and modernisation? Did these societies need to change 
culturally for successful industrialisation? To what extent was industrial and 
consumer society even a desirable goal? Should not the problems of advanced 
industrial societies be borne in mind before other countries embarked on 
the same path of economic transformation? Would there not be problems of 
underemployment and social irresponsibility in a leisure society with people 
having too much time on their hands? Rostow too alluded to the risk of 
‘secular spiritual stagnation’ (Rostow 1960: 12). He anticipated countercul-
tural critics as the luxury of a post-consumption society, whose aspirations 
no longer needed to focus on economic growth and material achievement 
(Rostow 1960: 87). U.S. society was struggling existentially to address the 
novel historical problems of mass affluence: ‘what to do when the increase 
in real income itself loses its charm? Babies, boredom, three-day week-ends, 
the moon, or the creation of new inner, human frontiers in substitution for the 
imperatives of scarcity?’ (Rostow 1960: 16).

The spectre of unemployment fostering political and social dangers as 
had occurred in the pre-war Great Depression preoccupied policy thinking. 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 115

Prominent economists such as John Maynard Keynes argued that the problem 
of production was one that humanity was overcoming and would not be a 
problem in the future (Keynes 1952 [1931]: 366). Economic studies on The 
Affluent Society speculated over the problem of advanced industrial societies 
having to adapt to leisure when machinery made large sections of the popu-
lation redundant (Galbraith 1962). Policies maintaining employment rather 
than increased production were recommended for the new circumstances in 
which the production of goods, it was argued, was becoming important for 
employment rather than for the good themselves. In the words of the Ameri-
can economist J. K. Galbraith, ‘Production for the sake of the goods produced 
is no longer very urgent’, however, ‘production does remain important and 
urgent for its effects on economic security’ (Galbraith 1962: 165).

Even as modernisation models were endorsed by the United Nations and 
governments, anxieties surfaced among policy-makers over the destabilising 
impact of development on domestic and international order. What might be 
the consequences of this bold world experiment? Policy advisers, including 
Rostow, as the most prominent modernisation advocate, were concerned 
about political instability during the transition from a traditional society to a 
mature economy (Rostow 1960: 90). Rostow warned of the dangers of frus-
tration and alienation, along with unemployment, where there were raised 
material expectations fostered by international communications (Rostow 
1960: 141). His stages of growth implied a ‘world of diffusing power’, that 
is, the diffusion of power away from Western states (Rostow 1960: xiv). His 
model also invited the question of what developing countries would do with 
their enhanced economic capacity. He believed military incentives propelled 
national decisions to embrace economic industrial transformation and specu-
lated whether those military incentives would pose a security threat to the 
Western powers, or whether technical maturity would bring humanity closer 
together (Rostow 1960: 92). What would the rise of African and Asian mili-
tary powers mean for the West and world order? Would these new industrial 
countries exacerbate an international arms race (Rostow 1960: 106)? More-
over the spectre of the atomic bomb haunted analysis. Diffusion of technol-
ogy potentially meant the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction:

man has pressed his control over his physical environment to the point where 
the destruction of organized life on the planet is technically possible, in a setting 
where the stages-of-growth move forward not only in the northern half of the 
globe, whose story dominates the history of the past two centuries, but in the 
southern half of the globe, and in China as well. (Rostow 1960: 122)

Cold War imperatives surmounted Western reservations during decolo-
nisation’s height in the late 1950s and beginning of the 1960s. However, 
the late 1960s witnessed a less confident political elite rocked by political 
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116 Chapter 4

assassinations, civil riots, and U.S. losses in the Vietnam War. Rostow’s Non-
Communist Manifesto and economic strategies did not appear to be securing 
the hearts and minds of the developing world. Nor did economic growth 
appear to guarantee political cohesion domestically in the advanced Western 
economies disturbed by urban riots.

Domestic policy debates reinforced fears that rapid urbanisation and unmet 
material expectations fostered ghettos of mass poverty, criminality, and politi-
cal alienation. Alarm over the social stability in Western societies during the 
1960s encouraged the re-evaluation of modernisation strategies. Material 
improvement did not necessarily provide meaning and social satisfaction. 
Dudley Seers, director of the influential Institute of Development Studies at the 
University of Sussex, warned that ‘it looks as if economic growth not merely 
may fail to solve social and political difficulties; certain types of growth can 
actually cause them’ (Seers 1979 [1967]: 9). These modernisation sceptics 
influenced how policy-makers thought about international development. 
Economic policy should refocus on employment rather than industrialisation, 
development advisers concluded (Galbraith 1964: 9). The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) published a series of reports and launched its World 
Employment Programme, which prioritised employment and shifted its policy 
away from capital-intensive to labour-intensive activities (ILO 1969; ILO 
1976; Johnston 1970: 281; Jolly et al., 1973). Initially this policy of generat-
ing employment through retaining labour-intensive activities was still envis-
aged within a strategy of industrialisation. But by the beginning of the 1970s, 
Western European development strategies were leading the international turn 
against industrialisation as a goal, Britain in its overseas development aid 
agenda, and West Germany and the Scandinavian states in their environmental 
concerns (Jolly et al., 1973; Schumacher 1974; Seers 1979 [1967]).

Amid these Western economic discussions focused on post-industrial 
consumer society, the question of substantial national development towards 
modern engineered national infrastructures protecting populations from 
natural disasters became demoted. Significant, but uneven, economic growth 
took place in the first two decades of development until the mid-1970s. Prob-
lems of insufficient capital, uneven development, mass urban poverty, and 
economic disparities were evident. Industrial projects faltered in developing 
countries without comprehensive investment or aid strategies to establish 
adequate national infrastructures, including sufficient power supplies, trans-
port networks, or urban housing, and services to support the expanding urban 
populations. In the absence of adequate industrial or urban infrastructures, 
individual industrial projects risked becoming white elephants—industries 
located inappropriately for markets, machines lying idle without adequate 
energy supplies or spare parts. These problems were no longer treated as 
provisional remediable features of the early stages of industrialisation as 
experienced by Western societies. Instead, these problems were discussed 
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as dangerously unstable conditions susceptible to political radicalisation and 
threats to international security. Policy advisers voiced concerns that mod-
ernisation was contributing to political insecurity. In this vein, Samuel Hun-
tington argued ‘the higher the rate of change toward modernity the greater the 
political instability’ (Huntington 1968: 48).

Contrary to Rostow’s optimistic vision, fears of industrialisation empowering 
totalitarianism encouraged scepticism towards industrial development (Wittfo-
gel 1957). Karl Wittfogel’s 1957 Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study 
of Total Power depicted totalitarian hydraulic empires developing out of large 
scale centralised irrigation systems. Faust’s spectre stalked Wittfogel’s politi-
cal science analysis of hydraulic empires, although Wittfogel, a dramatist in 
interwar Germany before immigrating to the US, did not refer to Goethe in his 
study. The doubts of Western officials were matched by broader social scepti-
cism towards progress. Economic progress and greater national wealth allowed 
states to pursue external peaceful or military power and influence, as well as 
infrastructure building, welfare services or consumption. However, advanced 
industrial societies appeared to be choosing militarism rather than Rostow’s 
‘more humane objectives’ (Rostow 1960: 74), whether the U.S. prosecution of 
the Vietnam War or the Soviet invasions of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslova-
kia in 1968. Civil unrest in Western societies from Belfast to Berkeley and Los 
Angeles to Paris suggested that industrialisation and greater material prosperity 
did not guarantee social legitimacy or stability. Rostow’s close involvement in 
the U.S. strategic bombing campaign in Vietnam compromised the idea that 
his stages of growth model would lead to more humane policies (Milne 2008).

The United States, with the ideal of the American Dream, was associ-
ated with social optimism against disaster (Rozario 2007). Yet pessimistic 
critiques gained wider cultural resonance in the United States in the 1970s, 
nationally demoralised over defeat in the Vietnam War, which questioned 
the idea of American exceptionalism as a power for good (Engelhardt 1998). 
For Vietnam represented not just a physical defeat for the United States but a 
moral defeat, amid international condemnation of its invasion and the effects 
of its military strategies, including chemical warfare against civilians. Social 
optimism was further undermined domestically by the end of the post-war 
economic boom; the demise of Bretton Woods and the link between the U.S. 
dollar and gold; the Watergate scandal; the political assassinations of Presi-
dent John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert Kennedy; fragmentation 
of the civil rights movement; racial divisions; urban riots and urban terror-
ism such as the Weathermen; and a broader decline of communal life (Lasch 
1984; Roth 1997; Yuill 2006). The 1973 oil crisis internationally kindled 
Malthusian fears in Western policy circles over resources, and the spectre of 
developing countries holding Western states to ransom over raw materials. 
International policy was thus already shifting away from industrial strategies 
before the radical development critiques of the 1970s.
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SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL

E. F. Schumacher’s 1970s classic Small Is Beautiful encapsulates develop-
ment policy’s shift away from industrialisation and mass consumerism. The 
work became the bible of non-governmental development aid philosophy 
(Whitaker 1983). Schumacher (1911–1977) worked for the post-war British 
Control Commission in Germany and went on to be economic adviser to the 
British National Coal Board. His transformation from the chief economist 
of Britain’s coal industry to leading advocate of non-industrial development 
illustrates how social reform circles retreated from mass industrial society.

Schumacher, like Rostow, developed his economic thinking against Marx-
ist ideas. Originally impressed by Marx’s writing, Schumacher intensely 
disliked his materialism, atheism, and class hostility (Wood 1983: 293–4). 
He was attracted to the English Christian Socialist tradition. Publicly owned 
industries cultivated a public service ethos, but they struggled to influence 
their own workforce, let alone wider society, against a culture of greed 
(Wood 1983: 272). His philosophical influences shifted from economic and 
socialist writings to spiritual writings, including the works of Mahatma Gan-
dhi and Ivan Illich (Wood 1983: 349). Over the decades he gradually became 
less worried about improving material standards of living in industrial societ-
ies than reforming their culture (Wood 1983: 283). He attacked working-class 
materialism and criticised aspirations to industrialise the developing world as 
cultivating the wrong values (Wood 1983: 273).

Schumacher mistrusted the idea of humanity being unchecked by nature 
or God (Schumacher 1974: 20; Wood 1983: 264). He came to believe the 
spread of prosperity was corrupting. He opposed the pointless accumulation 
of wealth and consumer goods for no reasonably or ethically justified ends. 
He sought a spiritual, non-materialist model of social improvement, seeing 
social happiness in terms of social well-being (Schumacher 1974: 18–23). 
Godless man was a Machiavellian immoral figure driven by hubris, power, 
and greed. Religious awe, respect for nature, and humility had to be cultivated 
for social peace in opposition to ‘materialist scientism’ promoted since Bacon 
and Descartes (Schumacher 1974, 1977: 14–5). He commended Buddhism 
for its anti-egoism (Wood 1983: 343). He saw ‘the essence of civilization 
not in the multiplication of wants but in the purification of human character’ 
(Schumacher 1974: 40). He sought a spiritual non-materialist model of social 
improvement, understanding social happiness in terms of spiritual well-being 
(Schumacher 1974: 18, 23). His ideas epitomised the shift to post-material 
spiritual values of consumer society described by Rostow (Rostow 1960: 87).

Schumacher was alarmed at the prospect of humanity overcoming natural 
limits and becoming limitless. He accepted Malthusian ideas about population 
limits and wanted to moderate human needs. If humanity escaped nature’s lim-
its, he feared, materialism would be allowed free reign (Wood 1983: 304). He 
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preferred technologically simple, local solutions, such as assisting villagers to 
build their own village pumps against industrial mechanisation reducing labour 
(Wood 1983: 315). He worried that foreign aid was making people ‘poorer by 
giving them Western tastes’ (in Wood 1983: 314). One such area was Western 
corporations pushing formula milk for babies to replace breast milk in adverse 
circumstances that created dependency on their products among those on low 
incomes and could lead to worse nutritional outcomes for infants (Palmer 1993 
[1988]). Non-material aid should be offered instead of simply material aid, 
Schumacher argued: ‘A gift of knowledge is infinitely preferable to a gift of 
material things. . . . The gift of material goods makes people dependent, but the 
gift of knowledge makes them free’ (Schumacher 1974: 163).

Schumacher’s ideas on rural community development were adopted by 
international non-governmental organisations. NGOs’ role was fostered 
by Western donor countries following the demise of industrialisation as a 
goal of international development (Whitaker 1983: 82). Leading Western 
NGOs, such as Oxfam, criticised international development models for see-
ing development primarily in material terms and not encompassing moral 
development (Whitaker 1983: 82–83, 220). Yet did intermediate technol-
ogy protect people from natural disasters as much as advanced technology? 
What about the advanced flood protection engineered by the Netherlands, 
much of whose territory represented land reclaimed from the sea, sup-
porting one of the most densely populated countries in the world? Did 
not the level of Dutch security from flood disasters remain a praiseworthy 
humanist objective for other countries to aspire to? Consider Bangladesh, 
a country whose national development since its inception was significantly 
shaped by the materially limited horizons of international development 
thinking, and continued to be subject to devastating floods without the 
Dutch level of flood protection. The promotion of intermediate technol-
ogy as advocated by Schumacher’s model addresses some needs. Yet more 
comprehensive investment in national infrastructure and hydro-engineering 
would materially transform the security of communities at risk of floods.

The critique of a materialist industrial development model has been 
repeated over the past fifty years. Often this rejection is framed by critics in 
terms of not imposing Western development thinking on developing coun-
tries. Yet the history of development politics does not follow this simple 
dichotomy. Rejection of industrialisation as a goal by the international devel-
opment sector continued the European anti-industrial strands of Romantic or 
evangelical critiques of capitalism and the abiding moral condemnation of 
urban corruption. Anti-materialist critiques within capitalist relations have 
accompanied capitalism’s inception (Hochuli 2008; Sayre and Lowy 1984). 
Indeed spiritual asceticism was not simply opposed to capitalism but facili-
tated its expansion historically, as the German sociologist Max Weber’s clas-
sic The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism explored (1930 [1905]), 
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120 Chapter 4

and even its consumerism, as the historian Colin Campbell’s The Romantic 
Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism further explored (2005 [1987]).

Schumacher’s spiritual asceticism and denunciation of modern industrial 
society’s materialism re-invoked the ancient trope of the pastoral against the 
sinful city. Rousseau’s response to the 1755 Lisbon earthquake associated the 
city with urban vice:

In a big city, full of scheming, idle people without religion or principle, whose 
imagination, depraved by sloth, inactivity, the love of pleasure, and great needs, 
engenders only monsters and inspires only crimes; in a big city, where moeurs 
and honour are nothing because each easily hiding his conduct from the public 
eye. (Rousseau 1968 [1758]: 58–59 in Sennett 2002: 118)

The idea of the lost pastoral fused with moral critiques of modern society, 
which were concerned that populations freed from the struggle for survival 
would surrender themselves to vice (Sennett 2002: 115–22). If pastoral idylls 
were common literary conventions, the industrial revolution sharpened their 
cultural significance. Carlyle’s essays raged against ‘the Age of Machinery’ 
and a culture based around the ‘cash nexus’ and men ‘grown mechanical in 
head and in heart, as well as in hand’ (Carlyle 1986 [1839]: 195; 1986 [1829]: 
64–69). Just as writers turned to nature for solace from the miseries of the 
city, so the wealthy fled from urban squalor and social disturbance to the sub-
urbs or depopulated countryside. Romantic critiques in this vein commonly 
portrayed rural innocence destroyed by urban exploitation. Such critiques 
were ambivalent because they could legitimise restraining the political, social 
and economic demands of the working classes. These romantic ideals influ-
enced the romance of European colonialism and British colonial development 
policy against British and European industrial exploitation of Africa and Asia. 
Colonial officials and settlers could rediscover pre-industrial societies and re-
create pre-modern hierarchical and deferential relations they could no longer 
enjoy in Europe (Arendt 1968 [1950]: 207–21; Pupavac 2012: 120–43).

RADICAL CRITIQUES OF THE STAGES  
OF ECONOMIC GROWTH

Official policy scepticism towards industrialisation was reinforced by the 
changing character of left-wing development critiques. Major theories in 
development studies attacking Rostow’s modernisation policies were world 
system, underdevelopment, and dependency theories, inspired by Marx-
ism and anti-colonialism, and formulated in books such as Samir Amin’s 
Unequal Development (1976), Andre Gunder Frank’s Capitalism and 
Underdevelopment in Latin America (1967), Walter Rodney’s How Europe 
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Underdeveloped Africa (1972) and Immanuel Wallerstein’s Modern World 
System (1974). These critical political economy theories targeted capitalism 
and imperialism as underpinning international inequalities and the ‘develop-
ment of underdevelopment’. They indicted exploitative capitalist relations of 
production, holding back the productive potential of societies, domestically 
and internationally. They looked to how the political organisations of the 
industrial working classes and other oppressed social groups could be used 
to transform social relations and emancipate human potential. Dependency 
theories attacked foreign ownership of industries and their economic exploi-
tation of developing countries as a form of neocolonialism. They were not 
opposed to industrial development per se. They still saw the working classes 
as primary agents of progressive social change but gave greater importance 
to the peasantry, especially in light of successful anti-colonial struggles. 
They wanted to defend the autonomy of developing countries against for-
eign powers and advance their economic, political, and social development. 
Autonomous industrial development was difficult to achieve. Rethinking in 
radical circles over the political potential of industrial workers joined argu-
ments concerned with foreign domination, ownership, and exploitation in 
industrial sectors. Subsequent theorists were increasingly interested in the 
non-industrial sectors of developing economies.

Radical development critiques were part of larger international opposi-
tional movements on either side of the Iron Curtain in Europe and in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America (Halliday 1983, 1994). When critics examined the 
character of a mature industrial economy, what stood out for them was mili-
tary aggression, whether the United States in Vietnam or the Soviet Union in 
Czechoslovakia. Marxist theories were challenged by the authoritarian char-
acter of the Soviet and Chinese states, and the declining political organisation 
of the industrial working classes. If Western policy-makers feared industri-
alisation and urbanisation fostering political radicalism, radical politics came 
to have the opposite concern. International progressive setbacks included the 
failures of 1968 radicalism, the crushing of the Prague Spring, the frustrated 
promise of the Non-Aligned Movement, political repression and violent 
conflict in post-independence countries, and stasis in international develop-
ment (Laidi 1998). The idea that economic development would facilitate a 
more just and tolerant society seemed less convincing. This demoralisation 
impacted on how Western radical circles saw industrialisation. In trying to 
understand why the masses were not embracing radical politics, critics sug-
gested that modern consumerism created contented conformists, unwilling to 
engage in social and political problems. Instead of the industrial proletariat as 
the agent of revolution assumed in earlier Marxist-inspired accounts, alterna-
tive accounts such as the critical philosopher Herbert Marcuse’s One Dimen-
sional Man (1972 [1964]) or the liberation theologian Paulo Freire’s The 
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122 Chapter 4

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1996 [1970]) suggested that the hope of radical 
politics lay with those outside industrial production. Moreover, the lessons of 
the Vietnam War where a third-world nation could defeat a first-world nation 
suggested the redundancy of pursuing industrialisation, and finding political 
resistance outside industrial society (Illich 1971: 143). Some critiques con-
verged with romantic anti-industrial sentiments. If political radicalism would 
only emerge from those outside the processes of the modern industrial state, 
counterculture critics concluded, they should oppose developing countries 
following an industrial modernisation path. Yet how did these ideas fit with 
the political and social demands of developing countries?

RESISTING DEMANDS FOR A NEW INTERNATIONAL 
ECONOMIC ORDER

There were high hopes at the 1955 Asian-African conference at Bandung 
for the newly independent states to forge a new more equitable international 
order as the African American writer Richard Wright documented in his 
account The Color Curtain (Wright 1994 [1956]). The Bandung confer-
ence led to the founding of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) of states, 
which sought an alternative path from either Western capitalism or Soviet 
communism. NAM ties inspired alternative theories of international poli-
tics, modernisation, and independent national development. In this political 
context third world connoted being a third progressive way internationally. 
We see countries wanting to carve their own national development models, 
whether the Tanzanian Ujamaa vision of socialism under Julian Nyerere, 
the Zambian Humanism under Kenneth Kaunda, the Chilean road to social-
ism under Salvador Allende, or Yugoslav workers’ self-management under 
Tito. Affirmative third worldism was endorsed in the world systems theories, 
underdevelopment, or dependency theories highlighted above. Works such as 
Walter Rodney’s How Europe Underdeveloped Africa were concerned with 
how their development was constrained by neocolonialism and how the world 
economy was organised around the interests of metropolitan countries against 
the interests of periphery or semi-periphery regions (Rodney 1972).

The new emphasis on basic needs promoted by the International Labour 
Organization was greeted positively among development researchers in the 
developing world for its attention to poverty, challenging political leaders 
acting undemocratically and imposing ill-planned development projects on 
their countries. However, a political vision limiting people to basic needs 
represented a curb on their aspirations. Schumacher’s denunciation of 
materialism did not resonate with states flexing their new political author-
ity and renegotiating their international economic position. Developing 
countries strongly criticised Western modernisation models and denounced 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 123

inequitable terms of trade, but their criticisms did not amount to rejection 
of industrialisation. Indeed governments reasserted their aspirations for 
economic advancement in the mid-1970s, inspired by the OPEC coun-
tries’ success in gaining more advantageous trade terms in the sale of oil. 
The thinking of official international development circles and developing 
countries diverged in the mid-1970s. Their differences were evident in the 
1974 UN Assembly Declaration on the Establishment of a New Economic 
Order sponsored by Non-Aligned Movement states. The 1974 Declaration, 
like so many UN declarations, had little practical effect in changing inter-
national economic relations; nevertheless, it did articulate key economic 
aspirations. Notably the declaration specifically demanded support from 
developed countries for industrialisation and modern technology as part 
of ‘accelerating the development of developing countries’. A whole sec-
tion was devoted to industrialisation and the transfer of technology, as this 
extract illustrates:

III INDUSTRIALIZATION
All efforts should be made by the international community to take measures 

to encourage the industrialization of the developing countries, and to this end:

(a) The developed countries should respond favourably, within the framework 
of their official aid as well as international financial institutions, to the 
requests of developing countries for the financing of industrial projects;

(b) The developed countries should encourage investors to finance industrial 
production projects, particularly export-orientated production, in developing 
countries, in agreement with the latter and within the context of their laws 
and regulations;

(c) With a view to bringing about a new international economic structure which 
should increase the share of the developing countries and the agencies of the 
United Nations system, in cooperation with the developing countries, should 
contribute to setting up new industrial capacities including raw materials and 
commodity-transforming facilities as a matter of priority in the developing 
countries that produce those raw materials and commodities. (UNGA 1974)

The Non-Aligned states continued to emphasise the international economic 
structure, inequitable international trade relations, the role of the state, 
international investment or aid for industrialisation and technology transfer, 
and modern national infrastructure. Conversely the evolving basic needs 
approach focused on local, small-scale approaches improving household 
non-wage income generation and simple community-level improvements. In 
summary, the NIEO proposed hydroelectric dams, while European aid was 
proposing village water pumps.

The shift away from industrialisation to basic needs implied abandoning 
the earlier aspirations of developing countries catching up economically 
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124 Chapter 4

with the advanced industrialised countries. This abandonment had serious 
implications for the position of developing states within the international 
system, that is, the perpetuation of unequal capacities between states, and 
the advanced industrial states continuing to dominate the developing world 
after decolonisation. Unsurprisingly developing countries were mistrustful 
of the basic needs concept after some initial support (Aspelagh 1979: 404). 
Their responses to the ILO’s World Employment Programme were hostile 
towards the implied perpetuation of an international division of labour and 
structural economic inequalities between the developed and developing 
world (ILO 1976).

Nevertheless the prevailing development literature, especially the sustain-
able development or post-development literature of the past three decades, 
does not really acknowledge developing countries’ opposition towards the 
shift from industrialisation to basic needs. Rather, development studies tend 
to assume European colonial and post-independence policies sought indus-
trialisation, while developing countries resisted industrialisation. Sustainable 
development advocacy regards its ideas as arising from alternative grass-
roots movements rejecting official European development policies. Anti-
industrialisation is commonly attributed to developing countries rather than 
the reservations of official policy circles traceable back to colonial fears of 
radicalised urban subjects (Pupavac 2012: 134–8).

Schumacher failed to consider how his ideas might have a politically 
apologetic character, where local low technological subsistence farming 
approaches became prescriptions for developing countries, de-legitimising 
material aspirations beyond basic needs and legitimising much back-breaking 
manual work in the developing world that earlier development models aspired 
to overcome (Pupavac 2010b). Schumacher condemned repetitive industrial 
labour, but his approach romanticised unmechanised rural labour and other 
non-industrial livelihoods, and failed to acknowledge their boring, repeti-
tive aspects—agricultural ‘shovelling, shovelling, shovelling’, to borrow his 
words on industrial work (Wood 1983: 273). Simultaneously non-industrial 
models and their ‘Teach a Man to fish’ slogan assumed that the majority of 
people in the developing world only wanted to be fishermen or farmers and 
shifted away from collective self-determination to individual skills and indi-
vidual income generation. How did Schumacher’s model meet the ambitions 
of the potential Schumachers in the developing world, who aspired to a life 
outside agriculture? What of the potential Faustian scholars or engineers? 
What of the Vierlinghs or the Teslas? Schumacher did not have an adequate 
answer to how industrialisation had in its later stages opened up new oppor-
tunities for women and men, and freed children from labour (Pupavac 2016). 
His failure, like earlier moral reformers, was linked to beliefs that the poor 
were spiritually superior to the affluent. Unsurprisingly, his non-material 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 125

spiritual model of well-being was politically controversial, where he praised 
separate development in Apartheid South Africa (Wood 1983: 340–1).

The World Bank in the 1960s and 1970s was the leading international 
development lender for the ambitious industrial projects such as hydroelec-
tric dams. These high-profile industrial project coincided with the national 
industrialisation vision demanded by the NIEO but became a key target 
of international development and environmental groups. In the decades 
since the end of the Cold War, the World Bank, influenced by European 
development concerns, moved away from industrialisation goals to adopt 
sustainable development advocacy. The World Bank’s Voices of the Poor 
2000 report—significantly for a financial institution—proposed well-being, 
rather than wealth, as the goal of development. Following a philosophy of 
spiritual asceticism, the report declared how ‘Wealth and wellbeing are seen 
as different, and even contradictory’ (Narayan et al., 2000: 21, italics in the 
original). Repeatedly the report emphasised the non-material needs of the 
poor, defining well-being and ill-being in psychological terms: ‘Wellbeing 
and illbeing are states of mind and being. Wellbeing has a psychological 
and spiritual dimension as a mental state of harmony, happiness and peace 
of mind’ (ibid.). The report concluded substantial material advancement was 
unnecessary to well-being, and small improvements made a big difference 
to the poor. Yet careful analysis of the background documents suggested the 
poor interviewed in the World Bank research were more concerned about 
their material wants than the report represented (Pender 2002).

Here we see the World Bank and Schumacher’s anti-mechanisation posi-
tion exceeding leading romantic utopian predecessors. William Morris, for 
one, was not against the use of labour-saving machines, where the labour 
was back-breaking, repetitive, and uninteresting. He wanted to free people 
from dull routine labour so they could spend more time on creative labour 
(Morris 1993 [1890]). However, international development policies from the 
late 1960s endorsed low or medium technology as appropriate for develop-
ing countries without taking into account whether the labour in question was 
experienced as drudgery or not, and whether people’s time could not be freed 
up to allow them to engage with more interesting creative work. The old 
saying ‘the devil makes work for idle hands’ appears to have underpinned so 
much international development advocacy.

Low material horizons and high normative demands were repeated in the 
Millennium Development Goals and campaigns like Make Poverty History. 
International development and anti-globalisation or alter-mondialism were 
severing links between well-being, social justice, and material advancement 
in developing countries. Condemnations of modern consumer society may 
neglect how the major material improvements mattered for the well-being and 
dignity of the working classes. People in the industrial world enjoy longer life 
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expectancy, do less back-breaking work, and overall spend less time work-
ing, especially when taking into account education and retirement. Moreover 
some condemnations of consumerism may express elite sensibilities of taste 
against the common people rather than humanitarian sensibilities (Campbell 
2005 [1987]).

BERMAN ON FAUST THE DEVELOPER

Here we turn to Berman’s All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience 
of Modernity (1988 [1982]) to explore how anti-development thinking came 
to influence radical political economy critiques. Berman’s critical account of 
modernity concerned people wanting to be self-determining subjects of their 
lives and secure a home in the world (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). His philosoph-
ical starting point of Marxist humanism favoured human progress and was in 
principle open to modern industrial development. Marxist ideas influenced 
anti-colonial nationalists, providing both a critique of European imperialism 
and a vision for a new society. We have highlighted how Rostow’s Stages of 
Economic Growth specifically set out to counter the attractions of the Soviet 
communist development model. However the Soviet model of modernity had 
become less attractive politically after its crushing of the Hungarian Uprising 
in 1956, and revelations about its gulags and famines. Consequently many 
radical internationalists began to look for alternatives to Soviet communism, 
whether among the newly independent countries in Africa and Asia, or in 
Latin America (Halliday 1983, 1994). By the 1980s hopes for a third inter-
national way were in retreat. The tide of popular mobilisation against foreign 
rule receded. Insecure governments became organised around narrower 
societal interests, and more repressive of political dissent in their struggle to 
remain in power. One-party states or military dictatorships became common. 
Internal conflicts were exploited and exacerbated by regional rivals or Cold 
War blocs. Non-oil-producing countries, having taken out international loans 
for national development and economic growth, found themselves struggling 
to service their debts when the demand and the prices for their primary export 
products fell sharply in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis. Inflexible standardised 
international structural adjustment programmes left countries no scope for 
experimentation, even were citizens to wrestle power from bureaucratic 
elites. This retrenchment is the backdrop to Berman’s engagement with 
Goethe’s Faust and account of modernity.

Berman outlined Faust’s three metamorphoses: the Dreamer, the Lover, 
and the Developer (Berman 1988 [1982]: 40–1). Berman emphasised the 
influence of socialist utopianism on Goethe. In the late 1820s, Goethe told 
Eckermann how he admired the French paper The Globe, whose writers were 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 127

related to Saint-Simonian ideas favouring science and industry (Berman 1988 
[1982]: 72; Eckermann 1930 [1 June 1826]: 131, [4 January 1827]: 143, [3 
October 1828]: 124). Berman attributed Faust abandoning being a doctor 
as his being unable to endure his medical failures. The traditional medicine 
practiced by him and his father was no healing art but dangerous quackery, 
taking more lives than they cured (Berman 1988 [1982]: 46). He withdrew 
to the cloistered pursuit of knowledge. Yet his study was estranged from 
human contact. He yearned to recover the warmth of human company, and 
was recalled to remembrances of his youth by the church bells and the Easter 
holiday atmosphere. Traditional society was not idyllic, though—neither the 
quack medicine of his father nor the repressive moral codes of the community 
that would denounce women pregnant out of wedlock (Berman 1988 [1982]: 
45). His ‘rediscovery of childhood and nature’ revived his zest for life, but 
he refused to simply regress to the past and wanted to transform society and 
improve lives (Berman 1988 [1982]: 45). He needed to find a way of bringing 
together people’s living spirit as a community, while freeing their spirit as 
individuals with inquiring minds and adventurous souls, wanting to venture 
further and bring about something new (Berman 1988 [1982]: 60). To open 
new horizons and act collectively in the world required illicit underground 
demonic knowledge. Applying this illicit knowledge as the bold developer 
surpassed Mephisto. The demonic imagination and schemes of dissipation 
looked paltry in comparison: ‘Long ago, Mephisto called up the vision of 
a speeding coach as a paradigm of the way for a man to move through the 
world. Now, however, his protégé has outgrown him: Faust wants to move 
the world itself’ (Berman 1988 [1982]: 62).

Faust the Developer moved from personal private desires to a public 
vision challenging the old feudal order and building a brave new world 
with a humanised environment (Berman 1988 [1982]: 61). His development 
vision mobilised a new community of pioneers whose collective mastery of 
nature gave them new land to settle (Berman 1988 [1982]: 65). Their collec-
tive determination fostered self-development and freer lives (Berman 1988 
[1982]: 66). In Berman’s words:

a new kind of community: a community that thrives not on the repression of 
free individuality in order to maintain a closed social system, but on free con-
structive action in common to protect the collective resources that enable every 
individual to become free. (Berman 1988 [1982]: 66)

As Faust II unfolded, Goethe imagined ‘a world without want, need or 
guilt’, or at least a world where our misdeeds could be forgiven (Berman 
1988 [1982]: 70). Yet Faust the Developer’s brave new world was not demo-
cratically accountable. His restless spirit was tempted to eradicate all that was 
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redundant to his vision, undermining any continuity of home and meaning 
in the world. When an elderly couple living in their traditional farmstead 
obstructed his vision, they were eliminated. Thus he anticipated his own 
demise (Berman 1988 [1982]: 69–70).

Berman identified with the modern ideals embodied in the Faustian story, 
while condemning the brutal dispossessions and suffering perpetrated in the 
name of modernisation. All too commonly national development projects 
in the third world were ‘pseudo-Faustian rather than Faustian’. They took 
their lead from the grotesque schemes of the Soviet Union described by the 
Soviet dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago. Consider 
the Soviet White Sea–Baltic Canal built at considerable human loss of life 
using forced labour without being fit for its projected shipping purposes  
(Berman 1988 [1982]: 77; Solzhenitsyn 1975: 85–102). The canal was built 
too shallow because the official priority wanted quick completion, even at 
the expense of its failure. The project epitomised national development being 
distorted and becoming ‘public relations’ orientated around ‘manipulating 
images and symbols of progress’, and denying the suffering they involved 
(Berman 1988 [1982]: 77). Such monstrous projects were ‘less tragedy than 
theater of cruelty and absurdity’ (Berman 1988 [1982]: 76). The gulag system 
of prison labour drafted to such projects represented modernity in one of its 
most obscene forms (Solzhenitsyn 1975).

NATURALISING POLITICS?

Goethe’s Faust in Act V presented a vision of ordered material and social 
progress against the risks of violent revolution. However, there were dangers 
to democracy and freedom in both Faustian development schemes and revolu-
tionary political catastrophism describing radical political change in terms of 
natural disasters (Arendt 1990 [1963]). The political theorist Arendt objected 
to metaphors describing politics in terms of natural forces and implicitly 
reducing humans to automata behaving according to natural, economic, or 
historical processes (Arendt 1977 [1961]: 168). Metaphors treating human 
actions as ‘an irresistible process, the metaphors of stream and torrent and 
current’ cast doubt that ‘they were authors of their own deeds’ and therefore 
their beliefs in their freedom to act (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 49). Civil politics 
centred on debate and persuasion risked being marginalised when politics 
became understood as determined by external forces. Influential strands of 
European political thought explicitly developed the idea of historical change 
as a ‘process without a subject’ (Althusser 1971: 160–9). Too often politi-
cal visions were tempted to mirror politics on philosophical or biological 
models treating humanity as a single species rather than plural beings with 
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individuality (Arendt 2005: 94–95). Humanising political revolutions were 
created through conscious human acts constituting themselves in new forms 
and should not be treated as akin to biological or social life processes. The 
idea that history was a mere process lost a sense of ourselves as free actors, 
and revolution as enacting political freedom to begin something new, and 
instead saw us as surrendering to irresistible historical material forces. When 
we lost the idea of revolution as political freedom and a new beginning, we 
tended to see revolution in terms of violence and necessity (Arendt 1990 
[1963]: 38). Treating politics as natural forces legitimised disastrous politics 
and allowed the forces of speechless violence—the military, para-military, or 
the mob—to reign. As mere instruments of forces, people became regarded as 
a ‘mixture of violence and meaninglessness’ (Goethe in Arendt 1990 [1963]: 
54–55). A revolutionary outlook was thereby permitted, treating people as 
dispensable and devouring its children in its obedience to historical forces 
(Arendt 1990 [1963]: 51–61).

Arendt contrasted political thinking organised around the people as a plu-
rality of citizens against political thinking treating the people as one homoge-
nous body following a single general will: ‘the public realm in a republic was 
constituted by an exchange of opinion between equals, and that this realm 
would simply disappear the very moment an exchange became superfluous 
because all equals happened to be of the same opinion’ (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 
93). Here she had in mind Rousseau’s treatment of public opinion as if it 
were one body, and his social contract model, which lost the idea of govern-
ment through free consent, and lent itself to despotism (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 
76, 93–94). The people in his philosophy were conflated with the wretched 
masses, whose interests had to be articulated by philosophers on their behalf 
(Arendt 1990 [1963]: 75). Compelling claims of pity and compassion towards 
the wretched impatiently short-circuited the ‘wearisome processes of political 
persuasion, negotiation, and compromise, which are the processes of law and 
politics’ (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 86–87). The prevailing revolutionary model 
similarly assumed revolutionary leaders and their chosen visions dictated the 
social good for others. Yet politics should be about deciding between us what 
constituted the common good and interests of the community (Arendt 1977 
[1961]: 245–7). Laws should be made by people for people, not for angels or 
devils (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 84).

Economism emphasised utilitarian perspectives and subordinated human-
ity to the pursuit of material gain, while biologism subordinated humanity to 
nature and treated superfluous what was ‘not necessitated by life’s metabo-
lism with nature’ (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 321). She feared modern societies 
degenerating into unhappy labouring and consuming processes, and waste 
economies (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 134). For Arendt, politics began ‘where the 
realm of material necessities and physical brute force end’ (Arendt 2005: 119).  
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130 Chapter 4

She did not want political freedom to be sacrificed to Faust the Developer, 
although she considered freedom from necessity to be important. The demands 
in Lenin’s famous slogan ‘Electrification plus soviets’ should not be collapsed 
together, she argued. The first demand of electrification was about championing 
technological advancement and enhancing freedom from necessity, the second 
demand of the soviets was about championing the key democratic forum during 
the Russian Revolution and enhancing political freedom (Arendt 1990 [1963]: 
59–61, 65). However, the Soviet Union, her The Origins of Totalitarianism 
and other writings explored, went on to sacrifice political freedom to claims of 
the historical necessity of its project (Arendt 1968 [1950]). The imperatives of 
the national economy and economic power tempted governments to sacrifice 
political freedom. The surrender of political freedom undermined the progres-
sive character of national development. The erosion of the spaces of political 
freedom and the world of relationships arising out of human action led to ‘the 
laws of the desert, which, as a wasteland between men, unleashes devastating 
processes’ (Arendt 2005: 190). Arendt’s own metaphor of the desert concerned 
the drying up of democratic speech, and the parched politics and parched com-
munal spaces.

Many readers found in Berman’s study a rejection of modernity in his com-
pelling indictment of pseudo-Faustian industrial development. His affirmation 
of modernity became obscured and his work was interpreted as rejecting mod-
ern industrial development, as was Goethe’s Faust. These interpretations reso-
nated in a context where international development thinking had already been 
moving away from industrialisation strategies since the 1970s. Its distortion 
came at great human costs, and its abandonment came at further human costs. In 
our horror at modernity’s brutalising developments, we overlook how modern 
industrial development socially transformed people’s lives for the better, open-
ing up new horizons and unprecedented communal protection against disaster.

In practice, international development as industrialisation only informed 
the thinking of international organisations and Western donor states for a 
decade from the publication of Rostow’s Stages of Growth to 1968, when the 
International Labour Organization turned from capital development to income 
generation and basic needs approaches. Since many countries did not achieve 
independence until the 1960s, they only had a few years of external support 
for a national industrial investment strategy. Instead international models 
offered ‘modernisation without development’, that is, cultural social change 
on the lines of modern cosmopolitan values but without the national industrial 
development which had informed those values (Furedi 1997).

DEMOCRATIZING DEVELOPMENT

Democratizing Development (1991), by the international aid worker John 
Clark, who later went on to work for the World Bank, succinctly identified 
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 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 131

core failures of national development in democratic weaknesses. His study 
vividly outlined a stream of ill-conceived and damaging national devel-
opment vanity projects. External assistance for development lacking a 
democratic mandate tended to become diktat rather than enhancing people’s 
self-determination. Clark’s concerns were complimented by the economist 
Amartya Sen, whose earlier research highlighted the importance of demo-
cratic politics in disaster relief. Sen’s research powerfully highlighted mar-
ket failures and undemocratic politics turning food shortages into famine 
disasters (Sen 1981). Conversely, where the voices and social claims of 
vulnerable groups counted, disasters could be prevented. His Development as 
Freedom (1999) outlined a development vision focused on empowering the 
poor and helped influence the World Bank’s Voices of the Poor (Narayan et 
al., 2000). More attention needed to be paid to empowering marginal groups 
and enhancing their income generation. Yet at the heart of his solution was 
a romance of a market of free independent small traders and petty trading 
elevated into microenterprise (Pupavac 2010a).

Such critiques were taken up in global policy-making. Condemning the 
democratic deficit translated into indicting national government and national 
development. Democratising development translated into ‘glocalisation’, a 
global vision supporting local development involving a partnership between 
international organisations with northern NGOs and southern partner NGOs, 
bypassing national governments. The global democratisation of development 
agenda built on Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful, with more focus on interven-
tions liberalising interpersonal relations on the lines of modern gender values 
within existing production relations (Nussbaum 2001; Pupavac 2010a, 2010b). 
Industrial development and disaster prevention at the collective level through 
transforming the national infrastructure were not reinstated. Local community 
development projects, such as village wells, were favoured against large dam 
projects, in accordance with the concerns of risk cosmopolitanism and envi-
ronmentalism. Subsequently the state was reinstated as a partner embedded 
into global governance rather than as an independent sovereign actor (Pender 
2001, 2002). The Millennium Development Goals were sceptical towards 
Faustian national actors and Faustian national development. They were not 
about investing in Faustian collective land reclamation schemes but enabling 
individual Gretchens to improve their own resilience. Yet it was China, fol-
lowing its own Faustian industrial development path, which was critical to 
contributing the largest gains in poverty reduction under the MDGs (UNDP 
2015: 15, 21). Whether today’s Gretchens or Faustinas would be content 
with relative poverty and not tempted to seek the material securities of post-
industrial societies is in question. For the varieties of sustainable development 
are not satisfying populations who are more globally connected and see how 
more prosperous societies in other parts of the world live. Consequently, if 
their own country offers little prospects of having a political say or personal  
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132 Chapter 4

economic advancement, people are on the move to countries which might 
offer more security (Krastev 2014, 2017). The scale of migration from south-
ern Europe to northern Europe today is such that southern European countries, 
such as Croatia, fear it is jeopardising their existence as nation states, when 
their legitimacy has been bound up with overcoming historical patterns of 
migration (Fleming et al., 2019; Salt and Clout 1976).

Meanwhile, Western economic models were also changing. The philoso-
phers of neoliberalism hoped to free the individual in the market from the iron 
cage of the state. Friedrich Hayek’s Road to Serfdom warned that centralised 
economic planning led to totalitarian politics: ‘Economic control is not merely 
control of a sector of human life which can be separated from the rest; it is 
the control of the means for all our ends’ (Hayek 2001 [1944]: 95). Hayek’s 
economic liberalism wanted to free citizens from the top-down state planning 
and secure their political and personal freedom from the fate of citizens so 
vividly portrayed by Soviet dissidents or other totalitarian regimes. However, 
neoliberalism, as it evolved, expressed a crisis of belief in human potential 
to understand the world and act per se, individual and collective (Hayek 
1964, 1974). Not only did neoliberalism attack the Keynesian welfare state 
and state industrial policies, the counterculture reaction against industrial 
society and one-dimensional man, and seeking to live outside of industrial 
society, also facilitated the erosion of the Keynesian welfare state and state 
industrial policies. In practice, both neoliberalism and its convergence with 
frustrated countercultural movements expressed doubt about the capacity of 
the mass of people to determine their lives or the direction of society. Behav-
ioural economics, drawing on Hayek’s economic thinking, seeks to channel 
people into making beneficial choices to secure their well-being (Sunstein 
2005, 2008, 2013, 2014). The adoption of ‘nudge’ or ‘choice architecture’ 
policies represented a shift from collective infrastructure strategies to policy 
frameworks, helping individuals navigate their choices exploiting expanding 
digital information and targeted digital applications (Sunstein 2013, 2014). In 
the wake of this convergence against collective industrial strategies, evolv-
ing European thinking on international development becomes a model for a 
European future too, where Europeans also find themselves having to survive 
without material security and the public welfare structures of modernity we 
previously enjoyed or hoped to enjoy. Contemporary governance models are 
accused of legitimising existing inequitable global political-economic power 
relations and suppressing populations (Neocleous 2013).

The 1990s were designated the International Decade for Natural Disaster 
Reduction, but natural disasters were marginalised by international concern 
over state collapse and civil wars. The disasters of the 1990s were increas-
ingly conceptualised as complex political emergencies or human security 
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problems with social, political, and economic causes. There was a merging 
of humanitarianism, development, and security focused on the manage-
ment of populations rather than material transformation (Duffield 2001, 
2007). Into the 2000s, the post-humanist thinking and the new material-
ism retreated from human initiative, both the human deed and the human 
word, and instead only sought human adaptation to natural systems. Secular 
Europe and its aid agencies tend to see recent disasters as a test of global 
ecological commitment. Global advocacy campaigns, accompanied by 
denunciations of human greed and calls to change one’s un-environmental 
ways, have focused on public actions to restrain personal consumption. 
Apocalyptic fears are leading some environmentalists to suggest the neces-
sity of suspending democratic decision-making in this area and simply 
imposing protective measures on countries. Parallels have been observed 
between earlier religious ideas of disasters as divine wrath against sin-
ful man and today’s secular ideas of disasters as nature’s revenge against 
human greed (Mauelshagen 2009: 66).

Climate change politics indict humanity as a parasitical species. Inter-
national disaster concerns over climate change or extreme weather involve 
policy demands privileging the planet over humanity (IPCC 2012; Oxfam 
2012). International reports invoke voices from poor, marginalised popula-
tions vulnerable to natural disasters to support international strategies, but 
effectively treat their lifestyles as hazardous and requiring adjustment to 
the needs of the biosphere or local ecosystem (Chandler 2012; Duffield 
2007; Reid 2012). Only those communities living a naturalised existence 
are ostensibly free from censure here, but those very communities are most 
exposed to natural disasters. While they are invoked as victims of climate 
change caused by industrialising or post-industrial societies, the non-liberal 
coping strategies of those same communities become pathologised under 
other global concerns. So instead of disasters becoming potential means of 
progressive social change, they imply expanding governance at a distance, 
seeking to police populations’ physical and psychological responses to 
crisis. Risk management models expand the crisis situations deemed to 
present security dangers and shape the creation of fortified humanitarian 
archipelagos at a distance from the disaster-affected population (Duffield 
2007, 2010). The evolving humanitarian architecture and its accompany-
ing protocols reinforce donor-recipient hierarchies with consequences for 
post-crisis relations but without prospects of significant national material 
transformation. The international security and insurance risk protocols, 
which have been developed in response to the threats faced by aid workers 
in the politicised humanitarian space of conflict situations, are beginning 
to impinge on international disaster work more broadly.
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134 Chapter 4

MIGRATION AND REMITTANCES AS  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

A key global and personal economic strategy has become migration. The UN 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development outlines migration as contributing 
to realising global goals of sustainable development (UN 2015). Previously 
sustainable development was associated with community development and 
sustaining communities. Now globalisation and globalised migration are 
being championed as sustainable development. Freedom of movement of 
capital and labour, that is, labour following capital, is in the interests of a 
globalised capitalist economy, and it has been recognised more widely that 
private remittances represent greater sums than international development aid 
for many countries.

The new attention given to migration appears as an expansion of global 
and social justice. The UN adoption of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly 
and Regular Migration (UN GCM) of 2018 has been welcomed by migrant 
advocacy groups globally as affirming universal solidarities and non-dis-
crimination towards migrants. The GCM outlines a ‘cooperative framework’ 
of twenty-three objectives, alongside agreeing a ‘common understanding, 
shared responsibilities and unity of purpose’ (UN GCM 2018: 2–3, emphasis 
in the original). Migration is regarded as ‘a defining feature of our global-
ized world, connecting societies within and across all regions, making us all 
countries of origin, transit and destination’ (UN GCM 2018: 2). Its ratio-
nale follows the idea that since migration is a transnational problem, then 
transnational responses are required. Under the GCM, states are expected 
to coordinate their national border management by promoting ‘bilateral and 
regional cooperation, ensuring security for States, communities and migrants, 
and facilitating safe and regular cross-border movements of people while pre-
venting irregular migration’ and people trafficking (UN GCM 2018: 17–8).

The text’s ‘common understanding’ refers to developing a shared knowl-
edge base from ‘diverse voices’ to establish the ‘multidimensional reality’, 
inform ‘evidence-based policy making’, and challenge misinformation and 
misleading narratives that ‘generate negative perceptions of migrants’ (UN 
GCM 2018: 2–4, 7). Its ‘unity of purpose’ implies a shared global political 
vision and shared political interests between ‘countries of origin, transit and 
destination’ (UN GCM 2018: 2). Under the umbrella of ‘shared responsibili-
ties’, the GCM aims to ‘facilitate safe, orderly and regular migration, while 
reducing the incidence and negative impact of irregular migration’ and ‘the 
risks and vulnerabilities migrants face’ (UN GCM 2018: 3–4). The GCM 
looks to a ‘whole-of-government’ and ‘whole-of-society’ approach in which 
the objectives and policy actions are adopted across all levels of govern-
ment and public institutions in partnership with relevant stakeholders from 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Rise and Fall of Faust the Developer 135

migration advocacy groups to the media (UN GCM 2018: 5). One of the 
objectives of the GCM is promoting ‘faster, safer and cheaper transfer of 
remittances’ and fostering ‘financial inclusion of migrants’ (UN GCM 2018: 
27). Financial inclusion essentially concerns people having access to formal 
banking facilities to facilitate the transfer of remittances, and the traceability 
of loans and debts, and monetary assistance and expenditure.

Migration has come to the fore in global institutions as beliefs in the 
possibilities of transforming societies have contracted. The background to 
the GCM is the crisis of international development and humanitarianism. 
We have outlined how the field of international development incrementally 
retreated from its original ideals of national development universalising 
material prosperity. Humanitarianism expanded in the 1990s into conflict 
work and humanitarian military interventions and international statebuilding, 
but it too is in crisis with the spectacular failures of Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
Libya (Duffield 2018). Humanitarianism, like international development, 
wanted to preserve and restore communities and reverse ethnic cleansing and 
return refugees. Large-scale migrations reflect how individuals have given up 
on changing the character of their government and country and instead are 
resorting to changing the country they live in to improve their lives (Krastev 
2014, 2017).

Global advocacy celebrating migration ironically legitimises the demise 
of political self-determination and national development of the supply coun-
tries where, in the politics of TINA (‘there is no alternative’), migrants adopt 
the individualised strategy of exit. So while the GCM wants migrants to 
be ‘empowered as agents of change’, and their ‘independence, agency and 
leadership’ to be recognised (UN GCM 2018: 4–5), migration represents the 
hollowing out of supply countries as political communities, and the failures of 
global development and humanitarian strategies. Do migration and remittances 
facilitate development in supply countries? The Global Compact for Migration 
assumes the positive benefits of migration, and does not adequately address 
the problems of migration for the supply countries analysed in earlier research 
(Salt and Clout 1976: 134–9). Foreign migration increased when there was not 
enough industrial development to absorb people moving from rural agricul-
tural work to urban work. Temporary guest work was seen as easing the pres-
sures of population growth, budgetary crises, or economic reform problems 
(Salt and Clout 1976). Remittances, it was hoped, could help fuel economic 
development where there was a lack of capital investment in industries. His-
torically, though, while migration may relieve unemployment or underem-
ployment, it is not necessarily the unemployed but the employed with skills 
who obtain work and migrate (Salt and Clout 1976: 130). Those employed as 
cheap labour do not really learn new skills abroad and have rather narrow work 
roles (Salt and Clout 1976: 139). Thus supply countries lose skilled workers  
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136 Chapter 4

whose education or training they have invested in, diluting the skills level of 
the home workforce, even creating labour shortages in some sectors (Salt and 
Clout 1976: 139). The returning workers tend to be the less skilled rather than 
the highly skilled. Furthermore the mass of remittances do not go into invest-
ment in industries and have little macro-economic impact (Salt and Clout 
1976: 139). Instead remittances go into small family businesses or expenditure 
on housing or (foreign) consumer goods (Salt and Clout 1976: 138). Private 
remittances therefore enhance individual families’ income but may sharpen 
social divisions between the have-remittances and the have-not-remittances, 
and further exacerbate the pressures to migrate.

Free movement of capital and labour are not necessarily in the interests of 
labour or supply countries. There are social and economic costs for communi-
ties of depopulation on the one hand and agglomeration on the other. Where 
global capital has freedom of movement and free unconditioned supplies of 
labour, it is easier for transnational companies to avoid the economic costs or 
the social impact of their relocations on communities and the insecure work-
ers they employ. Ironically global migration advocacy celebrating migration 
unwittingly legitimises economic globalisation turning citizens into migrants 
and ideal exploitable, flexible workers freed from the ties and defences of 
country and community. Transnational governance as a strategic frame-
work is struggling to address the unfolding crises whose consequences are 
personified in the migration patterns through Europe, from outside Europe, 
and within from eastern and southern Europe to northern Europe, and within 
states from the declining regions to the capitals. Their movement testifies 
to the decline or collapse of nation states and national development, even 
within Europe, inducing individuals to migrate and seek a future in more 
economically prosperous industrialised states. Transnational governance is 
not developing industrial strategies, comprehensive national infrastructure, 
and welfare state systems as promised in the post-war development visions. 
Instead we are living in the ruins of modern Faustian dreams and the political 
humanist ideals of a world of self-determining independent states enjoying 
freedom, material security, and relations of international equality.

The next chapter discusses the inventor Nikola Tesla’s Faustian dream to 
light up the world and engineer boundless energy supplies, ideas inspiring 
the country of his birth. National industrialisation in post-war Yugoslavia 
was overwhelmingly a positive experience for people despite the country’s 
political democratic failings. Tesla’s innovative hydroelectric dams encour-
aged Yugoslav and NAM engineering projects. However, after the Cold War, 
the West, especially Europe, retreated from ambitious human engineering of 
large dams to eradicate disasters. Instead, human activity tends to be blamed 
for disasters and is encouraging strategies seeking to restrict human activity 
and foster human adaption to disasters.
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Chapter 5

Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream

A pioneer of electricity and hydroelectric power, the inventor Nikola Tesla 
(1856–1943) presented his discoveries as a mystical Faustian revelation:

At that age, I knew entire books by heart, word for word. One of these was 
Goethe’s Faust. The sun was just setting and reminded me of the glorious 
 passage . . .

The glow retreats, done is the day of toil;
It yonder hastes, new fields of life exploring;
Ah, that no wing can lift me from the soil
Upon its track to follow, follow soaring!. . .

As I uttered these inspiring words the idea came like a flash of lightning 
and in an instant the truth was revealed. I drew with a stick on the sand the 
diagrams. . . . The images I saw were wonderfully sharp and clear and had the 
solidity of metal and stone, so much so that I told him: ‘See my motor here; 
watch me reverse it.’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 39–40)

In another story, Tesla told of nearly drowning in a dam at a flour mill, 
and how this near-death experience was the original spark of his inventive 
imagination (Tesla 2011: 101–67). Tesla was born in a small village, Smil-
jan, in the Krajina military frontier area of the Austro-Hungarian empire and 
present-day Croatia. Military service and family farming or the priesthood 
were the restricted paths open to a boy living on the impoverished borderland 
(Carlson 2013: 12–33). But the world was changing. When struck down by 
cholera in 1873, he extracted a promise from his Orthodox priest father to 
allow him to pursue his scientific dream if he survived. However, Tesla was 
still subject to military conscription. His father sent him with his books across 
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138 Chapter 5

the Dinaric Mountains into Ottoman Bosnia to evade immediate conscrip-
tion, giving time for his father to secure him a military scholarship to study 
science in Graz. Tesla’s Faustian revelation was in spring 1881, five months 
before Vienna formally dismantled the remaining parts of the military frontier 
regime in summer 1881 (Rothenberg 1966).

Tesla had a mercurial start, but his intense brilliant mind was not set for a 
calm, steady career. He swung from obsessive study to dissipation (Carlson 
2013: 45–48). After losing his scholarship, he found engineering work. By 
the time of his Faustian revelation in a Budapest park in February 1881, Tesla 
was the head electrician at the Budapest telephone exchange (Carlson 2013: 
49–57). Its links to the Continental Edison Company took him to Paris, and 
then he migrated to America in 1884. Among his many innovations, Tesla 
designed the hydroelectric power plant at Niagara Falls in 1895 using his 
alternating current system (Carlson 2013: 167–75). The plant was one of the 
first in the world with the capacity to light up a city. At its opening ceremony 
on 12 January 1897, he spoke of hydroelectric power beginning a new blessed 
era for humanity:

We have many a monument of past ages; we have the palaces and pyramids, 
the temples of the Greek and the cathedrals of Christendom. In them is exem-
plified the power of men, the greatness of nations, the love of art and religious 
devotion. But the monument at Niagara has something of its own, more in 
accord with our present thoughts and tendencies. It is a monument worthy of 
our scientific age, a true monument of enlightenment and of peace. It signifies 
the subjugation of natural forces to the service of man, the discontinuance of 
barbarous methods, the relieving of millions from want and suffering. (Tesla 
1897)

For Tesla, hydroelectric engineering was never simply utilitarian and 
solely about material needs. Human emancipation from natural forces 
opened up the possibilities for human emancipation from the scourge of 
war. For war arose from our own barbarous state of nature, and human 
engineering could address the forces in human nature animating war, and 
power peace. His imagination leapt from the invention of hydroelectricity 
to an abundant peaceful world where people enjoyed free electricity by 
harnessing the energies of the sun and water (Tesla 2011: 101–67). Such 
inventiveness had the touch of Lucifer, his friend and writer Mark Twain 
suggested (Twain 1969 [1897–1908]; Twain 1971 [1889]). Or a ‘calm 
Mephistopheles amid blazing, thundering cascades of sparks’ was how 
Time magazine portrayed him in an article honouring his seventy-fifth 
birthday (Time 20 July 1931). However, in a decade Tesla’s home country 
was engulfed in the Second World War.
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Tesla died in January 1943. In the same month the Axis powers launched 
a major offensive to crush local resistance in Lika and northern Dalmatia. 
The Kingdom of Yugoslavia had fallen in spring 1941, and its territory was 
annexed or occupied, and under puppet regimes. Within four months, the 
village of Smiljan was scarred by ethnically inspired killings, including of 
Tesla’s relations. The Second World War mocked Tesla’s earlier dreams ‘of 
enlightenment and of peace’ and instead augmented ‘barbarous methods’ 
through industrial means (Tesla 1897). Slobodan Šnajder’s 1983 play The 
Croatian Faust dramatised how Goethe’s Faust was at the heart of the war-
time Croatian repertoire to consolidate the political ties between the 1940s 
puppet Independent State of Croatia (NDH) and Nazi Germany (Šnajder 
1983, 1986). Faust opened on 31 March 1942 in Zagreb and became the cor-
nerstone of its wartime German productions. However, the theatre company 
did not unanimously accept the fascist agenda and its ethnic casting. The 
leading actor Vjekoslav Afrić (1906–1980), known as the Croatian Hamlet, 
and half a dozen members of the theatre joined the partisans within a few 
days of its opening night. The actor Janko Rakuša and Nevenka Tepavac, 
a member of the communist underground movement known to Afrić, were 
later arrested, tortured, and executed (Radosavljević 2009: 437). The play 
interweaves elements of this history around the staging of Faust, beginning 
in March 1941 just before Easter and ending in 1945 with the advent of the 
new communist state. The play culminates with the torture and murder of 
Janko and Nevenka at Jasenovac concentration camp. Šnajder gives us an 
initial paralleling of Afrić and Faust, Rakuša and Mefisto, and Nevenka and 
Margareta, and the actor of Mefisto tempting the actor of Faust into an alter-
native political pact to join the partisans (Baković 2011; Marjanović 1985; 
Radosavljević 2009). Here the antifascist slogan ‘Smrt fašizmu—sloboda 
narodu!’ ‘Death to Fascism!’ became ‘Death to Faust!’ and ‘Freedom to the 
People!’ as the actors fled their wartime acting roles as Faust or Mefisto into 
a liberation struggle (Šnajder 1983, 1986).

In 1943 local resistance faced defeats. However, by the end of the year, 
wider resistance was consolidating around Tito’s communist partisans and 
the Anti-fascist Council of People’s Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ), and 
gaining acceptance as a provisional government by the Allied forces. Belief 
in an alternative Europe and an alternative fate for the region was maintained 
despite European barbarism (Krleža 1956b [1935]; Krleža 1973 [1942]). 
Šnajder’s play popularised the writer Miroslav Krleža’s words ‘God save me 
and deliver me from Serbian heroism and Croatian culture’ and its warning 
against competing ethnic nationalisms. The line was said by Mefisto and 
represented a powerful cathartic moment in the play (Radosavljević 2009: 
438). Echoing Goethe’s Faust, Šnajder’s Croatian Faust depicted redemptive 
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140 Chapter 5

hopes. The country sought to draw a line under the wartime sufferings and 
interethnic atrocities as belonging to a tainted reactionary world. People were 
mobilised behind an alternative future, in which they would dissolve past 
divisions and build an independent country through Yugoslav socialism pur-
suing an ambitious programme of national industrial development.

This chapter discusses Tesla’s homeland and the rise and fall of the 
 industrial development of twentieth-century Yugoslavia and twenty-first-
century Croatia, whose development path paralleled the rise and fall of 
dam building in European and international development. Material devel-
opment was seen as essential to the country’s independence and legitimacy 
with citizens. Tesla’s aspirations for a transformed world animated his 
compatriots in the twentieth century. Socialist Yugoslavia pursued indus-
trialisation under a system of workers’ self-management which managed to 
avoid some of the worst features of Western and Soviet industrialisation, 
and even as they were industrialising, realise material development trans-
forming people’s lives for the better. As the only European country in the 
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), Yugoslav engineering firms were popu-
lar with other developing countries wanting to secure their national inde-
pendence from the dominant international powers, including the Kariba 
dam in Zambia. However, its bureaucracy dominated society and circum-
scribed democratic freedoms, undermining the country’s legitimacy and 
capacity to innovate in unfavourable international political and economic 
conditions. The end of the Cold War witnessed Yugoslavia disintegrating 
into war and the demise of European beliefs in industrial development 
with implications for former socialist countries and the new successor 
states, including Croatia. Industrialisation and dam building came under 
sustained attack in the 1980s and 1990s. Anti-Faustian environmental 
thinking and economic constraints propelled moves away from large-scale 
hydro-engineering, whether as sea defences for flood prevention or for 
energy. The World Commission on Dams report in the new millennium 
signalled disaster thinking shifting to non-structural flood management. 
The turn away from Faustian development projects undermined countries 
constituting themselves as independent states with the collective capacity 
to offer citizens secure material conditions, protect them from foreign pow-
ers and natural disasters, and to provide them an alternative to an insecure 
migratory future.

THE BANQUET IN BLITVA

The Croatian writer Miroslav Krleža (1893–1981) saw the sixteenth-century 
Dutch long war of independence against Spanish Habsburg imperial rule 
and nation building as prefiguring those of the Balkans, and was inspired by 
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Dutch and Flemish cultural and intellectual life (Bogert 1991: 66–7; Krleža 
1961, 1963b [1933]). Krleža was born in what was historically civil Croatia 
in the Austrian Habsburg monarchy rather than the military frontier where 
Tesla grew up. Still he was also destined to serve in the Habsburg military 
until his generation became swept up in the national movements, wars, and 
revolutions which resulted in the demise of the Habsburg and Ottoman 
empires and the creation of new nation states after the First World War. Inter-
national crises threatened the political independence of the new European 
states and exacerbated their domestic tensions. Amid internal disputes and 
political assassinations, King Alexander dissolved the Yugoslav parliament 
and put the country under royal dictatorship in 1929. Absolutist rule faced 
popular dissent and political factions ready to use violent means to achieve 
their goals. Yugoslavia sought international alliances to avoid external expan-
sionist claims on the young state. Alexander was assassinated in 1934 on a 
state visit to France. Within a decade the country was divided by war, foreign 
occupation, and quisling governments, and scarred by internecine atrocities, 
which ended in the victory of Tito’s communist partisan forces.

On the eve of war, Krleža’s 1938 novel The Banquet in Blitva depicted 
a puppet Faust protesting against the national fate of being mere puppets 
of imperial powers, capturing modern concerns to determine one’s life and 
secure one’s place in the world (Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). He dramatised the 
thwarted aspirations of nations in Europe’s borderlands, caught between the 
problems of narrow nationalism, abstract internationalism and contesting 
imperial powers. Krleža’s pre-war Blitvinian nationalist dictator boasted of 
his country’s leap forward:

We were building! Constructing! We had built more railways than the imperial 
muck before us did for a whole century. Blitwanen, instead of a small Aragon 
fortress, had become a European city! Grown threefold! We’d created an Acad-
emy! We had our own Blitvanian scholarship! Wystulanski would certainly get 
the Nobel Prize. It was in Blitva’s interest! (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 208)

Interwar Royal Yugoslavia had made some industrial advances but did not 
realise its Blitvan dream. Conversely post-war socialist Yugoslavia system-
atically propelled the country’s industrialisation and succeeded in realising 
new international diplomatic standing where its writers might indeed win 
Nobel Prizes. In the event it was the Yugoslav writer Ivo Andrić who won 
the Nobel Prize in 1961 for his 1945 novel The Bridge on the River Drina 
rather than Krleža, who was nominated six times by the Yugoslav Writers 
Union (Osterling 1961). Krleža was not always in accord with the Yugoslav 
Communist party but maintained influence through his friendship with the 
wartime partisan Communist leader and president of post-war socialist Yugo-
slavia, Josip Broz Tito (1892–1980). Krleža developed a leading role in the 
socialist state’s cultural elite. He shared belief that a new country could be 
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142 Chapter 5

built by ordinary people mobilised collectively around a vision of the future 
they would build, and materially and culturally transform their lives.

YUGOSLAVIA AND NON-ALIGNED MOVEMENT 
DEVELOPMENT

Tito’s Yugoslav Communists initially took a more hard-line socialist course 
than other European countries buoyed by their wartime Partisan role, includ-
ing supporting Greek Communists without Stalin’s approval (Judt 2010 
[2005]: 140–5). Post-war Socialist Yugoslavia looked to gain political 
 consensus through Goethe’s solution of material progress. Economic develop-
ment was imperative for the country to achieve real independence. Yugoslav 
Marxists did not share the romantic rejection of industrialisation influencing 
intellectuals of the industrialised Western European societies. The last chapter 
discussed how the Cold War countered this intellectual tendency and pushed 
the West to offer a comprehensive post-war national development vision in 
competition with the Soviet Union’s Communist industrialisation model. In 
the first years of its rule, the Yugoslav Communist party followed a Soviet-
style, centralised planned economy, which involved the nationalisation of 
economic enterprises and collectivisation dictated by the party bureaucracy 
and the confiscation of private land and businesses. The regime envisaged the 
collectivisation of land but was forced to abandon collectivisation because 
of peasant resistance, which risked turning into civil war (Djilas 1966 
[1957]: 63). Its retreat did not mean that the country was free from oppres-
sion although it became incrementally freer than Soviet bloc countries in the 
decades after its break with Stalin in 1948 (Judt 2010 [2005]: 429–31). Those 
suspected of nationalism or supporting Stalinism in Yugoslavia’s dispute with 
the Soviet leader faced harsh treatment as political dissidents, especially at the 
Goli Otok island prison and labour camp (Antić 2016).

Yugoslavia’s break with the Soviet Union in 1948 encouraged its leader-
ship to experiment with an alternative pragmatically decentralised social-
ist economic development model. Its devolved workers’ self-management 
model became official policy after 1952, and was formally affirmed in the 
1974 SFRY Constitution (Bošković and Dašić 1980; Djilas 1972: 157–61; 
Kardelj 1976; Trifunovska 1994: 224–31). Yugoslav workers’ self-manage-
ment drew inspiration from Marx’s idea of the free association of producers 
(Djlias 1972: 157–8). Workers’ self-management would be ‘the beginning of 
democracy’ and ‘a radical departure from Stalinism’ (Djilas 1972: 158–9). 
The model sought to promote workers’ control of factories and counteract 
power concentrating in the state bureaucracy (Djilas 1966 [1957]: 60–72). 
Through workers’ control of production, emancipation of labour would be 
advanced alongside the concentration of productive forces (Kardelj 1976: 
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103). The Communist party provided the overall social economic goals and 
legal framework, while relinquishing economic control from a central bureau-
cracy through social ownership devolving onto the workers (Kardelj 1976: 
103). Workers’ councils were to be the managing boards of social enterprises 
and going beyond participation to co-decision-making. The composition of 
councils was determined by the general assembly of workers through elec-
tions, who could also dismiss enterprise directors and vote on salaries and 
investment. Enterprises also played important roles in communities, provid-
ing socially owned housing and recreational and cultural facilities.

The self-management system had problems where workers’ councils 
were captured by bureaucratic interests (Cohen 1989; Djilas 1966 [1957]). 
State subsidies could be abused to support poorly run operations because of 
official reluctance to allow enterprises to fail. Overall, though, the country 
witnessed industrial modernisation and growth rates among the highest in the 
world, resulting in significant improvements in national production, material 
standards of living, educational attainment, and other life prospects from the 
1950s to the mid-1970s. Yugoslavia went from being one of the least devel-
oped countries of Europe to offering living standards comparable to those 
of southern Europe, and exceeding those of the centrally planned Eastern 
European economies, while constraining social and regional economic dis-
parities (Horvat 1976). In a generation, illiterate peasant families could see 
their children go to school and become teachers, engineers, or workers with 
solid salaries, pensions, and other benefits, which might include housing and 
recreational facilities, even work-based holiday apartments.

In a 1962 article in the U.S. journal The Atlantic, Krleža outlined a Yugo-
slav foreign policy of ‘coexistence among nations’ and compromise where 
countries did not threaten ‘each other’s freedom and elementary right of exis-
tence’ (Krleža 1962c). Yugoslavia positioned itself as ‘a third component’, 
and ‘a bridge between East and West’ against the spectre of a third world war. 
Krleža presented Yugoslav ideals as spanning those of the rival international 
Soviet and Western blocs, pursuing socialism domestically, and defending 
national self-determination and political independence internationally. Yugo-
slavia was one of the founding states of the Non-Aligned Movement and its 
only European member. The Yugoslav president Tito was the secretary gen-
eral of NAM between 1961 and 1964, and he hosted its first heads of state 
summit in Belgrade in September 1961. The country again held the position 
of secretary general between 1989 and 1992, then a rotating presidency, and 
hosted the heads of state summit in September 1989 just before the fall of the 
Berlin Wall. New attention in recent years to the official archives or cultural 
representations of non-aligned relations in school textbooks reveals post-war 
Yugoslavia’s bureaucracy sharing European cultural condescension towards 
its partner states, and foreign students could experience racial prejudice 
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144 Chapter 5

alongside personal friendships and relationships. However, their non-aligned 
political economic and engineering relations were on a more cooperative 
basis and did not involve the same international structural power inequalities.

Behind Yugoslavia’s international profile, the country’s economic reforms 
were not smooth. To ease economic pressures, the country entered into agree-
ments with Austria and West Germany to supply guest workers. In the short 
term, migration and remittances did help address the country’s balance-of-
payments problems in the 1970s (Salt and Clout 1976: 137). In the longer 
term, migration patterns discouraged commitment to political and economic 
reform as seeking work abroad became the default solution for more and 
more citizens, and the earned remittances did not go into industrial invest-
ment, but private expenditure and more consumption of foreign goods (Salt 
and Clout 1976: 147–54). The legitimacy of the state proclaiming itself a 
socialist country organised around the principles of workers self-management 
was damaged by its endorsement of its citizens becoming cheap migratory 
workers for Western European capitalist countries, especially countries 
which had been occupying imperial powers in living memory. Social criti-
cism attacked how citizens were reduced to migratory labour (Žilnik 1968).

Amid its political and economic reform difficulties, the country continued 
to build its own hydroelectric dams and irrigation systems, and constructed 
abroad. Yugoslav engineering became an important part of its international 
non-aligned profile. Its NAM ties made it attractive for other NAM countries:

In the bipolar world of the Cold War, the selection of Yugoslav companies for this 
kind of project seems to be in all the cases examined, associated with a political 
commitment to the ‘third bloc’, or with the tendency to affirm the sovereignty of 
newly independent states in international affairs. In the domain of military ports 
such decisions had an additional symbolic meaning. (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 153)

Socialist Yugoslavia was a politically attractive partner for engineering 
projects for newly independent countries also trying to carve out a third 
international way based on national self-determination and anti-imperialist 
solidarities. Not least Yugoslav partnerships did not come with the political- 
economic conditionality of Western or Soviet partnerships, where the con-
tracting government remained in overall political control of any project. 
Furthermore Yugoslav socialist urban planning models were of interest to 
states seeking industrial development overcoming colonial urban divisions, 
reducing social differences, and encouraging decentralisation (Smokovina 
et al., 2015: 233). Yugoslav companies enjoyed NAM patronage. Consider 
Energoprojekt, founded in 1951, and developing rapidly from designing 
hydro and thermal power plants to become Yugoslavia’s main international 
construction and engineering company, carrying out projects in over seventy 
countries (Energoprojekt 2011, 6, 32; Tagilibue 1983). Within two decades 
Energoprojekt built twenty-seven hydropower plants at home and abroad. Its 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 145

dam projects or irrigation schemes ranged across Africa, the Middle East, 
and Asia (Energoprojekt 2011: 20). With its international profile, hydro-
engineering projects could lead into other lucrative work at short notice. 
Energoprojekt’s building of the conference venue and accommodation for the 
third NAM summit in Zambia, where it had previously built a hydropower 
plant, demonstrated Yugoslavia’s favoured position. As a New York Times 
report narrated in 1983:

Kenneth D. Kaunda, the President of Zambia, faced a crisis. He had called a 
conference of nonaligned nations for Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, and with just 
four months to go, there was no place for the delegates to meet.

It could have been most embarrassing. But Mr. Kaunda telephoned officials 
of Energoprojekt, Yugoslavia’s biggest construction concern, and told them he 
needed a 4,000-seat convention hall—fast—with price no obstacle. And they 
came to the rescue.

Indeed, the next day the company’s chief architect was standing in a Zam-
bian field, telling excavators where to dig, while draftsmen in Belgrade drew 
up blueprints. Exactly 115 days later, two weeks ahead of the deadline, the new 
convention hall was ready. (Tagilibue 1983)

Or in Energoprojekt’s account: ‘In just 107 days it designed and built the 
Conference Hall Mulungushi and 62 villas, a total of 230,000 m2’ (Energo-
projekt 2011: 22). The company cited how ‘Zambia became an indispensable 
and important part of Energoprojekt’s history’, launching its international 
engineering profile (Energoprojekt 2011: 21). The 1970 Lusaka NAM 
conference resolution had declared how ‘The epoch-making scientific and 
technological revolution has opened up unlimited vistas to progress but . . . 
a major section of mankind still lives under conditions unworthy of man’ 
(NAM 1970). Having NAM links was one way of challenging international 
‘political economic racial barriers’ and the monopoly wealthy countries 
had over ‘the main opportunities for the progress of developing countries’ 
(NAM 1970; Stubbs 2020). Energoprojekt was not alone among Yugoslav 
companies in its international contracts. Other Yugoslav companies were 
leading the building of port structures and facilities abroad, applying their 
experience of rebuilding the country’s war-damaged ports, or developing new 
ports such as at Split (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 153). The Split-based Pomgrad 
was involved in projects in Cyprus, Ethiopia, Ghana, Iran, Libya, Sudan, 
and Syria (ibid.). Such was the scale of activity that the Yugoslav authorities 
drew up procedures to ensure their companies were not competing with each 
other (Cvitanovic et al., 2016: 146–7). Cross-republic cooperation on tenders 
sought to reinforce the country’s ideals of brotherhood and unity and ethnic 
diversity. On the Haditha dam project in Iraq, highlighted below, Hidro-
gradnja (Sarajevo) was the main contractor, Energoprojekt (Belgrade) led 
its design, and other companies from different republics were involved too.

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



146 Chapter 5

The 1973 oil crisis left many countries exposed, and large-scale infrastruc-
tural development plans faltered. From the mid-1970s, countries with national 
balance-of-payments problems found a less forgiving international economic 
climate and came under international structural adjustment programmes 
requiring budgetary restraint and reduced public expenditure. Retrenchment 
among various non-aligned partner countries impacted on Yugoslav export 
revenues from construction companies. Engineering firms could still turn to 
lucrative contracts with oil-producing countries. Yugoslavia was involved 
in many projects in Libya, facilitated by NAM diplomatic ties, especially 
after Muammar Gaddafi came to power in 1969, with his variant of military-
backed modernisation and socialism. For example, Energoprojekt built a ther-
mal power plant in Zanzur, Libya (Energoprojekt 2011: 28), while Pomgrad 
was contracted to build a port complex in Khoms/Homs, Libya (Cvitanovic 
et al., 2016). Yugoslavia also had significant ties with Iraq as another oil-
exporting country with another variant of military-backed modernisation. 
Energoprojekt’s work for Iraq involved building large dams, including the 
important Mosul dam, and the newer field of computer engineering:

Design and supervision was performed for construction of large dams on the 
Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Iraq: Hemrin (1981), Haditha (1989), Badush 
I and II and HPP Bekhme on the river Great Zaab, with an earth-fill dam 230 m 
high (1989–1991). In a consortium with three Swiss firms, Energoprojekt 
signed a contract for construction management of the huge Mosul dam (1990). 
(Energoprojekt 2011: 36)

Subsequently the Mosul dam has been condemned as typifying the dangers of the 
ill-conceived Faustian development project, while three decades on, the Badush 
protection dam begun by Energoprojekt is still awaiting completion since inter-
national sanctions and war in Iraq suspended its construction (Energoprojekt 
1988 in Al-Adili et al., 2014: 93; Kelley et al., 2007). The political-economic 
circumstances do not favour any renewed contract to complete the project going 
to Energoprojekt, despite their past role. Already by the 1980s the continuing 
success of these international contracts was strained. It was suspected some ten-
ders were organised politically to keep companies operating rather than securing 
profitable contracts or even the contracted payments for work (Tagilibue 1983).

DEMISE OF NON-ALIGNED MOVEMENT DEVELOPMENT

The New York Times report on Energoprojekt was written in 1983, the same 
year The Croatian Faust was published. Šnajder’s play left open the future 
of the country, while urging political renewal and warning against the revival 
of internecine hostilities. Yugoslav self-management allowed for a voice in 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 147

the workplace, and significantly more social freedom compared to the Soviet 
bloc. However, there were inherent limits to workers’ self-management in 
curbing the growth of bureaucratic elites and realising democratic political 
freedoms. For workers’ councils and assemblies only shaped the operation 
of individual enterprises, rather than determining broader political mat-
ters (Cohen 1989; Djilas 1966 [1957]: 63–72, 100–16). The free working 
of workers’ self-management itself was debilitated without full political 
freedom of workers, and ever threatened with being reduced to mere ‘myth 
and dogma’, helping legitimise, rather than seriously challenge, the vested 
interests of the New Class, that is, the bureaucratic elites (Djilas 1966 [1957]: 
70; Djilas 1972: 159). Economic self-determination required political self-
determination. The system was marred by incompetence and corruption, 
and difficulties stimulating productivity. Internal economic problems were 
exposed by the less favourable international climate.

After the death of Tito in 1980, Yugoslavia came under international 
restructuring programmes to address its foreign debts. Externally imposed 
restraints limited the country’s strategies to revive the economy and com-
promised its self-management system. Their impact exacerbated Yugosla-
via’s internal political divisions, while its constitutional multi-group rights 
approach facilitated the channelling of political grievances into pork barrel 
politics and propelled the break-up of the country (Cohen 1993; Hayden 
1999; Woodward 1995). Yugoslavia’s collapse into war finished off its 
workers’ self-management system and alternative economic path, which had 
avoided some of the worst excesses of industrialisation in both the West and 
the Soviet bloc. The fears in Šnajder’s 1983 play Croatian Faust about new 
brutal wars materialised. Between 1991 and 1995, over 10,000 were killed in 
Croatia, and 100,000 in Bosnia, amid international peacekeeping and as ana-
lysed by the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 
(Trifunovska 1999). Šnajder’s play Snake Skin addresses wartime killings 
and sexual violence in Bosnia (Šnajder 1998 [1995]).

The deterioration of alternative modernisation paths and NAM relations was 
also reflected in other NAM countries of the Middle East and North Africa that 
were marked by undemocratic politics, repression, civil war, and external mili-
tary intervention. We see the changed situation in Algeria, which during the 
Cold War had enjoyed good relations with Yugoslavia and engineering links 
(Byrne 2015). In December 1993 a group of Croatian Hidroelektra workers 
contracted to construct a dam and pipeline in Algeria were attacked by a group 
of Islamists, and twelve were killed (Butorac 2010). Tragically most of these 
workers had only remained working there so long, despite the deteriorating 
conditions, because of the war at home in Bosnia and Croatia. Their compound 
was supposed to be a protected zone, but foreigners became targeted in the 
Algerian civil war, a war lasting a decade with parallels to other conflicts at the 
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148 Chapter 5

end of the Cold War. The immediate spark for the conflict was a military coup 
in support of the ruling National Liberation Front in December 1991 annulling 
the first multi-party elections the country had held since independence, when 
preliminary results showed the Islamic Salvation Front would win. Social 
discontent had mainly cohered behind an Islamic party against the post-war 
military and state bureaucracy. The former regime had followed a modernist 
socialist vision, but had lost legitimacy presiding over a stagnating economy. 
Its economy was overly dependent on oil exports. There was high unemploy-
ment, and the regime had been stifling political opposition for years.

Reiterating the corrosion of NAM countries politically and economically, 
and the insecure environments people are working in, was the kidnapping in 
July 2015 and killing by Islamists in August 2015 of the geological surveyor 
Tomislav Salopek. He was employed in Egypt by a French geoscience firm 
(BBC 2015). He came from Slavonski Brod in eastern Croatia, an area affected 
by war and industrial contraction since peace. He had also worked in Libya, 
another NAM country marked by civil war and external military intervention. 
The Libyan port city of Khoms, which the Croatian firm Pomgrad helped to 
build (Cvitanovic et al., 2016), has been highlighted as a site of Mediterranean 
migration and people trafficking. The EU and the Italian government controver-
sially have a compact with the Libyan authorities for the return and detention 
of illegal migrants, which has been heavily criticised by human rights groups 
(Amnesty International 2018; EU 2019; Hayden 2019; Human Rights Watch 
2019). In the absence of national development and the lack of a self-determin-
ing voice, many Europeans and non-Europeans alike only see a future in exiting 
their country and finding work abroad in those parts of Europe where economic 
activity is concentrated (Krastev 2014, 2017). As one migrant from Africa on 
the Western Balkan route explained in a documentary Logbook Serbistan by the 
director Želimir Žilnik, previously they might have sought economic security 
through work in Libya, but after 2011 more seek security in Europe:

our parents they were coming to work in Europe like slaves but we are remov-
ing our own money to buy visas to work slavery again. They should try to help 
develop Africa and let Africa be content in the continent they are. You will not 
find this migration. Many are dying in Libya, Italy, Lampadusa. Why? Why? 
Why? Look what happened in Libya that was one of the best in Africa. Who 
was the cost? (in Žilnik 2015)

Establishing themselves as independent states, Croatia and the other republics 
expected their adoption of a market economy would open up their material 
prospects and strengthen their security. However, economic transition only 
confirmed industrial decline since their governments were relying on external 
economic recipes when industrial strategies had been abandoned in European 
and international institutions. In the peace, the engineering work in Hidroelek-
tra and Pomgrad did not regain its pre-war levels. Rather than two decades of 
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peace enjoying expanding industries and prospects, the populations have wit-
nessed the shrinking of their industrial engineering and found themselves more 
subject to the predation of external market and natural forces. We now turn to 
the condemnation of Faustian dam projects in international development.

COMMISSIONING FAUSTIAN DAMS?

The World Commission on Dams (WCD) was set up in 1997 by bring-
ing together stakeholders from government, industry, and civil society and 
reported in 2000. Its report Dams and Development: A New Framework. 
Report of the World Commission on Dams synthesised the changing interna-
tional development approach towards dams. Floods, the World Commission 
on Dams declared, remained the most common disasters, affecting more 
people globally than ‘war, drought and famine’, while dams were ‘our old-
est tool’ of water management (WCD 2000a: 14 ii). Dams were also key 
‘symbols of modernisation and humanity’s ability to harness nature’ (WCD 
2000a: xxix). The main era of dam building was the four decades in the 
mid-twentieth century from the 1930s to the 1970s when they were regarded 
as a friend of clean energy, irrigation, water storage, and flood protection 
(WCD 2000a: xxix). The peak in the twentieth century was between 1970 
and 1975, when it was estimated that two or three dams were commissioned 
per day, and around 5000 large dams built, most concentrated in a few coun-
tries (WCD 2000a: xxix, 9). At the end of the millennium, around 30–40 per 
cent of irrigated land depended on dams, and dams generated 19 per cent of 
electricity (WCD 2000: xxix). Just 13 per cent of large dams claimed a flood 
protection and management role (WCD 2000a: 14–15).

Large dams have come under concerted opposition from global environ-
mental activism in recent decades. Dams, as potent symbols of modernity, 
readily became targets for those opposing industrialisation and industrial 
society (WCD 2000a: 20–21). Large dams embody bold national industrial 
development perspectives, whereas international development thinking had 
turned to small-scale income generation at the level of the household or 
local community. Western cultural anthropology and international develop-
ment thinking converged with ideas that ambitious large scale dam building 
fostered Faustian hydraulic empires, whether ancient despotism or modern 
totalitarianism (Price 1994; Weber 1998 [1901]; Wittfogel 1957). The 
detriments of dams are commonly experienced by those in the immediate 
locality affected by their construction, while their benefits are enjoyed by 
people further away on agricultural land, or in urban centres provided with 
the electricity or water supplies. These conflicts of interests were viewed 
differently when hopes for industrial development were high in the 1950s 
and 1960s (Jenkins 1966: 111–12; Van Veen 1962: 130). When the goal 
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150 Chapter 5

of industrial development and the associated goal of national sovereignty 
and independence were delegitimised, then the detriments of building dams 
loomed far larger than the detriments of not building them. Global environ-
mental organisations supported local opposition to dams (WCD 2000a: xxx).

The WCD identified Edward Goldsmith and Nicholas Hildyard’s report 
The Social and Environmental Effects of Large Dams (1984) as a seminal 
text galvanising condemnation of dam construction (WCD 2000a: 26). Its 
foreword by Brent Blackwelder was entitled ‘A Ballard of Environmental 
Awareness’. Each chapter systematically attacked a different problem caused 
by large dams: loss of land, wildlife, fisheries, water and traditional culture, 
and harbingers of increased urbanisation, industrialisation, pollution, water-
borne diseases, earthquakes, floods, deforestation, sedimentation, salination, 
coastal erosion, and state corruption. All their associations were negative: 
dam building was ‘playing with fire’; people were being lured by hydropower 
and ‘the myth of flood control’. No redeeming Faustian poetry to large dams 
was here, only damnation. Instead they advocated traditional ways of being 
and traditional methods of irrigation (Goldsmith and Hildyard 1984). The 
report helped inspire the establishment of the International Rivers Network 
to campaign against dams and for non-Faustian alternatives.

The World Commission on Dams outlined the global concerns leading 
to its formation as a commission (WCD 2000a: 26–7). Donor funding of 
dams had become a key focus of global environmental advocacy, especially 
targeting the World Bank as the key international organisation funding dam 
construction. The 1992 Morse report criticised the failure of the World Bank 
to carry out proper human impact assessments of the large dam projects it 
funded. The 1992 report identified in particular failures to consult affected 
communities, including indigenous peoples in accordance with its own 
guidelines (Morse and Berger 1992). It argued dams created more signifi-
cant resettlement issues compared to other development projects, involving 
communities, housing, and livelihoods, where any compensation was hard 
to make attractive. Not least dams were almost invariably built on desirable 
agricultural land and areas of environmental interest (WCD 2000a: 20–1).

Dam projects have led to forced evictions, violating the rights of affected 
populations, and failed to provide proper resettlement and rehabilitation of 
those displaced and adequate compensation. The Morse report and Gold-
smith and Hildyard’s earlier report informed the 1994 Manibeli Declaration 
by NGOs, demanding a moratorium on the World Bank funding large dams. 
The Manibeli Declaration saw no benefits to populations of constructing large 
dams, only environmental and social costs, and gross violations of human 
rights. All the advantages are seen as accruing to ‘corrupt military and undem-
ocratic regimes’, ‘urban elites’, ‘transnational industry’, and ‘the consultants, 
manufacturers and contractors based in the donor countries’, and only making 
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countries further indebted (Manibeli Declaration 1994: paras 6, 11, 13). The 
Declaration called for alternatives to large dams, ‘including wind, solar and 
biomass energy sources, energy demand management, irrigation rehabilita-
tion, efficiency improvements and rainwater harvesting, and non-structural 
flood management’ (Manibeli Declaration 1994: para 9). The 1994 initia-
tive was followed up by another influential report Patrick McCully’s 1996 
Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams (2001), linked to the 
International Rivers Network. The case against dams gained global momen-
tum. One survey of global NGO activism targeting the World Bank found that 
twelve out of the halted thirty-six World Bank projects related to dams (WCD 
2000a: 20). The World Bank began to respond to this pressure and review 
its funding of large dams (WCD 2000a: 26–27). Dam building slowed down 
in the decade leading up to the Commission. This contraction was linked to 
the decline of international donor funding, external debt restructuring pro-
grammes, public spending restrictions, and the increased construction costs 
squeezing private investment profits (WCD 2000a: 20). The galvanised global 
activism against dam building and more restrictive donor funding of dam 
construction accorded with how leading Western aid donor countries were 
moving to decommission dams rather than building dams. Indeed the United 
States was decommissioning more large dams than constructing them in the 
period leading up to the World Commission on Dams (WCD 2000a: 21, 10).

Pressure was also therefore felt by the engineering industry. In 1997 the 
International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD) published a position 
paper on Dams and the Environment (ICOLD 1997). Philosophically ICOLD, 
founded in 1928, maintains a human-centred outlook, whereby ‘dam engineers 
find themselves confronted with the basic problems inherent in the transforma-
tion of the natural world into a human environment’. Politically ICOLD reflects 
its origins in the shift away from a world of European empire to a world of 
independent nation states. Its report affirmed the principle of non-interference 
in the internal affairs of member countries in not wanting to criticise individual 
national projects, although it was concerned about ‘ill-advised projects which 
can only jeopardize the generally good reputation of modern dam engineering’ 
(ICOLD 1997: 1). Instead ICOLD set out to compile selected case studies as 
‘positive examples’ outlining ‘their specific problems and the successful strate-
gies adopted to solve them’ (ICOLD 1997: 1). So what was ICOLD’s position 
on the construction of large dams? ICOLD continued to give a primary role to 
dams in water management. But ICOLD wanted the ‘environmental and social 
aspects’ to enjoy as much concern as dam safety and alternative ‘non-structural 
means’ of water management to be explored before projects were accepted 
(ICOLD 1997: 1–22). ICOLD highlighted involuntary resettlement as requir-
ing ‘special care’ and its implementation being based on independent review. 
ICOLD recommended that those being involuntarily resettled should be the 
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152 Chapter 5

‘first to benefit’ from improving living standards and enjoy tangible benefits 
such as annual payments and free energy, as pioneered in Swiss law going back 
to 1916 (ICOLD 1997: 3).

In 2000 the International Commission on Irrigation and Drainage (ICID) 
followed up with its own position paper on The Role of Dams for Irrigation, 
Drainage and Flood Control. Politically ICID, founded in 1950 in an era of 
decolonisation, parallels ICOLD in affirming the principle of national sover-
eignty and the limited role of external actors. Reflecting its origins at a time 
of national independence struggles, ICID report stated, ‘A sovereign country 
no doubt will preserve its basic right of deciding its own priority of devel-
opmental needs and most suited options. Global criteria can at best indicate 
guidelines’ (ICID 2000: 18). It is in this light, ICID recognised the impor-
tance of ‘the sustainability of development’, as addressed at the 1992 Rio 
Conference, Agenda 21, and other initiatives, and how ‘the adverse impacts’ 
should play ‘an increasing role in decision making’ (ICID 2000: 18). ICID 
maintained that urbanisation and industrialisation improved the living stan-
dards of the poor and that new large dams were still needed in industrialising 
societies (ICID 2000: 2, 12). Intense economic development and urban indus-
trial centres were only possible with dams (ICID 2000: 9). ICID observed, 
‘Every human activity modifies the environment’ (ICID 2000: 18). The ques-
tion was whether the changes were ‘for the good’ or not. ICID saw societies 
as the core stakeholders and implied that society as a whole should approve 
of the need to construct dams (ICID 2000: 2). Dam construction should be 
enhanced with improved standards and guidelines and fuller review with all 
the stakeholders as to whether society would be better off with or without 
the particular dam. ICID concurred with the Morse report in emphasising the 
resettlement and the rehabilitation of communities affected by the construc-
tion of dams. ICID recognised the usefulness of alternative non-structural 
measures for water management, and flood and drought protection, such as 
improved early warning systems (ICID 2000: 9).

The World Commission on Dams represented a major global rethink 
on dams, distinct from ICOLD and ICID, as organisations founded under 
international principles of national self-determination and non-interference 
in the internal affairs of states. The WCD confirmed the validity of large 
dams in principle, but overall its report represented a turn away to alter-
natives, asking ‘Yet are they our only tool, or our best option?’ (WCD 
2000a: ii). In practice the WCD implied maintaining existing dams, while 
sponsoring new conditions restraining dam construction. On the one hand, 
the Commission’s report sought to reconcile the polarised global posi-
tions on dams. The WCD tried to steer a course between the pro-dam and 
anti-dam positions and declared its position to be ‘neither to build dams 
nor tear them down but to carefully develop resources for the long term’ 
(WCD 2000a: ii). On the other hand, its report offered a new stakeholder 
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framework implying global and local conditions militating against dam 
construction. This conditionality entailed modification of national sover-
eignty and national development. The WCD advocated a people’s centred 
model, paralleling the participatory development being advocated by the 
World Bank’s 2000 Voices of the Poor report. The WCD spoke of want-
ing bottom-up, not top-down, globalisation (WCD 2000a: iii). Its model 
suggested glocalisation or alliances between global actors and local actors, 
and from national development to global/local development perspectives. 
The role of the state remained here not as an independent self-determining 
nation state or the Keynesian state leading industrialisation but as facilitator 
of the global regulatory framework. The WCD wanted diverse stakehold-
ers brought into decision-making in development decisions on dams. The 
stakeholder approach incorporated NGOs bringing global environmental 
and local community perspectives. The report did note there was some-
times popular support for dams (WCD 2000a: 19). Such popular support 
is not really reflected in the transnational NGO sector, which is far more 
likely to assume the costs of dams to ‘people, rivers basins and ecosystems’ 
rather than any national or regional benefits (WCD 2000a: xxx). Some are 
explicitly sceptical towards industrialisation, such as the International Riv-
ers Network or the Intermediate Technology set up by Schumacher, author 
of Small Is Beautiful (1974). So although the WCD report itself tried to be 
even handed, in effect the report elevated transnational stakeholders oppos-
ing dam building and seeking non-industrial alternatives involving limits to 
growth. Transnational NGOs are overwhelming negative about dams and 
prefer to limit energy demand rather than expand energy supply. Environ-
mentalist negativity towards dams is underpinned by profound ambivalence 
towards human agency and freedom, which has strengthened with alarm 
over climate change (Monbiot 2007: 215). Consolidation of global opposi-
tion to dams had and has implications for countries wanting to industrialise 
and build their national infrastructure as they typically require international 
loans for large-scale industrial projects.

POLITICS OF THE KARIBA DAM

The Kariba dam in Zambia on the Zambezi River bordering Zimbabwe is 
one of the case studies of the World Commission and one of the large dams 
condemned by International Rivers for displacing tens of thousands of people 
in its construction and threatening hundreds of thousands more across several 
countries should it fail today (Bosshard 2015; IRMSA 2015; WCD 2000b). 
The original dam was built in the last decade of British colonial rule in what 
was then the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland. Its primary purpose 
was to provide electricity for the copper-mining industries. The construction 
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154 Chapter 5

was actually funded by World Bank loans. Indeed it was the first dam for 
the World Bank to fund and represented the largest dam in the world at the 
time (Boshard 2015; WCD 2000b: 1). Opponents associate dam building 
with European colonialism and neocolonialism. The Kariba dam exemplified 
how European colonial development was organised around the exploitation 
of raw materials by European industries. Infrastructure, including ports, 
roads, railways, and power plants, was developed to support these interests. 
International demand for copper was high because of national electrification 
works. The Copperbelt of Zambia, then the British protectorate of Northern 
Rhodesia, held the largest area of deposits in the world. The mines relied 
on coal-fired power plants, but the coal had to be transported over large 
distances by rail. Inadequate coal supplies led to wood being resorted to as 
an unsatisfactory substitute (WCD 2000b: 8). The Federation was dominated 
by the interests of white settlers in Southern Rhodesia, who lobbied for the 
hydroelectric power dam to be located on the Southern Rhodesian side of 
the border at Kariba (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). A dam could have been located 
on the Kafue River in Zambia without the large-scale displacement Kariba’s 
location entailed (WCD 2000b: 28). Instead the colonial authorities broke up 
the indigenous settlements, arguing the affected people would enjoy more 
contact with civilisation against opposition warning the plans would destroy 
the communities (WCD 2000b: 29). A total of 57,000 Tonga people were dis-
placed by the dam and suffered famine and impoverishment in their resettle-
ment (WCD 2000b: x-xii para 7.2).

Protests over the Kariba dam built for European colonial industries fos-
tered anti-colonial resistance. Protesters were fired on, resulting in deaths 
and injuries (WCD 2000b: 36–38). African nationalists agitated against 
the Kariba dam, alongside resistance from the local Tonga population. 
Nevertheless the newly independent states were more politically commit-
ted to industrialising their countries than European colonial administra-
tion. Not least industries and industrial workers back in Europe did not 
want to compete with colonial industries and labour (Darby 1987 51–74, 
118–40; Davis 1967; Hobsbawm 1994: 82–83). The colonial authorities 
were apprehensive about contact with European civilisation destabilis-
ing traditional ways of life and corrupting their colonial subjects. They 
feared European commerce and industries fostered social alienation and 
political unrest. Extract industries, such as the Copperbelt mining, were 
particularly seen as creating the conditions for disaffected young men 
outside of the guiding influence of their elders and susceptible to politi-
cal agitation (Davis 1967; Furedi 1998: 141–3). Lord Lugard’s model of 
native administration envisaged traditional elders countering the influ-
ence of Europeanised, urbanised colonial subjects who were attracted to 
anti-colonial nationalist politics (Lugard 1926). Colonial development 
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policies hoped to mitigate the impact of European economic activity on 
traditional communities and to maintain traditional communities through 
rural development projects. At the time of the Kariba dam’s construc-
tion, the authorities were ‘seeking funding for a large rural development 
programme long discussed and promised to reverse the accelerated flow 
of rural people into the mining towns and along the line of rail’ (WCD 
2000b para 5.2.2).

Zambia achieved independence in 1964 and supported dam construction 
as part of its national development and industrialisation strategies to catch 
up economically with industrial societies. The president of Zambia Kenneth 
Kaunda proposed a vision fusing African communal values and socialism, 
expressed in terms of African socialism and Zambian humanism, and an 
economic model organised around nationalisation, modern state planning, 
and public welfare. Kaunda was ambitious for Zambia’s modernisation and 
establishing its independence and international standing. The country held 
the presidency of the Non-Aligned Movement in the period 1970 to 1973. 
Kaunda was ready to be Faust the Developer and the enlightened despot in 
pursuit of this ambition. During his presidency of NAM, Kaunda was domes-
tically pushing through constitutional changes, consolidating a one-party 
state, and outlawing rival political parties. Zambia was highly dependent on 
Rhodesia for electricity because the hydroelectric plant on the Kariba dam 
was located on the Rhodesian side (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). This dependence 
was politically unpalatable because of Rhodesia’s Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence (UDI), which put the country under white minority rule from 
1965 to 1980. Zambia opposed Rhodesian UDI and South African Apart-
heid. Its capital was reported to be ‘home to the headquarters of 15 African 
freedom movements, including Zanu and Zapu from Rhodesia’ (BBC 1964). 
Apprehension over political relations with Rhodesia, and the complications 
over the sanctions regime against Rhodesia, propelled Zambia to build its 
own hydroelectric dams to support the newly nationalised copper mines 
(Winch 2010: 369–70).

One construction project was a hydroelectric dam on the Kafue River 
by the Yugoslav company Energoprojekt as a fellow member of NAM 
(Energoprojekt 2011: 20). Another Zambian project was building a hydro-
electric dam on the north side of the Kariba dam which was more fraught. 
The first phase of its construction alone involved around 100 deaths among 
the workforce (WCD 2000b: para 7.2; Winch 2010: 369–70). The UK con-
struction company originally contracted to build the north Kariba dam was 
bankrupted because the project proved far more hazardous and expensive 
than the original tender reports had outlined. The deaths did not deter the 
government pressing ahead with the project. Further loans were taken out 
to complete the project, and the government selected Energoprojekt among 
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156 Chapter 5

the original tenders, because of its successful work on the Kafue dam 
(IBRD 1974: 9–10 and Annex VI). Both hydroelectric dams were fully 
operational by 1977 (Energoprojekt 2011: 26).

So how did the World Commission evaluate their construction? The study 
commended the hydroelectric dams for providing cheaper and cleaner elec-
tricity than expanding coal-fired power plants: ‘As a result of the relatively 
low construction cost of Kariba and Kafue the average electricity cost in the 
region dropped by about 30% in the period 1961–1977, while the average 
price for other commodities and services rose by more than 75%’ (WCD 
2000b: viii). The dams increased GDP, and their beneficial by-products 
included improved roads, fisheries, and tourism. The dam building also 
fostered regional energy cooperation and facilitated the establishment of the 
regional Southern African Pool involving seven countries (WCD 2000b: para 
7.2). Most electricity in Zambia and Zimbabwe continues to derive from 
Kariba hydroelectric dams. Were Kariba to fail, 40 per cent of the region’s 
electricity would be in jeopardy (IRMSA 2015). 

The World Commission study concentrated its condemnation on how the 
dam building harmed the Tonga people (WCD 2000b: x-xii para 7.2). The 
resettlement planning was completely inadequate and poorly funded. The 
Tonga were dispersed and fragmented, left to scratch out an existence in 
poorer unsuitable land. Large numbers did not benefit from the electricity the 
dam generated—many lived in villages without electricity even two decades 
later (WCD 2000b: para 7.2). Overall those who were resettled in the Zambian 
north were treated more humanely than those under UDI rule in the south. 
They were given some cash compensation and were more likely to gain access 
to schools or health clinics. The study observed how the impact on wildlife 
was mitigated by the creation of wildlife sanctuaries, although the reduced 
flooding eroded the delta flood plain’s ecology (WCD 2000b: para 7.2).

Kariba and Kafue were constructed against the backdrop of independence 
struggles and independent states optimistic about their national development. 
However, by the mid-1970s Zambia was facing economic crisis. Unfortu-
nately, the loans to fund construction, coupled with the sums Zambia paid to 
buy out the foreign companies, were overly generous and based on a peak 
in copper prices. These loans created serious financial problems for Zambia 
when the copper price crashed in 1973 (Gerrard 2001: 207–8). As the World 
Commission on Dams outlined:

there were other ways of raising the funds that Zambia needed but it was to 
take time to swallow the large Kariba borrowings before extra finances became 
available. By then the copper prices had crashed and Zambia’s golden days were 
over. Zambia has never managed to create a working countryside since that 
moment in her short history. (WCD 2000b: para 5.2.2)

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 157

In its bid for independent national development, the Zambian government 
inherited and accumulated one of the worst national debts in Africa, inhib-
iting significant investment elsewhere in the economy. This indebtedness 
further incurred international structural adjustment programmes imposing 
austerity on the country. Yet since Kaunda had circumscribed political free-
dom under one-party rule, he was unable to mobilise the country in opposi-
tion to international restructuring and forge its own independent path.

Six decades on from Kariba’s construction and two decades on from the 
World Commission report, there is alarm over the state of the Kariba dam. 
The dam was designed to withstand a one in ten thousand years’ flood (WCD 
2000b: vii). Widely publicised South African risk analysis in 2015 of the 
Kariba dam raised the spectre of a catastrophic failure scenario affecting 
3.5 million people, whether through floods or loss of power supplies. The 2015 
report warned of a tragic historical precedent in the French Malpasset dam 
disaster, a dam designed by the same engineer Andre Coyne, which collapsed 
in 1959, five years after its construction, killing nearly 500 people (IRMSA 
2015). Interestingly, the earlier World Commission case study made no refer-
ence to this connection, nor did it treat the increased seismic activity caused 
by the dam as alarming, but these concerns have attracted growing attention. 
The World Bank’s assessments of the Kariba dam have been more sanguine, 
although stressing how rehabilitating the dam was critical for the continu-
ing safety of its operation (World Bank 2014a, 2014b). Alarm over potential 
disaster did secure funding from the EU and other international and regional 
donors for the Kariba Dam Rehabilitation Project, and French engineers have 
been commissioned to lead the work (European Commission 2015). Post-war 
France was one of the countries leading building hydroelectric dams in Europe; 
now it is among the countries decommissioning dams. (Northern) European 
states have been moving away from dams domestically, while their NGOs 
have been at the forefront of campaigns opposing dam building internationally.

Dam Removal Europe, the name of one of the advocacy groups oppos-
ing dams, whose core team are mainly Dutch-based, captures the prevailing 
European institutional attitude towards dams. Its partner NGOs include the 
World Wildlife Fund, the European Rivers Network, and Rewilding Europe, 
and its past governmental support has included the UK official Environment 
Agency. Environmental advocacy to end large dams is also associated with 
commitments to end fossil fuels and nuclear energy. The EU wants to reduce 
dependence on fossil and shift to renewable sources. It is reluctant to endorse 
new dams, although funding to maintain existing dams on the grounds of 
safety may be forthcoming. The 2017 report on Renewable Energy in Europe 
by European Environmental Agency (EEA) highlights how the hydroelec-
tricity sector is predicted to have only 1 per cent annual growth and may 
slightly decrease (EEA 2017a: 20). The EEA attributes its lack of growth to 
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158 Chapter 5

how ‘Most of the best sites have already been developed (amounting to about 
half of the technically feasible potential)’, while acknowledging that 70 per 
cent of hydroelectric power is concentrated in just five EU countries (EEA 
2017a: 20). National political preferences, not just geology, have determined 
energy decisions. The EEA observes, ‘Investments in large-scale hydropower 
(> 10 MW) were mainly made before 2000’ (EEA 2017a: 20). The EEA 
does not envisage any such new large-scale projects but would consider new 
small and medium plants if they complied with EU environmental legislation 
(EEA 2017a: 20). Hydro power is still one of the two core renewable energy 
sources, and its energy storage capacity is more flexible than various other 
renewable sources (EEA 2017a: 19–20). Tellingly, perhaps, the EEA’s public 
information 2017 Signals made no mention of dams except a reference to 
China in their reports on the future of European energy (EEA 2017b). Europe 
has become dependent on external energy sources such as Russian oil and 
gas because renewable sources do not (yet) supply adequate levels. The EU’s 
energy strategy to address this dependence implies restricting the growth of 
energy use in Europe. For the precautionary principle and its calls for revers-
ing the human impact and empowering nature are influencing the continent’s 
development, disaster management, and resilience governance.

Meanwhile there has been a revitalisation of ambitious dam building in 
Asia and Africa. For Faustian dreams appear more alive in African and Asian 
societies than in Europe, where risk aversion has taken hold. The catalyst 
has of course been China’s industrial development (Sörensen 2010). Its 
ambitious industrialisation and dam building are being emulated elsewhere; 
some of these projects have been linked to China’s Belt and Road initiative 
inspired by the ancient Silk Road trade network between the east and the 
west (O’Trakoun 2018). These projects commonly display the enlightened 
despotic tendencies of Faust the Developer or ‘pro-growth authoritarianism’ 
(Wang and Zheng 2013; Kwan and Yu 2005; Lai 2010). Consequently there 
are questions over democratic accountability, ill-conceived projects, debt 
encumbrance, and protectionist contracts limiting the countries’ economic 
independence with political and security implications (Green 2019; Rolland 
2017). This wave of industrialisation will detrimentally disturb or enhance 
people’s lives related to how much democratic political pressure people are 
able to exert over national politicians, national and foreign contractors, and 
the agencies with responsibility to address the interests of the affected people.

MEPHISTOPHELIAN EMBITTERMENT

Tesla’s autobiography My Inventions endorsed humanity enjoying a fulfilled 
creative life, secured though material prosperity and human capacity for 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 159

invention. ‘The progressive development of man is vitally dependent on 
invention. It is the most important product of his creative brain. Its ultimate 
purpose is the complete mastery of mind over the material world, the harness-
ing of the forces of nature to human needs’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 5). Without 
human inventiveness, humanity would have long ago ‘perished in the bitter 
struggle against pitiless elements’ (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 5). No crude material-
ist or technocrat, Tesla deplored developments dividing people, and wanted 
to harness human inventiveness to developments bringing people closer 
(Tesla 2011 [1919]: 71). Tesla’s imagination leapt over the constraints of life 
whether on the military frontier or in a commercial metropolis. His life and 
work has attracted new acclaim in the twenty-first century from biographies 
and fictional accounts to New Age religion, films, and popular websites cel-
ebrating his inventions (Carlson 2013: 396–408). There are apparently 500 
streets, squares, schools, institutions, and monuments dedicated to Nikola 
Tesla in the United States and Canada, and the plateau overlooking Niagara 
Falls in Canada has been named after him (M.C. 2020). Almost invariably 
he is portrayed as a utopian other-worldly figure offering his inventions 
to humanity but marginalised by vested commercial interests. ‘Nothing is 
impossible!’ are the words spoken by Tesla played by David Bowie in the 
2006 film The Prestige.

In recent years, Tesla’s name has been adopted by a U.S. electric car and 
solar energy company. Its European headquarters is in the Netherlands, and it 
has planned to expand manufacturing in Europe. Unfortunately its expansion 
is concentrated in northern Europe, not in Tesla’s homeland. Still Croatia has 
the telecommunications Nikola Tesla firm set up in Zagreb in 1949, which 
became a licensed partner of the Swedish company Ericsson from 1953 and 
now runs as a privatised company, Ericsson Nikola Tesla. His legacy is 
acknowledged in other ways. Neighbouring Serbia has the Nikola Tesla air-
port in Belgrade, and the Nikola Tesla power plant at Obrenovac, which gen-
erates around half the country’s electricity. Nikola Tesla remains a popular 
name for secondary schools in both states, testimony to continuing regional 
hopes for engineering the future. Across the Atlantic, his story has been used 
to encourage children to study science (Hadzigeorgiou et al., 2012). Events 
are organised annually on his birthday in Croatia and Serbia, and internation-
ally in the cities of New York, Philadelphia, and Perth.

Symbolically the Croatian prime minister highlighted Tesla as one of the 
country’s greatest figures in his speech marking Croatia’s membership of 
the EU (3 July 2013). Again at the start of its presidency of the EU, Croa-
tia’s EU2020 short promotional video held up Tesla as a model for the next 
generation. A young girl playing by the river declares, ‘We’ll all need boats 
when the sea reaches here. But I have a plan for helping people. You know, 
like Nikola Tesla’ (Jutarnji List 2020). Later the video announced how the 
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160 Chapter 5

Croatian city of Rijeka was going to be a European city of culture to the back-
drop of its industrial shipyards. Yet Rijeka’s shipyards and shipping industry, 
as elsewhere, are dying. Being a European Capital of Culture, Rijeka has 
some benefits for the city, in enhancing civic pride and tourism, and munici-
pal and cultural circles. Hull as a recent British City of Culture did see some 
regeneration. Overall, though, it is no substitute for the industrial renewal 
strategies, the industries, and the industrial employment both coastal cities 
have lost in the preceding decades.

So what would Tesla observe in Croatia’s energy sector today? What is 
its capacity to light the country and support its industries? The EU wants a 
switch to renewal energy resources. Hydro power would fit this. But as we 
have seen, environmentalists have been opposing dam building. The Croatian 
Electricity company HEP states there are twenty-eight hydroelectric plants in 
Croatia. Most of these were built in the post-war period before 1989. Lešće 
Dam, north Lika near Ogulin, was completed in 2010 for power generation 
and should contribute about 1 per cent to the country’s energy needs. Within 
the country the government has been criticised for underinvesting in energy 
since independence and leaving the country over-reliant on energy imports 
with political, economic, and security consequences. Critics have argued 
the country needs more power plants to have the energy capacity to support 
national economic development, and they see hydroelectricity as cleaner than 
coal (Vlahinić and Jakovac 2014; Petrović et al., 2006). The Lešće plant was 
heralded in reports at the time as part of national plans to make the country 
energy independent by 2020. Other potential projects were being pursued, 
including Molve I and II and Novo Virje on the Drava River, various plants on 
the Sava River between Sisak and the Slovenian border, on the Ombla River 
near Dubrovnik, and plants at Kosinj and Senj, also near the coast. How-
ever, they have met opposition from environmental organisations, including 
Friends of the Earth Croatia, Friends of the Earth Europe, Green Action, 
Drava League, and WWF, along with CEE Bankwatch, Re-Common, Euro-
Natur, and Riverwatch, with their Blue Heart of Europe campaign. Various 
dam projects have been successfully opposed in the past decade, objecting that 
the dam in question undermines local communities and biodiversity, includ-
ing the role of rivers as ecological corridors. Environmentalist campaigning 
did see Croatian hydroelectric engineering projects slowing down (CEE 
Bankwatch 2018: 65). Past local environmental opposition tended to focus on 
specific locations. In recent years its opposition concerns new hydroelectric 
dams and plants per se (Veselica 2017).

In the decade prior to EU membership, environmental campaigners argued 
that proposed hydroelectric plants contravened EU laws and would jeop-
ardise Croatia’s path to membership. Since accession, they have lobbied key 
lenders, such as the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 161

(EBRD) or European Investment Bank (EIB), and appealed to the EU Com-
mission to strictly interpret EU regulations on state aid or state borrowing, 
public consultation, ecological networks, protected sites in ways prohibiting 
industrial developments. Around a third of the country is designated a pro-
tected area under the EU’s Natura2000, circumscribing industrial activities. 
Environmental campaigns have increasingly had a European networked 
character. The proposed underground hydroelectric plant near Dubrovnik 
was condemned in a BBC’s environmental programme (BBC 2011; Heap 
2011). The project’s underground system was particularly controversial 
because of the threat posed to a network of underground caves of ecological 
and archaeological interest (ibid.). An accident in 2011 at the newly opened 
Lešće plant, causing flooding and attracting fines for environmental harm, 
reinforced environmentalist arguments concerning the potential risks of other 
projects (Kelava 2015).

Contrary to economic concerns of underinvestment in hydro energy, there 
are now environmental concerns that ‘Southeast Europe (SEE) is witnessing 
a boom in hydropower plant (HPP) construction, which has not even spared 
protected areas’ (Huđek et al., 2020). A report cites:

A total of 1315 HP projects are planned to be built on TRD rivers in Slovenia, 
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro, most of them small 
ones (N = 883), though 294 are medium-sized and 138 are large. The geographi-
cal distribution of planned HPPs is as follows: 150 in Slovenia, 106 in Croatia, 
266 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 780 in Serbia and 53 in Montenegro. (Huđek 
et al., 2020)

The renewed hydro-engineering projects have been linked to China’s indus-
trial development model, and ‘the Renewable Energy Directive and the 
associated subsidy schemes’ (Huđek et al., 2020). So while the attention has 
previously been on large dams, there is new attention to small dams, fearing 
‘their total environmental impact may exceed the impacts of the less numerous 
large HPPs’ for the amount of power they generate (Huđek et al., 2020). In 
recent years ecological advocacy has become concerned with the construction 
of small hydro plants and called for the halting of projects or the removal of 
dams (CEE Bankwatch 2018: 11). The EBRD loan to Croatia for developing 
Ombla power station was eventually cancelled (EBRD May 2011 Project 
No. 42219). Campaigners have used the argument of state capture of the tra-
ditional energy sector by corporations (ReCommon 2019). This argument is 
persuasive in Croatia, where public trust is weak and people do not believe the 
country’s economy is organised around the interests of its citizens, a scepti-
cism reinforced by the controversial privatisation of public enterprises in an 
economy previously legitimised as a system of workers’ self-management. 
Instead environmentalists want the focus to be on solar or wind energy and 
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162 Chapter 5

the better management of national energy demand. There has been visible 
expansion of wind turbines in the past few years. Recent European loans 
are incorporating green economy ideas, for example, a 2018 loan supporting 
inclusive tourism and coastal hotels using local suppliers, a 2018 loan support-
ing energy-efficient street lighting, or a 2019 loan supporting the manufacture 
of wood panelling manufacture related to ‘resource efficiency’ (EBRD 23 
February 2018 Project No. 49666; EBRD 11 December 2018 Project No. 
49364; EBRD May 2019 Project No. 49521).

Cultural and environmental sensibility is evident in international reporting 
on new industrial developments. The Financial Times, for example, high-
lighted the impact of proposed hydro plants on the Neretva river in Bosnia-
Herzegovina on traditional fishing of oyster beds in Mali Ston Bay near 
Dubrovnik in Croatia, a tradition which goes back to Roman times (Hopkins 
2019). Yet hydro-engineering is also a tradition of the region going back 
to Roman times as seen in Emperor Diocletian’s Split or the ruined Roman 
aqueduct Burnum on the barren plateau above the town of Knin. Hydro-
engineering has cultural historic significance in the region going beyond its 
utilitarian value. The Renaissance humanist Faust Vrančić from Šibenik had 
designed wind, solar, and hydro power projects. In his humanist spirit, the 
mayor of Šibenik was inspired to follow Tesla’s alternating current technol-
ogy being developed across Atlantic and commissioned a hydroelectric plant 
to light up his town. Famously, Tesla did not accept Edison’s market model 
of electricity and believed it was socially possible to develop free supplies 
of energy and light. Such ideas of industrialisation realising a different world 
had animated Non-Aligned Movement ideals before their deterioration but 
are anathema to free marketeers and environmentalists.

Exploring the European environmental networks, another form of political 
capture emerges. Europeanisation and integration of weak states and weak 
civil societies into EU institutions involve their adaptation to its prevailing 
governance models. Even where that governance seeks to be non-hierarchical 
in the form of network governance and horizontal relations, organisations are 
expected to follow transnationally agreed pathways and limits (Taylor 2015; 
Taylor et al., 2013). Of course many NGOs are reliant on external funding and 
therefore funding streams tied to donor policy goals. European environmental 
governance doubts human inventiveness and only really sees possibilities for 
human adaptation. The alternative economic vision offered by the NGO sec-
tor for the region follows the abiding ideals of Small Is Beautiful and revolves 
around small enterprises and ecological tourism in a national economy 
already over-reliant on weak small enterprises and tourism whose seasonal 
nature cannot sustain year-round employment (Bateman 2010: 87–89). Ironi-
cally the small peasant household economy in Tesla’s old country survived 
better under post-war industrialisation and workers’ self-management system, 
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 Nikola Tesla’s Faustian Dream 163

with its network of agricultural cooperatives and food companies, than it is 
under today’s post-industrial free market conditions and the rewilding of the 
countryside. In the absence of secure industrial employment or farming, com-
munities are instead depopulating further as people migrate abroad for work. 
Croatia is witnessing the acceleration of historical patterns of migration as 
opposed to their reversal (Salt and Clout 1976: 147–54).

Moreover Croatia has found itself facing a dual migration and existential 
crisis with its own population leaving and it becoming a transit country for 
those going north and west. In such circumstances people abandon engaging 
with their national political debates, and pay more attention to the specific 
economic opportunities in their desired destination country, an echo of 
Tesla’s generation over a century ago (Brunnbauer 2016; Krastev 2014, 
2017). The numbers migrating from Croatia have only accelerated since 
joining the EU and its experience of being regarded by foreign migrants as 
merely a transit route and not a country offering a secure future (Pupavac 
and Pupavac 2019). In September 2015, a month after Tomislav Salopek’s 
killing, the Western Balkan route shifted to transiting through Croatia when 
Hungary completed its border fence with Serbia. Croatia initially facilitated 
the flow of migrants across its borders until Slovenia threatened to close 
its border with Croatia, and other countries along with Slovenia indicated 
they would oppose its application to join the EU Schengen free movement 
zone. Joining Schengen has been an important strategy for Croatia towards 
enhancing its tourism industry, which has become central to the country’s 
economy, as its other industries decline. Since joining the EU, its borders 
with Bosnia, Montenegro, and Serbia are now also EU external borders and 
it has a renewed European border enforcement role as it did historically. 
Campaigning in the presidential elections, former prime minister and subse-
quently president Zoran Milanović directly spoke in December 2019 against 
the idea of Croatia being forced to become European Grenzers as they were 
under the Habsburgs for the Holy Roman Empire: ‘I don’t want Croatia to 
become a military borderland, which is part of my family’s history, who 
were told “here is your rifle, your horse, a bag of dried beans—shoot at 
the Turks and Venetians”’ (Jutarnji List 2019). Nevertheless, on the 500th 
anniversary of the papal declaration in 1519 of Croatia being the bulwark 
of Christendom, Croatia appeared to be becoming the antemuralis EUnitas 
again (Pupavac and Pupavac 2019). On the one hand, Croatia is damned for 
violating the human rights of migrants and, on the other hand, for failing 
to protect EU borders from illegal migration. These contradictory Euro-
pean condemnations of Croatia also revive the old representations of the 
barbarous, illiberal, and counter-revolutionary Grenzers traceable back to 
historical interpretations of the Thirty Years War and the 1848 revolutions 
(Marx 1973 [1848–1850]: 173–6, 213–24; Schiller 1800 [1790]: 171–3).  
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164 Chapter 5

Šnajder’s recent essays allude to the country’s contradictory position and 
historical Grenzer role, contending:

Now we are citizens of a Europe which more and more resembles the twilight 
of the Roman Empire. . . . If we are citizens of an empire, because the EU more 
and more resembles old Rome, and these waves of less happy people are really 
at their gates, and our punishment, for heterodoxy, for revolting against liberal 
orthodoxy, will be milder. (Šnajder 2019: 145 translation by the authors)

Šnajder anticipates that liberal European condemnation of Croatia’s bor-
der role lacks substance because its liberalism is premised on transna-
tional compacts outsourcing responsibilities to periphery countries to act 
illiberally, whether to Croatia within the EU or Libya in its designated 
neighbourhood. The revolt against liberal orthodoxy is often interpreted 
as an atavistic rejection of enlightened liberal cultural values. Yet Šnajder 
reconsiders Kant’s three core questions of what is man, what can we know, 
and what can we hope to suggest it is European liberalism itself which 
is rejecting these ideals (1998 [1781–1787] A805/B833: 677). Kant’s 
humanist image of humanity looking up at the heavenly stars above and 
seeing the moral law within is viewed sceptically today (Kant CPrR 1996b 
[1788]: Para 5:162: 269; Šnajder 2019: 28–29). We no longer have that 
confidence. Instead the question of where you come from looms larger, 
a question shown in Šnajder’s work to be complicit in the barbarism of 
war and identity-based killings. We are living in an era where our lives 
appear more determined by where we come from, and we see less freedom 
to transform conditions (Šnajder 2019: 28–29). His 2007 Faustova oklada 
[Faustian Pact] and 2018 Hrvatski Faust, Tragadije Drugi Dio [Croatian 
Faust, Part II] have returned to the themes of Faust. Nevertheless just 
as his earlier Croatian Faust was intended as a work looking to affirm 
coexistence and build a better future, he remains a writer believing in new 
possibilities (Šnajder 1983, 1983). He wants us to revive Kant’s questions 
of human meaning, knowledge, and hope (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] A805/
B833: 677; Šnajder 2019: 40).

Tesla as a Lucifer supporting Faustian hydroelectric engineering had 
wanted to escape both the military frontier of his birth and ‘the discontinu-
ance of barbarous methods’ of war and survival. He saw ‘the subjugation of 
natural forces to the service of man’ as leading to ‘the relieving of millions 
from want and suffering’ (Tesla 1897). Conversely ecologists wrote of the 
‘myth of flood control’ (Goldsmith and Hildyard 1984). However, the saving 
of lives through the Zuyder dam in 1953 or later through the Humber and 
Thames barriers was not a myth, nor was the improved lives through hydro-
electricity and industrial development in Tesla’s old country.
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The Croatian EU commissioner Dubravka Šuica, appointed in 2019, was 
given the portfolio on Democracy and Demography, and was involved in 
shaping the programme of the EU’s Conference on the Future of Europe 
2020 (European Parliamentary Research Service 2019; Šuica 2019). Croatia 
assumed the rotating presidency of the EU in 2020 for six months. Its stated 
priorities were ‘a Europe that is developing, a Europe that connects, a Europe 
that protects, an influential Europe’ (EU2020HR 2019). To these headline 
phrases, Croatia’s programme for its presidency wanted to tackle ‘Uneven 
economic development, climate change, increased migration, dissemination 
of disinformation, and growing populism’, and support ‘balanced regional 
development’ and ‘reducing differences between Member States’, while 
following norms of ‘inclusive development’ and ‘sustainable development’ 
(EU2020HR 2019: 2, 5). Without significant European north-south economic 
transfers, there was little of substance here that would address the demise of 
national development and the belatedly acknowledged existential crisis fac-
ing Croatia, and other countries in south and east Europe, and the countries 
the EU designates its neighbourhood (Fleming et al., 2019). In the absence 
of national industrial strategies and enhancement of collective infrastructure, 
individuals are migrating and concentrating on their individual employability 
and security in competition with each other.

Europe appears far from Tesla’s Faustian dreams of fusing human spiri-
tual and material progress. Instead of striving for human betterment, we 
seem enthralled to Mephistopheles’ ‘embittered caustic mind’, but as Faust 
declaimed, how could his mind ‘know of the needs of humankind?’ (Goethe 
Act V ‘High Mountains’ in Luke 1998: 179). Misanthropy is antithetical to 
alleviating human suffering and improving the human condition.

The next chapter discusses how neoliberalism and ecologism are converg-
ing under European governance.
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Chapter 6

The Metamorphosis of Risk 
Cosmopolitanism

Euphorion excitedly proclaimed: 

Higher and higher I must climb,
More and more I must behold . . .
Friends with the strong, the free, the bold
And in the spirit deeds already done. . . .
(Goethe 1932 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’  
in Constantine 2009: 178, 180)

He was Faust’s child with Helen in Goethe’s poem. Like Byron, he wanted to 
fight heroically for national liberation. Like Icarus, he climbed too high and fell 
to his death. The chorus judged his actions reckless and his death unsurprising:

Headlong of your own free will
Netted in complexity
You entered into violent quarrel
With Law and Morality
Till at last high aspiration
Lent your airy courage weight,
Wished to make the best things happen,
Saw your hopes disintegrate.
(Goethe 1932 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’  
in Constantine 2009: 182)

His death saw the union of Faust and Helen broken up. The chorus too was 
scattered:

So we are given back to the light of day,
Persons no longer, that is true,
We know it, we feel it, but
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168 Chapter 6

Never shall we return to Hades.
Nature living for ever
Lays on us ghosts and we
On her a vested claim.
(Goethe 1932 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’  
in Constantine 2009: 184)

The chorus morphed into dancing and spiralling elements, rejecting nations 
choked ‘on their bloodshed’, and seeking refuge and renewal in nature. ‘Earth 
brings verses forth again’ (Goethe 1932 Act III ‘The Inner Courtyard’ in 
Constantine 2009: 182). Faust watched with horror his Byronic child leaving 
to take up arms in the cause of liberty. After his lost arcadia, Faust turned 
to industrial development as the way of establishing a prosperous modern 
arcadia which would not lose its young to war, but offer freedom and a good 
life for its inhabitants. Faust the Developer sought to void the negativism of 
revolution and revolutionary words and pursue positive material deeds.

Underlying European governance today is a belief that Faustian industrial 
development and national self-determination are untenable. Goethe’s idea of the 
incommensurability of his Faust is now being harnessed to complexity theories, 
emphasising our limited capacity to know the world (Laan 2007; Rowland 2001; 
Vazsonyi 1996). It appears the more information we have, the less meaning we 
appear to enjoy (Hayles 1990: 169 in Vazsonyi 1996: 87–88). Instead leading 
opinion echoes the scattered chorus and has turned to nature against our humanity.

This chapter discusses the sociologist Ulrich Beck’s risk cosmopolitanism 
or ‘emancipatory catastrophism’ influencing contemporary European gov-
ernance and resilience models. They bring together economic development, 
security, and disaster management across the spectrum of societal concerns. 
Risk cosmopolitanism is shaped by environmental concerns, and institutes the 
precautionary principle into its decision-making to prevent unintended conse-
quences and catastrophic irreversible environmental harm. Ideologically it is 
critical of industrial strategies and utilitarian rational choice economic models. 
Nevertheless risk cosmopolitanism and the neoliberal economics of Friedrich 
Hayek converge in their adoption of ecological systems thinking retreating 
from humanist modernism’s expectation of being subjects, and being able ‘to 
get a grip on the modern world’ and consciously transform their conditions 
(Berman 1988 [1982]: 5). Arendt’s warnings over the naturalising and deserti-
fication of politics were made in a period of European industrial development 
(Arendt 2005: 119, 190). Her observations are as relevant today, including in 
considering Beck’s risk cosmopolitanism and European resilience governance.
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 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 169

DISASTER TRIUMPHANT

The industrial scale warfare of world war contradicted Goethe’s hopes that 
technological innovation would make political conflict less likely and ques-
tioned Enlightenment optimism over benign Faustian creations. European 
cultural elites feared for civilisation in the face of mass society. These fears 
were reinforced by the experience of world war and the Russian Revolution, 
as expressed in Spengler’s The Decline of the West (1932 [1918]), Ortega y 
Gasset’s The Revolt of the Masses, Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, or 
T. S. Eliot’s The Wasteland (1922). Conservative politics had long been 
more likely to draw pessimistic conclusions about technological innovation 
and social change. The League of Nations in 1919 and the UN in 1945 both 
promised a more just peaceful international order, but new conflicts led Euro-
pean liberal politics becoming increasingly haunted by the experience of the 
Holocaust and Hiroshima. Political setbacks led disasters becoming seen as 
acts of humanity rather than acts of nature, which human collective endeavour 
could overcome. Many radical intellectuals were disillusioned with human 
progress. Influential figures traced back the disasters of the twentieth century 
to Enlightenment ideas. The philosopher and peace campaigner Bertrand Rus-
sell’s A History of Western Philosophy saw their origins in the Enlightenment 
ideas of Kant and Rousseau, and romantic cult figures, such as Bryon (Russell 
2002 [1945]: 620–2, 675–80). Critical theorists Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer’s wartime work The Dialectic of Enlightenment indicted Enlight-
enment thinking for the horrors of the age: ‘In the most general sense of pro-
gressive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed at liberating men from 
fear and establishing their sovereignty. Yet the fully enlightened earth radiates 
disaster triumphant’ (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972 [1944]: 1). Symbolically 
Adorno had earlier advised the writer Thomas Mann not to save his Dr Faus-
tus, when Mann wondered whether he should offer possible redemption (Watt 
1996: 252–3). Modern man was damned beyond redemption.

Political catastrophes, coupled with the potential for nuclear destruction, 
raised the spectre of disasters on a previously inconceivable scale—exter-
mination of whole human groups and the destruction of the planet itself. 
Jaspers’ The Atom Bomb and the Future of Man (1963 [1958]) and Robert 
Lifton’s Death in Life: Survivors of Hiroshima (1971 [1967]) argued against 
atomic warfare and technological advancement spiralling out of ethical con-
trol. Pessimistic voices over technology remained marginal in the context of 
rebuilding Europe. However, the Soviet Gulags, the Chinese Great Leap For-
ward, and the political distance between intellectuals and industrial workers 
contributed to alienation from modern industrial society, expressed in works 
such as Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man (1972 [1964]).

Social pessimism gained wider cultural resonance through the 1970s and 
1980s and fostered environmentalist movements concerned about global 
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170 Chapter 6

hazards arising from untempered industrialisation. Debates had distinct 
national characters, but we may single out German discussions for shap-
ing risk cosmopolitanism. West Germany had gone through its post-war 
economic miracle seeing its industry recovering and emerging as the most 
powerful economy in Europe. This economic success facilitated a younger 
generation to challenge the political quietism of the post-war years (Judt 2010 
[2005]: 275–7). One focus of its political challenge was environmentalism, 
which opposed itself to modern capitalist economies organised narrowly 
around limitless economic growth. This challenge also appealed to longer 
conservative and radical critiques of modernity (Berman 1988 [1982]; Sayre 
and Lowy 1984). Environmentalism offered the potential of galvanising new 
national and international political consensus transcending the Cold War divi-
sions of the two Germanys and the Nazi legacy (Judt 2010 [2005]: 484–503). 
The renewed Cold War of the 1980s and the shadow of nuclear war had 
particular significance for Germans. Environmentalism and environmentally 
tempered development became central to the diplomatic initiatives of West 
Germany. Most prominent was the Brandt Commission, or the International 
Commission on Development, chaired by the former German chancellor 
(Brandt Commission 1980). In the 1990s the unified Germany was important 
in driving EU environmental laws and adoption of the precautionary prin-
ciple concerning the limits of knowledge, and its implications for social and 
political action. The precautionary principle was defined by the 1992 UN Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development as follows:

Where there are threats of serious or irreversible environmental damage, lack of 
full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing cost effec-
tive measures to prevent environmental degradation. (UN Rio Conference on 
Environment and Development 1992)

Environmentalism’s influence on sustainable development models, particular 
strands of ecological thinking, resonated with earlier anthropological holis-
tic models dividing humanity into cultures, seeing each culture as having 
evolved a particular role in the global system (Benedict 1935; Kroeber 1917; 
Malik 2000: 144–7). Human ecology involves quasi-biological models of 
adaptation to the environment, in which different cultures and languages 
represent different adaptations to the existing socio-ecological conditions. 
They downgrade human capacity for creativity and originating acts. Human 
culture is seen in terms of evolved difference, and human activity in terms of 
adaptation. Accordingly development is envisaged as adaptation, rather than 
transformation. Here we may contrast how Goethe advocated boldly striving 
and erring to make the world anew, whereas ecology envisages us adapting 
ourselves to the world. This capacity to adapt militates against the entropy 
of the ecosystems into which we are embedded. Influential human ecology 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 171

models distinguish between cosmopolitan societies and societies based on 
local ecosystems (Dasmann 1964; Nabhan 1998). Ecosystems communities 
are regarded as functional, and living more modest lives with a less harmful 
human footprint. Conversely complex, modern cosmopolitan societies char-
acterised by a global culture and high material consumption living beyond 
local ecosystems are regarded as dysfunctional. Neo-Malthusian population 
concerns resurfaced with environmentalism in contemporary forms.

Much of today’s disaster literature dislikes the concept of natural disasters 
(Mauch 2009: 4; Mauelshagen 2009: 43; Pfister 2009: 17–18). Disasters, it 
is argued, are socially constructed: ‘Natural forces become disastrous only 
within social and cultural frameworks. It is society where disasters occur, 
conditioned by its economic and cultural orders as well as by its political 
structures’ (Mauelshagen 2009: 42). This perspective questions whether we 
should treat natural phenomena, such as flooding or earthquakes, as abnormal 
or even undesirable events since they arise from natural forces (Mauch 2009: 
4). Today’s view of disasters as socially constructed is distinct from Quaran-
telli’s earlier social constructivism, and implies human adaptation to nature 
rather human overcoming of nature’s destructive forces. The shifting cultural 
construction of disasters demoralises humanity. Implicitly or explicitly, the 
ecological disaster literature suggests nature is an active meaning-producing 
agent, while humans are recast as destructive and self-destructive. They offer 
a post-secular framing of disasters as nature’s retribution against human 
‘technological hubris’, echoing earlier religious ideas of ‘moral causation’ 
and divine retribution (Mauelshagen 2009: 65–66).

Ecological perspectives suggest man-made disasters have more severe 
environmental and psychosocial consequences and show the dangers of 
industrial development. In this vein, Kai Erikson’s influential study of the 
1970s Buffalo Creek flood disaster in the United States suggested that man-
made disasters destroyed social trust and generated corrosive social relations, 
leading to toxic communities (Erikson 1976, 1994). Yet this distinction 
between man-made and natural disasters cannot account adequately for how 
assumptions of vulnerability and toxic communities came to the fore. Not 
least the earlier, more optimistic sociological disaster paradigm, and its belief 
in communal solidarity and therapeutic communities, was actually informed 
by the catastrophic human disaster of world war (Fritz 1996 [1961]). The 
war, requiring popular mobilisation, affirmed ordinary people’s responses, 
marginalised negative views, and bridged political divisions, appealing to a 
common identity, collective solidarity, and a new social compact. Post-war 
governments were expected to provide secure employment and life paths 
for citizens in return for their war effort. The experience informed confident 
post-war expectations of ordinary people’s communal, altruistic, stoical 
responses to disasters and expanded commitment to general social welfare 
(Titmus 1970).
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172 Chapter 6

Widely shared frameworks of meaning, notably post-war belief in social 
progress and social engineering and the expansion of public welfare, kept 
pessimistic critiques marginal and largely confined to cultural elites. Specific 
national tipping points may be identified where more pessimistic profes-
sional and cultural outlooks began to inform official policies, and a sense of 
living in a catastrophic age took hold (Caruth 1995: 11; Ebert 2012). Yet we 
should question the assumption about living in uniquely catastrophic times, 
which is a recurring historical idea, but appears unrelated to the actual expe-
rience of disasters or their scale (Furedi 2005). There is a strong presentism 
and lack of historical perspective in the West on both sides of the Atlantic 
in the impression of disasters being significantly worse today (Favier and 
Granet-Abisset 2009: 120). Historical studies are a useful corrective to this 
presentism, demonstrate how societies experienced worse disasters in earlier 
ages, and offer insights into responses counter to today’s cultural vulner-
abilities (Furedi 2005; Mitchell 2009: 350). Consider post-war Britain’s 
experience of disasters. The sociologist Frank Furedi highlights how there 
were more deaths from UK disasters in one year alone—1952—as against 
the whole of the 1980s (Furedi 2005: 14–15). However, the cultural imagi-
nary does not recall the 1950s as a disastrous decade, but the 1980s. Even 
the 1953 North Sea floods were largely forgotten culturally until the 1990s, 
although representing the UK’s worst coastal flooding disaster for centuries. 
The British cultural responses to the 1953 North Sea floods, causing several 
hundred deaths in the country, and the autumn 2000 floods, causing around a 
dozen deaths in the country, show marked differences. The cultural responses 
to the floods of the new millennium were overwhelmingly framed in terms of 
‘flood trauma’ and ‘the trauma of floods’ (Furedi 2005: 20–22). Conversely 
the 1950s responses were of fortitude, duty and service, grief and comfort, 
dread and courage (Kerr 1954).

FAUSTIAN WORK? RETREATING SEA DEFENCES

We need to locate the catastrophic ecological paradigm in the broader cultural 
shifts from the decades of post-war optimism to the late twentieth-century pes-
simism and the exhaustion of progressive politics, which fostered a zeitgeist 
characterised by a diminished sense of human agency and cultural malaise.

The catastrophic ecological paradigm is focused on the disaster hazard 
itself and environmental risk management. This focus on the external threat 
tends to project disaster-affected communities as passive victims. The eco-
logical paradigm became synonymous with a paradigm of vulnerability, 
involving both social vulnerability and biophysical vulnerability (Brooks 
2003). Disasters became represented as events too overwhelming to com-
prehend and corroding social frameworks against an earlier sociological 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 173

paradigm assuming people as active agents and problem solvers in a 
disaster (Furedi 2005: 5). So whereas earlier thinking supported human 
agency and intervening in nature to prevent natural disasters, the ecological 
paradigm sees the tensions between humanity and nature as necessitating 
the retreat of humanity. Here we encounter the anthropomorphising and 
moral elevation of nature over a re-naturalised humanity. Humans, ecologi-
cal thinking suggests, should accept and better adapt their lives to natural 
phenomena.

Large dams are antithetical to an ecological paradigm, attributing disas-
ters to acts of humanity rather than acts of nature (Quarantelli 1978, 1998). 
European and U.S. post-industrial disaster literature of recent decades has 
commonly called for the need for scaling back of large-scale industrial activ-
ity and developing less intrusive disaster responses. Radical transformation 
of the environment is opposed. Studies contrast today’s weak cultural resil-
ience and past experience of living and coping with disasters. They note how 
‘Remarkable results could be obtained even with moderate technical and 
financial resources’ (Pfister 2009: 26). Studies deplore communal forgetting 
of past disasters and past communal coping strategies, and how people are 
no longer habituated to expect floods and other disasters (Favier and Granet-
Abisset 2009: 119; Prieto 2009: 300).

The 2004 Asian tsunami with over 180,000 deaths reinvigorated the 
Western international humanitarian sector through emergency aid work and 
bracketed fraught questions over its independence in relation to militarised 
humanitarian interventions in the 1990s and the global war on terror. It did not, 
though, galvanise the international development sector to support big flood 
defence projects or dam building. The ambitious dam building taking place 
in Asia and Africa has been sponsored through bilateral relations outside of 
the international development framework, which is shaped by European anti-
Faustism. Instead the Asian tsunami and the threat of future tsunamis have 
been invoked in the international development sector to support arguments 
for restraining human development, even in the very demands to augment 
national disaster preparedness. The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction 2015–2030 (UNDRR 2015), following up the Hyogo Declara-
tion on Disaster Reduction and Framework for Action 2005–2015: Building 
the Resilience of Nations and Communities for Disasters (UNISDR 2005a, 
2005b, 2007), parallels the approach of the Millennium and Post- Millennium 
Development Goals. In turn government departments, NGOs, policy think 
tanks, and academic research bodies shape their outlook and activities 
around the agreed pathways to resilience (Turnbull, Sterrett, and Hilleboe 
2012; ODI 2017). The Sendai Framework has seven global targets related to 
substantially reducing global disaster mortality, affected people, economic 
loss, and ‘damage to critical infrastructure and disruption of basic services’  
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174 Chapter 6

and substantially increasing international cooperation, countries having 
disaster risk reduction strategies, and ‘the availability of and access to multi-
hazard early warning systems and disaster risk information and assessments 
to the people’ (UNDRR 2015).

The importance of improved disaster communication measures to save 
lives is recognised. The Red Cross provision of wireless communications 
systems and broadcast stations is sensible disaster preparedness (Turnbull, 
Sterrett, and Hilleboe 2012: 14). Many died needlessly in the Netherlands in 
the 1953 floods because radio stations did not broadcast at night, and there-
fore could not issue critical warnings of the storm surge flooding until too 
late (Gerritsen 2005: 1279). Improved communications would have enhanced 
the search and rescue of the people on the Princess Victoria (Atkinson 2013; 
Kerr 1954). Improved communications through the spread of mobile phones 
and social media saved lives in the 2014 Balkan floods and also galvanised 
aid and volunteers. Advising households how to protect themselves in a 
disaster could help prevent panic and save lives. ‘Self-reliance can play its 
part’, a disaster report by the London-based Overseas Development Institute 
observed a decade ago, ‘but is not sufficient without external support’ (New-
borne 2008: vii). Hurricanes’ destructive power demonstrated the need for 
improved sea defences (Newborne 2009). However, the evolving resilience 
strategies bury ideas of ambitious protection projects like the Zuyder Zee, 
Delta, or Thames barrier works. If we compare the House of Lords debate on 
the Sendai Framework in March 2016 to the 1950s response to the North Sea 
floods, what is striking is that while science and technology are highlighted, 
the attention to large-scale national infrastructure has gone (Hansard 2016). 
The Sendai Framework’s ‘ “Build Back Better” in recovery, rehabilitation 
and reconstruction’ is approached within a sense of limits (UNDRR 2015). 
Discussion of construction of sea defences or other national major infrastruc-
ture is marginal or absent from much disaster risk reduction policy literature 
or only briefly appears in relation to compliance with social and environmen-
tal assessments. Strategies are, on the one hand, at the level of geographical 
mapping and data guidance and, on the other, at instilling behaviour adapta-
tion at the level of individuals, households, and communities (Duffield 2013). 
The emphasis on household and basic low technological responses over 
national disaster infrastructure building tacitly lowers disaster protection than 
is humanly possible.

Studies recognise that the ability of households to protect themselves from 
disasters depends on their wealth. Wealthier households are simply less likely 
to have to live in flood-affected areas and can afford better coping strategies, 
for example, ‘building a second story’ (Sharma et al., 2013: 6). Poorer house-
holds face a worse range of coping strategies and are more likely to resort to 
detrimental ones of removing children from school or reducing spending on  
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food (Sharma et al., 2013: 6). Even the greater material capacity of 
wealthier households struggles to protect them from large-scale flooding 
(Sharma et al., 2013: 6–7). Individual household micro-strategies simply 
cannot provide the comprehensive disaster protection that collective macro-
infrastructure as the Zuyder Zee and Delta works offer. The fact that in 
the twenty-first century the embarrassingly minimal infrastructure support 
of concreting some dirt tracks are held up as an exemplar of disaster risk 
reduction simply shows how depressingly low the Western development 
vision has sunk. The deprioritising of physical infrastructure engineering 
is not confined to low-income countries but encompasses the wealthiest of 
donor countries.

In post-industrial countries, there has been an ideological and policy move 
away from transcending adverse natural conditions and to adapting to them, 
and from preventing disasters to managing them. Accordingly there has been 
a shift from sea defences and land reclamation advocacy towards managing 
human retreat and returning to nature. We see this in the management of 
sea defences on both sides of the Atlantic. EU policy thinking has shifted 
from coastal defences to coastal protection, involving flood adaptation and 
sea reclamation. An EU report of the 1990s objected to hard engineering 
solutions, that is, building infrastructures such as sea walls, working against 
nature as unviable and damaging the environment (European Union 1998). 
Instead it envisaged soft engineering solutions working with nature, such 
as planting sea grasses and re-creating wetlands, recognising the dynamic 
nature of the coastal environment and not disturbing natural processes. 
Marine erosion was seen as a natural phenomenon to be accepted (European 
Union 1998). Soft engineering as managed retreat appears to be the preferred 
policy, giving primacy to natural processes. Even a ‘do nothing’ approach 
is affirmed. Land reclamation is essentially off the agenda. There has been 
very limited small-scale land reclamation undertaken in Europe in the past 
three decades.

Britain, as the first industrialised country and second wealthiest country in 
Europe, has embraced this approach of soft engineering and managed retreat. 
The fiftieth anniversary of the 1953 North Sea floods in the UK emphasised 
the psychological trauma of the disaster (Furedi 2005: 20–22). By the six-
tieth anniversary, official thinking was moving to an ecological resilience 
framework concerned with human adaption to floods. Consider how the 
Building Futures and Institute of Civil Engineers’ 2010 report Facing up 
to Rising Sea Levels: Retreat? Defend? Attack? saw resources as limited 
and human retreat as inevitable and already taking place (Building Futures 
and Institute of Civil Engineers 2010: 4). Indicatively retreat was put first 
in its three-pronged strategy of ‘retreat, defence, attack’, although ostensi-
bly no strategy was privileged (ibid.: 10). The report then applied its three  
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176 Chapter 6

chosen scenarios of ‘retreat, defence, attack’ to the coastal cities of Hull 
and Portsmouth. The reference to Hull is historically telling given how 
its former seventeenth-century parliamentary representative was the poet 
Marvell, who wanted the English coast to emulate advanced Dutch hydro 
engineering. The 2010 report was accompanied by a touring public aware-
ness raising exhibition ‘challenging that audience to understand that difficult 
decisions will have to be made for our futures to be positive ones’ (Build-
ing Futures and Institute of Civil Engineers 2010: 2). So while cost-benefit 
analysis approaches to flood defence have been criticised as favouring urban 
areas over more rural areas (Newborne 2009), protection of urban areas is 
not sacrosanct. Here we may contrast how the official reports and debates 
leading to the Hull and Thames barriers emphasised defending places as 
communities, and materially improving lives (Baxter 2005; Doherty 2017). 
They showed how humanist modernist infrastructure projects could be engi-
neered to maximise their protection of people and property and minimise 
their impact on the environment, such as the moveable barriers (Kelly 2018). 
The official Environmental Agency’s strategic review of the Humber region 
has been encouraging local acceptance of ‘Adapting to the tide, by changing 
land use in some areas, to allow defence to be deliberately altered or moved 
back in some locations over time’ while concentrating resources on ‘key 
areas of population and industrial development’ (Humber2100 undated). At 
the same time, ‘constructing a tidal surge barrier’ has been described as ‘a 
complex and long term option’ (ibid.). Strategies contemplating abandoning 
communities on flood plains are coming under more media attention (Walsh 
2018). A 2013 tidal surge hitting the Humber region narrowly missed ‘cata-
strophic flooding’ in the sixtieth anniversary year of the 1953 floods, and 
flooding in 2019 in the fiftieth anniversary year of the 1969 floods. They 
have reawakened local disquiet over the state of defences and demands for 
investment (Campbell 2019; Winter 2019). Yet responding to the 2020 win-
ter floods leading national advocacy journalism reiterated public strategies 
should move away from building fixed infrastructure to prevent flooding, 
and people should learn to live with and adapt to periodic flooding.

British policies have long been shifting away from grand, ambitious 
industrial strategies, and from macro-management and transformative infra-
structure to an adaptive infrastructure and micromanagement of affected 
communities. These policies are focused on adapting to flood risks: warning 
systems, evacuation plans, insurance protection, and adapting properties to 
flood risks, such as putting plugs high up on walls or other such flood man-
agement measures. Scenarios of human retreat disturb communities and their 
political economy—for coastal communities, their coastal activities. A deter-
mined plan to move Hull, and effectively set up a new city, is antithetical to 
the contemporary risk-averse culture and fits better with the earlier bold spirit 
that built large-scale sea defences. Of course alternative locations may also 
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 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 177

be prone to flooding and therefore need flood protection. ‘When the garden 
fence protected the British coastline’, proclaimed a credit card advert on the 
London Underground in August 2013. The advert, suggesting how its credit 
card and the wood of your garden fence contributed to the National Trust’s 
woods, played on the incongruous folksy idea that a little garden fence could 
protect the coastline but incidentally highlighted how finance capital today 
has been associated with the retreat from a vision for comprehensive disaster 
protection and the rise of expectations of self-reliance. Flotation of bold urban 
relocation ideas is antithetical to the British and European policy retreating 
from bold public sea or river defence planning and infrastructure protection.

This retreat was evident also in the United States, whose past bold engi-
neering visions had inspired Goethe back in the 1820s (Eckermann 1930 [21 
February 1827]: 174). Modern development built dams and levees, allowing 
populations to live in floodplains, but potentially put more populations at 
risk, especially where sea defences are were neglected (Mauch 2009: 8). The 
failure of official responses to prevent Hurricane Katrina’s devastating impact 
on poorer neighbourhoods of New Orleans undermined Republican George 
Bush’s presidency, and facilitated the election of the Democrat Barack 
Obama as the first African American president. However, if public outrage 
pushed official policy to reinvest in sea defences around New Orleans and 
other affected areas, it did not actually precipitate U.S. reinvigoration of sea 
defence–building strategies per se or as part of global policy thinking (New-
borne 2009). Poor infrastructure maintenance made Hurricane Katrina into 
a disaster, and poverty influenced the scope of how individual households 
could respond. There was more attention to flood defences subsequent to 
Hurricane Katrina, but the trajectory of disaster management over disaster 
eradication approaches has continued. Consider the future of New Jersey 
and parts of New York. New Jersey is the most densely populated state in 
the United States and ‘an extensively human-transformed state’, which has 
allowed people to live in ‘physically riskier parts of the state’ (Mitchell 2009: 
327, 349). Loss of life from natural hazards is less likely today than in the past 
because of modern developments in building dams and levees. Yet national 
sea defences, whether federal or state, are not being significantly augmented 
to protect coastal communities at risk of flooding (Mitchell 2009: 349).

The consequences of not augmenting the sea defences were evident in 
Hurricane Sandy of 2012. Districts were tacitly being abandoned by the 
authorities and left to individual initiative and capacity to rebuild their homes. 
In effect, people were being instructed to lower their expectations of public 
sea defences and live in flood-prone areas at their own risk. The Hurricane 
Sandy showed how even some of the most populated and urbanised districts 
in the world’s wealthiest countries were not necessarily to be defended today. 
Official resilience governance can have even more perverse punitive effects. 
Consider the dramatic requirement for thousands of homeowners to raise 
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178 Chapter 6

their houses under new flood zone insurance regulations arising from ‘an 
unforeseen collision between two government actions’, which have expanded 
areas deemed to be at flood risk and expanded the flood-risk building regu-
lations (Linskey 2013). ‘The bottom-line’, U.S. Business Week reported in 
2013, was a ‘federal flood law’ requiring ‘tens of thousands of people to 
elevate their houses or pay staggering insurance rates’ (ibid.). Retreating from 
public macro-infrastructure building and expanding more private micro-risk 
regulations forces individual householders into drastic, expensive, and even 
irrational actions, and exacerbates the insecurities of those on low incomes 
who are more likely to have to live in flooding-prone areas. New Jersey’s 
future coincides with the unprotected coastal or flood plain communities of 
developing countries, where the wealthier build their second storey and the 
poor just get flooded out (Sharma et al., 2013: 6; Turnbull, Sterrett, and Hil-
leboe 2012).

Historically the United States has favoured coastal disaster management 
over building coastal defences. Demands for more commitment to national 
infrastructure building may invoke the Dutch national commitment to sea 
defences and successful disaster protection (Folger 2013). But even the Dutch, 
whose commitment to sea defences and land reclamation has been the stron-
gest and most comprehensive among western states, are developing a much 
more cautious, defensive vision. ‘The days of land reclamation is [sic] past’, a 
coastal local authority declares. The Rotterdam port land reclamation project 
of the past decade is an exception. Only occasional need for land reclamation 
is seen as required in the future. The Netherlands’ ‘Living with Water/We are 
Here to Stay’ campaign of recent years suggests both unease over the existing 
level of commitment and a need for a more modest vision, although the idea of 
raising the disaster protection to a 1 in every 100,000 years event from its 1 in 
every 10,000 years standard (as compared to the U.S. 1 in every 100 standard) 
to address climate change risks has been proposed.

The European and U.S. retreat from disaster eradication is reiterated in 
global disaster thinking. The 2013 report Cities and Flooding: A Guide to 
Integrated Urban Flood Risk Management for the 21st Century by the Global 
Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR) argued that coastal 
protection ‘comes more from understanding the natural system than from 
intervening in it’ (Jha et al., 2013: 272). Implicit here is the shift to adapting 
to disasters, and providing early warning systems rather than engineering to 
eradicate disasters. Coastal protection structures, such as sea walls or flood 
barriers, are marginal in the GFDRR report. This is perhaps not surprising 
given the low GDP, limited industrial sectors, and severe poverty of many 
developing countries, which make it hard to maintain or develop any coastal 
protection structures. Moreover, there is little prospect of securing interna-
tional aid for such projects given the general antipathy of major donors to 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 179

industrial projects, unless linked to extract industries with foreign shares. 
Symbolically even the GFDRR report’s chapter dedicated to structural mea-
sures relegates protection structures to a few pages at the end of the chapter 
(Jha et al., 2013: 272–6). For sea walls, although ‘Traditionally . . . the domi-
nant form of coastal defense’, are now frowned upon for having ‘a significant 
impact on the natural processes’ and ‘are therefore now seen as a solution of 
last resort’ (Jha et al., 2013: 273). However, the report noted that the political 
difficulty of following a policy of managed retreat ‘Such a decision can be 
hard to implement as, in effect, it admits human defeat in trying to engineer 
nature; it is often done by default, by taking no action’ (Jha et al., 2013: 272).

RISK SOCIETY

Earlier environmental development models had a more static view of ecology 
and were wary of global connectedness, which tended to be seen in terms 
of cultural risks and vulnerabilities, contamination or contagion. A later 
strand of environmentalism has a more dynamic view of planetary ecology. 
It actively embraces cosmopolitanism against the 1945 modern international 
order of nation states, national interests, and industrial economics. Their cos-
mopolitanism in Europe has been influenced by Beck, with other European 
sociologists Zygmunt Bauman, Jürgen Habermas, and Anthony Giddens. 
Together, they helped thinking on European governance after the Cold War. 
They represented a third-way politics challenging both the assumptions of 
modernity and the modern left and right political divisions. Their third way 
moved away from the earlier political institutions of modernity organised 
around the principles of sovereign nation states and forged new forms of non-
sovereign transnational governance (Bickerton 2012). They also re-conceived 
our humanity and relation to the world away from models of autonomous 
sovereign individuals towards interdependent reflexive selves. Bauman’s 
Modernity and the Holocaust (1989) linked modernity and the Holocaust 
and encouraged modern humanitarian disasters to be seen through the lens 
of human rights and genocide. His later work on liquid modernity explored 
the social consequences of globalisation and the transformation of citizens 
into migrants (Bauman 2000). Habermas’ work influenced EU governance 
and democratisation approaches outlining a post-national order (Habermas 
2001). Giddens influenced British governance and therapeutic empowerment 
approaches in national and international social policy, while his 1999 BBC 
Reith lectures on the Runaway World and globalisation helped popularise 
ideas on risk to international audiences (Giddens 1990, 1999, 2000). Beck’s 
work on risk society most extensively articulated the shift in disaster thinking 
towards ecological concerns (Beck 1992 [1986]). Here we focus on Beck, who 
recognised how environmental concerns involved existential questions, questions  
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180 Chapter 6

anticipated in the German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s 1950s essays, 
repudiating modern technology and singling out hydro-electric dams for their 
inauthentic utilitarian relation to nature (Heidegger 1977 [1954]: 14–16).

Civilisation, for Beck, was a volcano threatening the harmonious peace-
ful existence on the planet in ‘unpredictable’ and ‘intangible’ ways (Beck 
1992 [1986]: 17). Modern civilisation did not represent human perfection or 
the enrichment of life, but its ‘immiseration’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 51). Pre-
industrial ages predominantly faced external threats ‘whether gods, demons 
or nature’ (Beck 1992: 98). Conversely today’s threats were predominantly 
internally self-generated. Industry was systematically producing risks endan-
gering human existence. Our innocence over technological advancement was 
lost. We could no longer assume with Goethe that technological or economic 
advancement would make us more secure (Beck 1992 [1986]: 175). Indus-
tries were producing dangerous environmental hazards and economically 
exploiting the hazards they create (Beck 1992 [1986]: 57). However, ‘techno-
scientific rationality’ was failing to identify and help prevent these industrial 
hazards (Beck 1992 [1986]: 59). The externalities, and the external pollution 
and social costs of these activities, were neglected. A vicious circle persisted 
because narrow economic interests were coupled with narrow scientific spe-
cialisation, constricting proper examination of the risks threatening the planet 
(Beck 1992 [1986]: 57).

Beck’s concept of risk society challenged market forces and narrow 
technocratic approaches legitimising unsafe economic activity, and identi-
fied social forces that could change the direction of society. Alongside ‘risk 
production’, emerging risk consciousness questioned ‘the unbroken faith in 
progress of techno-scientific civilization’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 160). Environ-
mental and peace movements had broadened public debate, pushed critical 
reflection and diversified the sources of knowledge (Beck 1992 [1986]: 172). 
Popular perceptions of risks were challenging instrumental rationality, eco-
nomic utility, and narrow expert determination of risks (Beck 1992 [1986]: 
57). Under this popular pressure, science was widening its perspectives, and 
being invoked to protest against the narrow instrumental uses of science and 
dangerous industrial production (Beck 1992 [1986]: 161). People identified, 
for example, with dying forests, a potent symbol in German national culture 
associated with ideas of national survival against external threat (Beck 1992 
[1986]: 74). Consequently, responding appropriately to environmental risks 
was becoming an ‘essential cultural qualification’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 76). 
Faustian human mastery of natural forces from large-scale engineering proj-
ects to genetic modification was an anathema to this outlook.

Modernity involved transcending previous human limits, and in trans-
forming nature, also changing ourselves. Risk consciousness, though, was 
about humans adapting to nature and reining in human hubris. To combat the 
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self-generated risks, human activity needed to recognise the hyper-complex-
ity of the modern world and turn to eliminating the causes of hazards, not just 
treating the symptoms (Beck 1992 [1986]: 174). Fragmented specialization 
was failing to address the risks of modernity. More scientific research needed 
to take into account the broader social and environmental context (Beck 1992 
[1986]: 175). Simple ‘faith in the method of trial and error’ or ‘the possibility 
of a systematic mastery of external and internal nature’ had to be questioned 
(Beck 1992 [1986]: 200). To prevent irreversible situations, humanity needed 
to ‘return to ways of dealing with nature that learn from nature itself’ (Beck 
1992 [1986]: 179). Development approaches should make ‘the modernization 
process itself into a learning process, in which the reversibility of decisions 
makes possible the revocation of side effects discovered later’ (Beck 1992 
[1986]: 178). Innovations should be subject to ‘the paradoxical path of self-
disempowerment’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 235).

Beck’s indictment of modern civilisation resonated with the long-standing 
romantic rejection of industrial society traceable back through to Rousseau’s 
condemnation after the Lisbon earthquake (Rousseau 1958 [1756]: 102–19). 
His risk model implied limiting research and development in ways contesting 
Kant’s enlightenment cry of individuals daring to know for themselves (Kant 
AWE 1996a [1784]). For while he supported broadening our understanding 
of society by broadening those deemed to have social expertise, its broad-
ening involved circumscribing autonomous activities. As such his critique 
revised the enlightened clerisy model of governance, which attracted leading 
European intellectuals of Goethe’s day opposing political revolution and 
Kantian radicalism. The previous generation of cosmopolitan philosophers 
whom Beck identified as humanitarian cosmopolitans, namely Jaspers and 
Arendt, had lived in the shadow of the Holocaust, Hiroshima, and the gulag. 
Yet they were more committed humanists, open to free human action and the 
world, and ready to accept that uncertainty was inherent to free human action 
(Arendt 2005: 97–98, 129; Jaspers 1952b; Jaspers 1952c: 98; 1963: x). The 
precautionary principle would know in advance the uses and consequences of 
human invention. In other words, the burden of proof shifted to those advo-
cating development. Yet as Kant’s A Critique of Pure Reason outlined in a 
paragraph after his famous sea metaphor:

No curiosity is more disadvantageous to the expansion of our knowledge than 
that which would always know its utility in advance, before one has entered into 
the investigations, and before one could have the least concept of this utility 
even if it were placed before one’s eyes. (Kant 1998 [1781–1787] B297: 340)

A utility framework of this sort implied us circumscribing our horizons, 
reducing our self-realisation as free beings, and following a reductive  
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182 Chapter 6

account of humanity and human needs. Kant’s observation was relevant for 
risk consciousness and anticipatory fears tempted to restrict free pursuit of 
knowledge and action. New Europe feared humans starting things whose out-
come was not fully known in advance and humanity committing irreversible 
acts. Beck’s ‘world risk society’ and negative risk consciousness opposed 
human venture (Beck 2006). Its risk-averse restraining human action opposed 
the Faustian endorsement of deeds, Faustian visions of inland paradises, 
or its faith in common action required to realise such possibilities. In this 
vein, Laan’s Seeking Meaning for Goethe’s Faust saw Faustian strivings as 
futile rather than redemptive. They did not enhance the human condition, he 
argued, and were ‘a perpetual and pointless struggle against entropy’ (Laan 
2007: 147, 161). The meaning Laan found in Goethe’s Faust was redemption 
through the renunciation of human hubris and deference to a transcendental 
conception of nature (Laan 2007: 149–54).

Beck’s reflexive governance resonated with Goethe’s Neptunism but 
was against both the vulcanism of revolution and modern industrialised 
civilisation. He also rejected Goethe’s concept of self-government as a 
coachman courageously steering the carriage of destiny past obstacles on 
the road (Goethe [1808] ‘Faust’s Study’ iii in Wayne 1949: 91; Goethe 
1969 [1787], Act II: 137). Beck considered the idea of ‘a steering cen-
ter’ able to provide ‘centralized direction’ for modern society a ‘fiction’ 
(Beck 1992 [1986]: 192, 231). He opposed ‘parliamentary centralism’ or 
‘democratic monarchy’ under executive government (Beck 1992 [1986]: 
192, 231). He wanted to move away from ‘the fixation on the political 
system as the exclusive center of politics’, and politics as ‘parliamentary 
debates on new laws’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 187, 223). He considered the 
existing centralised political institutions unsuited to the new political 
concerns arising in risk society. A new sort of governance was needed to 
incorporate societal risk consciousness and reflexive learning processes. 
Instead he envisaged ‘centerless’ reflexive governance replacing execu-
tive politics, revolving around ‘consultation, interaction, negotiation, net-
work . . . interdependency and process’, broadening policy expertise, and 
encompassing advocacy pressure groups (Beck 1992 [1986]: 188, 199). 
His political model saw a silent public revolution involving ‘an upheaval 
without a subject’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 78). Here he drew on Althusserian 
structural Marxist thinking emphasising historical processes over con-
scious historical political actors (Althusser 1971 [1968]: 160–9). Accord-
ingly, just as parliamentary sovereignty should be opposed as a hubristic 
fiction, so too should national sovereignty, because ecological threats did 
not respect national borders. He envisaged a global multi-layered regula-
tory framework being established in which states were among other stake-
holders involved in global reflexive governance.
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This global reflexive networked governance counterposed itself to the 
active modernist state or a sovereign command-and-control government, 
while also diverging from Keynesian state-led industrial policies and neolib-
eral market ideals. His idea of world risk society recognised our ecological 
interdependency and adopted a precautionary approach to international devel-
opment and economic activities (Beck 1998). This transnational governance 
would manage sustainable development emphasising non-economic values 
and de-emphasising material transformation. Its ideas resonated with Mann’s 
‘Buddenbrooks dynamics’ identified in W. W. Rostow’s Stages of Economic 
Growth (Rostow 1960: 11). Advanced industrial consumer societies could 
focus more on cultural values in their greater economic affluence. Intellectual 
currents in West German society, having achieved its national economic mir-
acle, shifted their energies to cultivating an ethical regional and global role. 
Concern to moderate national economic growth was paralleled by concern 
to moderate personal consumption and behaviour because of their potential 
environmental risks. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War 
divisions by the time of the English translation of Beck’s book gave positive 
impetus to globalisation, embracing a borderless world and fluid deterritori-
alised relations. A globalised era of flows and processes was to be welcomed 
against ‘methodological nationalism’ and areas maintaining exclusive out-
looks, actions, and experiences of an earlier era (Beck 2006 [2004]: 24–33). 
Beck’s 1998 Cosmopolitan Manifesto celebrated the idea of a move away 
from the former collectivism of modernism to a freer form of ‘co-operative or 
altruistic individualism’. He looked forward to how ‘Thinking of oneself and 
living for others at the same time, once considered a contradiction in terms, 
is revealed as an internal, substantive connection. Living alone means living 
socially’ (Beck 1998).

Implicitly here our ‘everyday life’ and individual lifestyles became the 
core site of action through adopting global values, and NGOs the core form 
of civic organisation (ibid.). Beck assumed an ‘institutionalised individual-
ism’ through transnational legal protection could counter ‘atomisation’ and 
‘market-individualism’ (ibid.). He specifically argued for the codification 
of ‘environmental and labour laws’ to protect ‘global citizens’ against 
‘global capitalists’ and market forces, while highlighting the dangers of neo- 
imperialism as a potential side effect of a post-national order (ibid.). Again he 
warned, ‘Subordination of weak states to institutions of “global governance” 
opens up space for power strategies disguised as humanitarian intervention. 
So in a system of weak states there could easily be an imperial misuse of the 
cosmopolitan mission’ (ibid.). Yet the emergent organisational form of cos-
mopolitan empire involved implicit geopolitical power relations (Beck 2005). 
The reinforcement of core, semi-periphery, and periphery relations haunts 
east-west, north-south relations within the EU, and the EU’s relation with the 
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Western Balkans, and its compacts with those states deemed in the European 
neighbourhood (Bieler and Morton 2018; Pupavac and Pupavac 2019).

EMANCIPATORY CATASTROPHISM

Beck’s Risk Society focused on the unintended environmental consequences of 
economic activities. His posthumous work Metamorphosis of the World (2016) 
was focused on climate change. Its title resonated with Goethe’s 1790 study 
The Metamorphosis of Plants (Goethe 2009 [1790]), which gained renewed 
attention in the 2000s, for its resonance with ideas of evolutionary change, and 
ecological-social interdependence and adaptation. He wanted awareness of cli-
mate change fostering an emancipatory catastrophism, that is, a positive cos-
mopolitanised politics and political change to emerge from the fear of disaster. 
World risk society was concerned with the negative aspects of the modern 
globalising economy (Beck 1999). Metamorphosis concerned the positive side 
effects of the bad things of the modern economy, or how ecological problems 
enhanced our sense of our planetary interdependence and drove transnational 
governance. His cosmopolitanism represented a European version, counter-
ing an Anglo-American neoliberal cosmopolitanism, where shared concern 
around climate change would be an antidote to both neoliberalism and war 
(Beck 2016: 44, 55). Nevertheless important overlaps existed in their shared 
scepticism towards the nation state, the limits to human knowledge in a com-
plex world, and concerns over the resilience of systems and populations’ abil-
ity to adapt to changing conditions (Hayek 1974; Sunstein 2005, 2014). While 
behavioural economists used the language of freedom of choice, Beck’s work 
more explicitly invoked nature. His vision of metamorphosis echoed Goethe’s 
preference for nature over Schiller’s preference for freedom (Goethe 1995 
[1820]: 130). Beck’s metamorphosis implied treating social processes akin to 
biological processes without a conscious political subject (Beck 2016: 16–21). 
Here he noted how the term ‘metamorphosis’, changing form, referred in the 
early modern period in English to unnatural change through witchcraft, and 
only later gained its prevailing modern biological meaning (Beck 2016: 6). But 
in both his and the earlier uses of metamorphosis, we see underlying anxieties 
about autonomous human agency in the world.

His was a cosmopolitan realism for the new millennium against cosmopol-
itan idealism, which he associated with the earlier internationalist idealism of 
national independence (Beck 2016: 10, 55). After the Cold War these ideals 
had already been superseded among liberal intellectuals by another strand of 
cosmopolitan idealism taking the form of legal constructivism and transna-
tional governance, articulated among others by Habermas (2001, 2012). The 
1990s saw expanding international law and interventions on human rights, 
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humanitarianism, human security, peacebuilding, and democratisation. Cos-
mopolitan realism complemented the retrenched cosmopolitan agency after 
9/11, the Iraq war, and the 2008 Great Recession. Beck was concerned with 
the end of ideology. He wanted to outline a meaningful vision countering 
the vacuum left by the demise of the past competing ideological visions and 
take humanity forward in the present circumstances. Our political reference 
point should be humanity and the planet, rather than national citizens and the 
nation state. He saw ‘the principle of national sovereignty, independence and 
autonomy’ as ‘an obstacle to the survival of humankind’ (Beck 2016: 38). He 
looked to cosmopolitan action against the existing borders of action, that is, 
the political barriers of nation states. He viewed a transnational outlook and 
action as essential, not just for development but also for planetary survival.

Accordingly he also called for methodological cosmopolitanism against meth-
odological nationalism, in other words prioritising a cosmopolitan approach to 
the world and planetary interest rather than national interest. His ‘world at risk’ 
perspectives demanded that we be more transdisciplinary in our research and pol-
icy-making to be able to understand the world around us. The Anthropocene rep-
resented a new alarming evolutionary stage, and awareness of its threats required 
a new epistemology, or approach to knowledge. This necessity of academic 
interdependence implied the erosion of intellectual autonomy in ways echoing 
the interdisciplinary Cold War Camelot project and its risk analysis of foreign 
countries (Herman 1995: 153–73; Horowitz 1967). He and other advocates would 
dispute their vision is comparable. They saw a freer space of action as opening 
up for the first time in history because individuals enjoyed a new cosmopolitan 
freedom in their emancipation from the nation state (Beck 2016: 60). After all, 
metamorphosis was envisaged as a networked process without a central author 
or command and control agent. Yet his reflexive creative actions surmounting 
existing borders were about interdependent adaptation to the evolving nature of 
the world rather than free, autonomous action (Beck 2016: 14).

Likewise his metamorphosis of the world made inequality a core issue, 
but his argument over inequality was distinct from earlier materialist argu-
ments for political, social, and economic equality. Beck understood address-
ing inequality as being about addressing the bads of climate change, and its 
impact on the most vulnerable through transnational institutions and cosmo-
politanised action. ‘The problem of inequality arises today in the context of 
so-called natural disasters that are in effect human-made, set against a horizon 
in which equality has been promised for all’ (Beck 2016: 198). His equality 
model continued his risk thinking, and implied limiting human activities to 
limit exposure to risk. It also continued his rejection of the nation state–based 
international order, and treated the distinctions between citizens and non-
citizens as discriminatory. Instead he envisaged moving from a world where 
our rights were primarily organised around national citizenship to one where 
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186 Chapter 6

we enjoyed transnational human rights, or from territorially based national 
citizenship to deterritorialised global citizenship.

Back in 1998, his Cosmopolitan Manifesto set out how ‘This expanding 
“world citizenship”, with national cultural hues, should not be confused with 
the rise of a global managerial class’ (Beck 1998). He warned saying, ‘With-
out a decisive step towards cosmopolitan democratisation, we are heading 
for a post-political technocratic world society’ (ibid.). Instead he imagined 
the metamorphosis of our world being enacted by cosmopolitan agents, 
unencumbered by narrow national interests and loyalties. For Beck, migrants 
were ‘artists of the borders’, whose presence helped disrupt inward-looking 
national political ties (Beck 2016: 13). Global and united cities populated 
with cosmopolitanised migrants were pioneering the metamorphosis of the 
world in the new millennium. For cities as cosmopolitanised post-national 
migratory spaces eroded distinctions between citizens and non-citizens (ibid.: 
44). So while democratic politics has traditionally been understood as being 
attached to a defined space—in the modern period the nation state—Beck 
would deterritorialise politics and depoliticise place.

What and how the cosmopolitanised political institutions would replace 
the nation state as the core site of democratically accountable government 
remained unclear though. Beck named institutions such as the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as a form of global parliament on 
climate change. Yet the IPCC is not a democratic parliament but a selection 
of scientific experts. Two decades on from his Cosmopolitan Manifesto, he 
favoured values-led reflexive expert governance where democratic deter-
mination became secondary and dispensable. He even flirted with the idea 
of ecological dictatorship: ‘Why is the further development of democracy 
a condition sin qua non for a world of cosmopolitan politics?’ (ibid.: 181). 
His model of world governance resembled rule by a cosmopolitan ecologi-
cal clerisy over the cosmopolitanised migratory masses. He associated and 
condemned the world of nation states with imperialism, rather than seeing 
national struggles as resisting imperialism. Yet his cosmopolitanisation had 
its own neocolonial, orientalist, or imperial dimensions he had earlier warned 
against (Beck 1998). Indeed his vision of Europe in the new millennium was 
even discussed as a cosmopolitan empire (Beck 2007). Ideas of cosmopolitan 
empire have gained traction in European political thinking linked to European 
transnational governance of post-conflict societies in south-east Europe and 
elsewhere, analogous to how European imperialism abroad boomeranged 
onto European domestic politics, fostering elites impatient with national 
democratic accountability (Arendt 1968 [1950]: 154–7; Duffield 2018: 17, 
251). Transnational governance though tends to foster externally orientated 
institutions with only weak domestic legitimacy and accountability (Chandler 
2010).
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 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 187

How does Beck’s non-Faustian vision compare with Goethe’s Faustian 
vision (Beck 2016: 4)? Faust’s spade-wielding labourers are immigrants who 
are to constitute the free people on this new territory. Beck’s guest work-
ers are networked global nomads. His vision, although explicitly criticising 
neoliberalism, has key affinities with contemporary transnational capitalism 
eroding nation states as barriers to transnational corporations and turning 
citizens into migrants as explored in works such as Luc Baltanski and Eve 
Chipello’s The New Spirit of Capitalism (2005) (Duffield 2018: 40). Bauman 
wrote extensively of the migratory homeless conditions of liquid modernity 
presided over by transnational absentee landlords where citizens in post-
industrial states found themselves losing the securities of the modern welfare 
state (Bauman 2000, 2007). Yet Beck’s vision celebrated a political economic 
pattern that earlier underdevelopment theorists indicted as the unequal rela-
tions of the metropolis and the periphery, and semi-periphery (Amin 1976; 
Frank 1967; Rodney 1972; and Wallerstein 1974). He described people 
forced to leave their communities and become mobile under globalisation, 
but this recognition became a prescription too (Beck 2016: 11, 74). Yet why 
would global cities have better solutions for the world, including solutions for 
the rest of the country in which they are situated? The expansion of finance 
capital and a service economy has sharpened uneven development within 
post-industrial states, and the erosion of the national commonwealth and 
national infrastructure. Criticisms of out-of-touch metropolitan or flyover 
elites, elites who fly from one global capital or favoured cosmopolitan loca-
tion to another with no contact with swathes of their country, are percolating 
around Europe and North America (Pupavac and Pupavac 2019). Drawing 
from Duffield, cosmopolitan realism lends ‘charisma’ to neoliberalism, 
where both neoliberal economics and Beck’s ecologism converge in their 
attack on the modern nation state, and the advancing of resilience governance 
(Duffield 2018: 40; Walker and Cooper 2011). Similarly ecological rewilding 
projects lend charisma to the lack of industrial strategies and the depopulating 
of the post-industrial regions of southern Europe, where people are driven to 
seek work in the globalised northern European cities.

The millennial radical philosophical ideals of indeterminacy and no bor-
ders chime with Goethe’s scattered and metamorphosed chorus rather than 
his Faustian vision of development (Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner Court-
yard’ in Constantine 2009: 184–6). Does Beck’s globalising Neptunism 
offer security and freedom in its rejection of Faustian defences? What does 
it mean for citizens to be scattered like Goethe’s chorus and become ‘lithely 
moving undulating bodyselves’ (Goethe 1832 Act III ‘The Inner Court-
yard’ in Constantine 2009: 184)? The traditional model of modern actuarial 
risk of advanced democratic industrial societies has involved clear lines of 
responsibility concerning foreseeable risks, and anticipated culpability, and 
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188 Chapter 6

limited liability (Duffield 2018). Risk cosmopolitanism is sceptical of how 
much we can control the outcomes of our actions. It fears our individual 
autonomous actions may lead to dangerous, irreversible unintended results, 
and tries to embed individuals and organisations in regulatory relations with 
shared responsibilities towards set goals. Experimental transformative action 
becomes inhibited, while stopping possible negative consequences becomes 
paramount.

In these circumstances forgiveness as a solution to the potential unintended 
tragic consequence of all action is condemned. In effect human autonomy is 
associated with evil, and the good with submerging human autonomy.

Some strands of ecological post-humanist ethics are ambivalent towards 
concepts of evil stressing individual moral conscience for they imply our 
autonomous agency in the world. Consider today’s renewed interest in 
Spinoza’s ethics (1996 [1677]). In earlier centuries, Spinoza’s ideas were 
attached to enlightened humanist beliefs to support demands for liberty 
of conscience and tolerance against religious divisions, and social reform 
against social indifference (Hampshire 1961; Israel 2001: 159–74, 307–15). 
Spinoza was championed as one of the most humane of philosophers (Russell 
2002 [1945]: 521–30). Goethe was attracted to Spinoza’s holism as part of his 
interest in natural philosophy and humanity’s place in the natural order. His 
attraction to holism was no barrier to supporting human material progress. 
Today Spinoza’s holism is being interpreted to support post-humanist eth-
ics, questioning qualitative differences between the human and non-human, 
and animate and inanimate (De Jonge 2016). Goethe trusted in the healing 
power of nature. Today’s trust in the earth corresponds to declining trust in 
our humanity. Its holism seeks to rein in human transformation of the world 
and foster human adaptation to nature. Spinoza is invoked to circumscribe 
individual autonomy, while expanding human culpability. This form of ethics 
has unequal, paradoxical global consequences.

What are the implications of incorporating risk society thinking into 
global ethics and prescriptions? What if you are not one of the leading global 
economies, and national economic growth, national industrial development, 
and national infrastructure building would be welcomed against the insecu-
rities and low incomes of subsistence farming, petty trading, or exporting 
unprocessed raw materials? Is relinquishing national sovereign control nec-
essarily good? What if you have a weak national government or parliament, 
and developing their role would be good for fostering democratic account-
ability and preventing the country from descending into civil war or suf-
fering unaccountable external intervention? The development of non-linear 
processes involve dispersed, extended responsibility. This very dispersal of 
responsibility can make decision-making opaque, and accountability ambigu-
ous and harder to secure. Globalisation undermining the nation state has its 
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 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 189

own hazards. National development strategies aspired to turn peasants into 
citizens. Globalisation risks turning citizens into atomised migrants, cast 
adrift without moorings or a home in the world. At the same time weakened 
national development leaves populations more at risk of disasters. External 
threats of nature, including floods, inspiring Faust’s redemptive project, still 
menace many communities.

Risk society thinking has gained significant influence over international 
institutions, but its cultural resonance has had far more hold in Europe than 
Asia. Faust the Developer and industrial dictatorship are thriving in other 
parts of the globe. Over recent decades, China has ignored the non-industrial 
development ideals and pursued relentless industrialisation policies anti-
thetical to risk cosmopolitanism. Industrialising China managed to meet 
Millennium Development Goals and raise millions more out of poverty than 
countries following the dominant European sustainable development models 
(UNDP 2015: 15, 21). China has been taking a lead in foreign investment 
and environmental innovations and has become a key actor in industrial 
schemes in Asia and Africa, thus projecting an alternative industrial devel-
opment to the dominant Western sustainable development models informing 
international development (Lai and Seng 2007; O’Trakoun 2018; Sörensen 
2010). China’s Belt and Road initiative resonates with Goethe’s anticipa-
tion of industrial America advancing global development, communications, 
and trading relations (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 174; Franko-
pan 2018). The developmental gap forty years ago looked to be hardening 
under the retrenched international development vision and international 
debt restructuring. The pattern is shifting. Today the developmental gap 
between communities in Europe and Asia and Africa is narrowing (Duff-
ield 2016). Some countries have growth rates currently exceeding those 
in Europe belying the prevailing anti-industrial international development 
models. These were facilitated by Chinese investment amid its neocolonial 
and East India Company echoes (Bräutigam 2018). Chinese infrastructure 
investment is tempting European countries too, including Tesla’s homeland, 
especially those lacking regional investment, and putting them at odds with 
EU environmental goals. Faustian industrial dictatorship with weak demo-
cratic determination and accountability courts new White Sea–Baltic Canal 
failures, injustice, and protest (Kwan and Yu 2005; Lai 2010; Wang and 
Zheng 2013).

In Europe, post-Faustian enlightened dictatorship prevails. Instead of 
overcoming the democratic deficit in development, European risk conscious-
ness has tended to limit both industrial development and popular democracy. 
Europeans have witnessed both stagnation in democratic politics and relative 
stagnation of material progress in their lives over the past decade (Stiglitz 
2016; Streeck 2017). Beck’s model of reflexive fluidity anticipated ‘the 
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190 Chapter 6

remaining dams of the truncated labour market society burst’, and people 
adapting themselves to global capitalist flows, and a downward pressure on 
wages and squeeze on living standards managed through measures such as 
minimum wage legislation (Beck 1992 [1986]: 149). Sustainable develop-
ment thinking has involved reorganising social expectations around basic 
needs, not expanding material affluence. Resilience governance involves tacit 
acknowledgement that sustainable development is not sustaining communi-
ties, and is refocusing on managing populations at risk and maintaining criti-
cal infrastructures. The migratory patterns from southern Europe to northern 
Europe, and the economic polarisation between and within European states 
testify to the continent’s own crises of national development and security. 
Resilience governance involves disaster strategies privatising risk in place of 
improving collective security through public engineering works to eradicate 
disasters. Privatising risk means both individuals bearing the risks and low-
ering protection against disasters. Here resilience governance is supported 
by the digital revolution. Beck’s ‘digital metamorphosis’ emphasised digi-
tal socio-ecological processes cosmopolitanising mass data collection, and 
allowing potential global uses of data beyond the control of national authori-
ties (Beck 2016: 134–40, 148).

THE IGNORANT SUBJECT OF COMPLEX  
ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS

The ideas of ecologists and liberal economists became aligned from ini-
tial hostile positions through their scepticism towards the knowability and 
predictability of the world as expressed in the Club of Rome’s Limits to 
Growth report (Meadows et al., 1974 in Walker and Cooper 2011). Craw-
ford Holling’s 1973 paper ‘Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems’ 
challenged the older ecological beliefs in a rather static model of nature as 
having a natural equilibrium point to which it returns (Holling 1973). Instead 
he thought in terms of metamorphising systems and ‘the inherent potential 
of a system that is available for change, since that potential determines the 
range of future options possible’ (Holling 2001: 393 in Walker and Cooper 
2011). Holling went on to apply his ecological systems thinking on resilience 
to capitalism and its socio-economic problems. These approaches were taken 
up more widely through the idea of complex adaptive systems (CASs), for 
example in the self-organisation of people that emerges during disasters 
(Saunders and Kreps 1987). The idea of CASs spans human and non-human 
interactions, and the term ‘actants’ is often preferred to actors, encompassing 
non-conscious human and non-human behaviour within complex systems. 
CASs are understood as decentralised, dispersed systems which come about 
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 The Metamorphosis of Risk Cosmopolitanism 191

through interdependence involving competition, cooperation, and adaptation 
(Holland 1975; Senge 1990; Zimmerman et al., 1998). Networks of actors, 
actants, or elements behave, cooperate, and compete in ways which lead to 
emerging patterns of self-organisation and large-scale change (Holland 1998, 
2014; Johnson 2009; Lissack 1999; Luhmann 1996). They exist in ‘a state of 
bounded instability’, where small local decisions or elements may take shape 
and lead to large-scale effects (Kauffman 1993: 26–29; Allison and Kelly 
1999; Waldrop 1994: 11–12).

Friedrich Hayek (1899–1992), as one of the most prominent liberal econo-
mists, had long been attacking socialism and the modern planned economy 
in works such as The Road to Serfdom (Hayek 1944). Hayek originally 
believed in the classic liberal free market ideal of realising equilibrium 
through the myriad transactions of individuals. His earlier work appears 
to endorse Faustian striving and erring against Mephistopheles’ cynicism 
about human endeavour being pathological or in vain. He endorsed ‘free-
dom of the unknown’ and objected that freedom ‘granted only when it is 
known beforehand that its effects will be beneficial is not freedom’ (Hayek 
1960: 31). However, he became pessimistic about market freedom achieving 
equilibrium and managing the complexity of market systems. His later work 
engaged with thinking around ‘autopoiesis, cybernetics, homeostasis, sponta-
neous order, self-organisation, synergetics, systems theory’ (Hayek 1988: 9).

Hayek’s receipt of the Nobel Prize for Economics in 1974 signalled a shift 
in Western economic thinking away from Keynesian economics and a central 
role for state planning (Walker and Cooper 2011). Hayek’s 1974 acceptance 
speech entitled ‘The Pretence of Knowledge’ speaks of the complexity and 
unknowability of the economy (Hayek 1974). The state did not disappear in 
this economic thinking, though; rather states and international organisations 
became reorganised around these revised ideas naturalising the market and 
the human condition (Slobodian 2018). His economic theories on finance 
capital drew increasingly on cybernetics, and systems theories, and natural-
izing economic processes as akin to biological processes (Walker and Cooper 
2011). Here we may contrast Rostow’s confidence about human knowability 
of the world since Newtonian science (Rostow 1960: 4). If the intentions of 
our deeds and the reality of our deeds are so at odds, then we need to relin-
quish our Faustian beliefs in our individual and collective capacity (Vazsonyi 
1996: 87). In this vein, liquid capital ebbs and flows on an ever-changing 
river bed in ways that we have to adapt to rather than being able to predict 
and control (Hayek 1981). Hayek’s 1988 work The Fatal Conceit: The 
Errors of Socialism indicts not only socialism but the human hubris of being 
able to shape the world around us as we wish (Hayek 1988; Vazsonyi 1996: 
84). Going back to his earlier works, we can already see Hayek’s pessimism 
about human knowledge and rationality, and his inclination towards seeing  
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192 Chapter 6

humanity as fatally ignorant (Duffield 2018: 220; Hayek 1960, preface). 
Duffield examines how the human of resilience governance and complex 
adaptive systems is the homo inscius, the necessarily ignorant subject (Duff-
ield 2018: 220). This homo inscius emerging in military cybernetics con-
trasts to Paracelsus’ curious subject, or the more confident utilitarian homo 
economicus of the post-war liberal economic outlook under Pax Americana. 
Cybernetics involves a shift from knowledge and individual judgement to 
data and information exchange to facilitate smooth operation and remove 
human error. Under the cybernetics paradigm of society, we are known by 
our collection of behaviours, not known as the heroic Prometheus through 
our deeds. Past cybernetics was about predictive policing and control of 
systems. Future CAS is about remote monitoring and managing of emerging 
phenomena domestically and globally in real time (Duffield 2018). Systems 
models and crisis informatics downgrade our humanity as political moral 
beings and exacerbate the problem of weak unaccountable institutions and 
citizens without a voice (ibid.: 219–22).

The spread of CAS thinking was linked to converging environmentalism 
and economic globalisation, and perceptions of there being no alternatives 
to adapting to nature or the market. The convergence between capital-
ism, ecologism and systems thinking, and security and development was 
anticipated in Foucault’s work on biopolitics in the 1970s and 1980s, con-
cerning the governance of the circulation of people and goods (Duffield 
2018: 112; Foucault 2004). Neoliberal economics, risk cosmopolitanism, 
ecologism, and ecosystems thinking and their application in resilience gov-
ernance and digital humanitarianism and their cybernetic antecedents are 
all examples of post-Cartesian thinking rejecting Cartesian faith in human 
reason and free will, and subscribing to the unknowability of the world 
(Duffield 2018: 60, 219–22, 251). Proponents of CAS thinking refute 
sovereign control, and are sceptical towards conscious human action and 
judgement. CAS thinking involves a shift away from knowledge as human 
mastery of nature to knowing as adaptive behaviour. Knowledge relates 
to conscious thinking, acting, and creating, whereas knowing relates to a 
process of continual learning and responding to feedback, concerned with 
behaving and adapting to changes in the environment (Allison and Kelly 
1999; Richardson 2008; Visser 2001: 453). CAS thinking may dispense 
with human understanding and treat human meanings as irrelevant to the 
system, or cultural codes as akin to biological genetic codes (Gharajedaghi 
2011 [1999]: 16).

While rejecting Cartesianism, CAS proponents are cultivating their 
own Cartesian demons and adopting a radical form of Cartesian doubt, 
namely, an interpretation of the precautionary principle expressing a jaun-
diced view of human agency. As Francois Ewald outlines in his article 
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‘The Return of Descartes’s Malicious Demon: An Outline of a Philosophy 
of Precaution’:

Before any action, I must not only ask myself what I need to know and what 
I need to master, but also what I do not know, what I dread or suspect. I must, 
out of precaution, imagine the worst possible, the consequences that an infi-
nitely deceptive malicious demon could have slipped into the folds of an appar-
ently innocent enterprise. (Ewald 2002: 286)

The malicious demon in Descartes’ 1641 work Mediations on First Phi-
losophy was a false witness who was overcome in his thinking through his 
doubting towards affirming himself. His demon had certain ‘elective affini-
ties’ with Goethe’s Mephistopheles in affirming their authors’ humanism 
and different dualisms. Descartes did not discount our passions and feelings 
but believed in cultivating our reason to control our emotions better and face 
life’s trials (Descartes 2007 Letter to Elisabeth [6 October 1645] AT 4:315: 
121). Cartesian dualism of the mind and body may indeed give too abstract 
or one-dimensional account of our humanness (Kirkbright 2004: 205). 
Nevertheless his dualistic philosophy encompassing reason and the human 
body contributed to the history of medical humanitarianism, and improved 
medical treatment of individuals (Bowler 2008). Cartesian thinking is in 
tune with critics of vulnerability models understanding resilience as stoical 
fortitude. Conversely our precautionary principle misanthropically instructs 
us to conjure up all possible disasters and not to risk acting where we are not 
certain, infusing radical malicious Cartesian demons into a pragmatism of 
what works, but without the progressive outlook of John Dewey’s twentieth-
century pragmatism (Ewald 2002).

The converging European risk consciousness is distinct from the ideals 
of individual moral autonomy underlying stoicism and the stoical character. 
Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents was shot through with foreboding of 
another European war and disaster, but his ego psychology is antithetical to 
the risk consciousness and post-humanism of resilience governance dethron-
ing human-centred thinking. Civilization and Its Discontents questioned the 
extent to which ethical exhortations work and were able to instil obedience 
and control people’s actions and interactions (Freud 2004 [1930]: 102). Freud 
believed our conflicted nature meant that there would always be tensions 
between the individual and society. Goethe had recognised a dualistic human 
nature but was more confident about achieving social harmony through 
material security. For Freud, human nature, like the human landscape, was 
built on the ruins of the past (Freud 2004 [1930]: 4–8). Humanity’s mastery 
of nature, and mastery of own nature, was never complete. The id, ego, and 
superego dimensions of our character, and the pleasure, reality, and morality 
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194 Chapter 6

principles they represent, were in creative and destructive tensions with each 
other. We had to keep striving and renewing their ordered relation with each 
other. Approaches had to take into account how individuals wanted to pursue 
happiness and would instinctively resist ‘commands and prohibitions’ thwart-
ing their fulfilment, as well as how people confronted external environments 
where it was a struggle to behave according to the ethical exhortations (Freud 
2004 [1930]: 102). He wanted to help individuals strengthen their conscious 
ego and their ability to handle the confusions of their nature and its compet-
ing drives, and the excessive social moral strictures imposed on individuals 
in the Vienna of his day. He therefore challenged traditional Cartesian mind-
body dualism but essentially maintained belief in cultivating stoical fortitude 
in the face of suffering, and seeing moderate unhappiness as characteristic 
of the tragic human condition, quoting Goethe on how ‘nothing is harder 
to bear than a succession of fair days’ (Goethe [1810–1812] in Freud 1989 
[1930]: 26).

Converging European risk consciousness is distinct from the ideals of 
communal solidarity of stoicism or the impersonal collectivism of the mod-
ern industrial state (Berman 1988 [1982]). Resilience governance corrodes 
individual and collective meaning, and legitimises the erosion of individual 
and collective self-determination. Such a condition represents what Arendt 
has described as a condition of worldlessness or desert existence. In this 
condition we no longer sense ourselves as a political community coming 
together politically to speak, argue, and persuade each other how we should 
act together in the world we have built between us (Arendt 2005: 201–4).

RESILIENCE GOVERNANCE AND MANAGING COMPLEX 
ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS

The 1990s were the decade of cosmopolitan idealism seeking to codify 
international human rights as supranational laws over states to foster human 
security and human rights protection. The energies of its legal expansion 
dovetailed with expanding transnational governance of populations challeng-
ing national sovereignty. The 1990s were also the decade which heralded the 
arrival of the Network Society as an idea and a practical reality in the spread 
of the global internet (Castells 1996; van Dijk 1999 [1991]). We have been 
enabled to become citizens of the world of data, and enjoy personal global 
communications and networks. Transnational network thinking bridges how 
the new millennium turned from law to systems thinking. Resilience gover-
nance involves a convergence of ecologism and the computational sciences 
to manage risk uncertainty and insecurity. Incredible scientific and medi-
cal breakthroughs are being made in areas such as computational biology, 
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enhancing understanding and the treatment of diseases (Farmery et al., 2017; 
Harkness 2016). The new technology offers the potential for improving real-
time monitoring of a population’s health and alerting patterns of disease and 
malnutrition, and emerging epidemics, famines, or other disasters. Likewise 
the digital media allow for the global exchange of medical expertise, includ-
ing remote real-time guidance of surgical operations with important potential 
in disaster situations. However, digital media are no replacement for national 
health infrastructure with equipped hospitals, skilled medical staff and the 
medicines and instruments to treat people.

Resilience models are underpinned by complexity theories concerning 
networked actants operating in processes or systems where knowledge is 
incomplete, and the consequences of actions therefore difficult to predict 
(Chandler 2012; Duffield 2016; Evans and Reid 2015). Resilience governance 
is concerned with functioning patterns of behaviour within complex adaptive 
systems. Their models approach human society at the aggregate population 
level and concern how people adapt and function in insecure changing environ-
ments beyond their knowledge or control. They accept the ecosystems models 
of non-equilibrium (Prigogine 1980, 1997), rather than the earlier ecological 
ideal of restoring a global equilibrium (Serres 1992: 10). Big data is seen as 
offering a new possibility of knowing the world and responding in real time. 
So rather than grand theories or grand visions, policies seek to nudge popula-
tions to respond and adapt to phenomena as they emerge. The ignorant subject 
of complex adaptive systems is known as a collection of behaviours (Duffield 
2018: 219–22). Big data is seen as being able to document events and connect 
to individuals more directly. Digital connectivity allows decision-making based 
on algorithmic assessments without having to rely on state or non-state interme-
diaries and operating without necessarily having to be physically on the ground 
in areas where access or security is precarious (Duffield 2018). Of course the 
idea of dispensing with theories, and accessing information and responding in 
real time, is not without its own theories of the world. Implicitly algorithmic 
assessments approach humanity as animal and machine, and incorporate human 
science and machines over humanity in ways degrading human subjectivity, 
while marginalising how scientific theories and inventions are the creation of 
human inventiveness. Human distinctiveness is refuted, or recognised in its 
pathology, where human desire to master nature is condemned as hubristic.

The pragmatism of resilience governance seeks to develop systems and 
procedures avoiding the problems of human error, and the vagaries of 
individual judgement (Chandler 2014). Resilience thinking involves a post-
human naturalised modelling of human populations and their survival in an 
essentially humanly unknowable world (Duffield 2018: 219–22). The resil-
ience systems modelling and remote monitoring involve displacing individual 
judgement with procedures and downgrading collective human agency and  
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196 Chapter 6

its capacity to construct and reconstruct the world, whether through human 
speech, human action, or human judgement. The 1990s normative and 
material goals of developing global civil society and realising basic human 
security have receded. The post-1945 goals of universal prosperity and inter-
national equality between independent states have receded even further.

The potential for digital technology to play a transformative role in 
international development or disaster management must not be exaggerated 
(Sandvik et al., 2014). There are dangers in the uncritical optimism and tech-
nological determinism sometimes accompanying discussion of digital media, 
which neglect the geopolitical and economic context of digital humanitari-
anism and the crumbling infrastructure of post-industrial societies (Duffield 
2016). The old modernist visions were premised upon universal national 
frameworks of urban planning, fixed grid infrastructures, standard utilities, 
and public services (ibid.: Duffield 2018). The new digital media have arisen 
in the context of the retreat of universal public frameworks and their replace-
ment by privatisation, selective gentrification, and new gated communities. 
The securities of the modern European nation states and welfare systems are 
being dismantled, rather than being enhanced and universalised (Duffield 
2018). Digital technology has been harnessed to expanding transnational 
governance and its digital behavioural surveillance and remote interventions 
concerned with the maintenance of critical infrastructure. Digital media rep-
resent the human face of today’s transnational governance and remote man-
agement bypassing individuals as moral political subjects and constituents of 
political communities. In this globalising economy, many face a migratory 
off-grid existence and have to realise their own survival, while subordinating 
their hopes and interests to the survival of global and local critical systems 
(ibid.: 41, 145).

Consider the field of behaviour economics. U.S. lawyer and government 
adviser Cass Sunstein is a leading proponent of behavioural economics, 
drawing on Hayek’s economic thinking (Sunstein 2013, 2014). In a series 
of books and articles, Sunstein has argued against making the precautionary 
principle paramount as being overly cautious, and the ‘Laws of Fear’ having 
its own risks (Sunstein 2005). He advocates risk approaches going beyond 
the precautionary principle. His nudge model seeks to stimulate adaptive 
responses promoting resilience through designing environments inducing 
socially responsible behaviour:

ordinary people, meaning all people, sometimes blunder; we sometimes have 
self-control problems; we sometimes don’t have adequate information; we 
sometimes are too optimistic about our future, both as individuals and as 
nations, facing, let’s say, hurricane or climate change or security threats; and 
that sometimes the best approach government can take is a nudge, which doesn’t 
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require anyone to do anything but can set up a situation or a context in a way 
that leads people and governments to make better decisions. (Sunstein 2008)

Sunstein seeks smarter governance deploying digital information and 
technology to help citizens navigate the world. However, citizens and their 
choices become viewed more as passive consumers rather than as active 
information interpreters and actors judging for themselves. Behavioural 
policies premised on invisibly designed environmental cues do not thereby 
engage people consciously as autonomous moral actors, and cultivate 
active citizenship as a community, even if they shape personal behaviour 
(Henry 2011). Critics have argued Sunstein’s ‘libertarian paternalism’ 
cedes the state’s role in developing national infrastructure and social pro-
vision to the market while retaining a regulatory role to facilitate market 
processes. More adverse conditions without a benign ‘choice architecture’ 
would strain liberal nudge management. Instead a nudge approach could 
assume less liberal forms, especially where the precautionary principle or 
declarations of emergency dictate removing free democratic or individual 
choices.

Resilience governance brings together neoliberal economic and ecological 
systems thinking concerned with managing populations without expecta-
tions of material transformation. Their models assume more comprehensive 
monitoring of populations but involve more governance of populations as a 
mass and at a distance (Duffield 2018: 145). Digital humanitarianism offers 
new ways of responding to disaster-affected populations where access is dan-
gerous but also raises questions for humanitarian ethics and accountability. 
First, digital humanitarianism involves a shift from the voices of the poor 
to behavioural economic management, and from human rights interpreted 
as individual rights to digital surveillance of populations through satellite 
imaging or big data analysis (Duffield 2018: 261). Second, humanitarianism 
translates into digital or drone humanitarian interventions, including the shift 
from giving aid to data exchange as anticipated in Schumacher’s non-material 
aid (Duffield 2018: 121–2; Schumacher 1974). Third, social media humani-
tarian responses or ‘click activism’ may display massive brief global attention 
but weak sustained commitment. Fourth, we see a shift from microenterprise 
to financial inclusion, whereby digital humanitarianism is converging with 
finance capital, and the indebted individuals of failing microfinance policies 
may be financially tracked better in their migrations (Gabor and Brooks 2017; 
Mader 2016). Global virtual connectedness exists alongside new barriers and 
wariness towards offline contact (Duffield 2012, 2013; Pupavac 2012; Reid 
2013). Duffield depicts the humanitarian archipelago of gated or bunkered 
aid compounds and refugee camps with narrow humanitarian corridors across 
large insecure zones (Duffield 2010, 2012, 2018).
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198 Chapter 6

Resilience governance concerns adaptation to insecurity and relative 
scarcity and ensuring healthy adaptive behaviours and avoiding dangerous 
pathological responses. So while external governance continues in evolving 
forms, individuals’ realisation of their liberty and security has become more 
precarious in hollow, fragmented political communities lacking collective 
political agency. Resilience strategies seek to manage risks and secure the 
resilience of human and ecosystems through adaptive learning and iterative 
processes responding to emerging phenomena identified through digital intel-
ligence (Duffield 2018: 40–60).

The political theorist Julian Reid describes how citizens are debased as 
subjects of resilience:

the resilient subject is a subject which must permanently struggle to accommo-
date itself to the world. Not a political subject which can conceive of changing 
the world, its structure and conditions of possibility, with a view to securing 
itself from the world. But a subject which accepts the disastrousness of the 
world it lives in as a condition for partaking of that world and which accepts the 
necessity of the injunction to change itself in correspondence with the threats 
and dangers now presupposed as endemic. (Reid 2012: 74)

Since learning is about adaptive behaviours, flexibility becomes a key 
virtue in contradistinction to the previous stoical concept of character 
premised on the steadfastness of one’s moral principles in the face of 
external challenges. The language of resilience was attractive to critics 
of trauma models as countering representations of disaster-affected com-
munities as psychologically dysfunctional (Durodie 2005). Nevertheless 
the resilience concept essentially follows the previous 1990s psychosocial 
models in assuming the need for intervention, and reinforces ecological 
systems approaches treating human agency as toxic and pathologising 
disaster-affected communities. These echo the ambivalence of earlier 
colonial responses towards disaster-affected populations whose culture 
is deemed in need of external reform (Damodaran 2009; Gibbons 2003: 
121–44; Gray 1999; Taithe 2009). The fused psychosocial and ecological 
approaches in the resilience paradigm de-centre humanity in international 
disaster thinking. Yet while resilience governance involves a shift from 
material aid to disaster informatics to promote self-reliance within the 
parameters of external guidance, the expanding risk and safeguarding 
codes have been criticised for demoralising the autonomous judgement 
of individual professionals or volunteers, and culturally inhibiting coura-
geous individual actions (Furedi 2018). For we are treated as the ignorant 
subject, and the old heroic rule breaker Prometheus is demonised (Duffield 
2018: 219–22).
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AGAINST FAUST

Our truncated vision is far from the possibilities being raised sixty years ago 
for international development by the Dutch coastal engineering successes in 
the Zuyder and Delta works (Jenkins 1966; Van Veen 1962; Wagret 1968). 
The Zuyder project was influenced by the 1916 floods, and the Delta project 
by the 1953 floods. Two centuries ago, Goethe’s Faust was influenced by the 
1825 North Sea flood disaster to link sea defences and land reclamation to 
moral salvation. The gap between today’s human engineering capacity and 
the possibility of preventing populations from many disasters is stark. The 
contemporary Western imaginary of disasters has retreated from its earlier 
humanist material ideals, especially in Europe. Prevailing European concerns 
are leading the continent to be less interested in closing that disastrous gap, 
or rather they locate disastrousness in the human hubris of wanting to engi-
neer the future. Beck’s risk cosmopolitanism is fatalistic about land at risk of 
flooding, defining communities in terms of whether they are above or below 
sea level:

Rising sea levels are creating new landscapes of inequality—drawing new world 
maps whose key lines are not traditional boundaries between nation-states but 
elevations above sea level. It creates an entirely different way of conceptualiz-
ing the world and our chances of survival within it. (Beck 2016: 4)

We may compare Beck’s non-Faustian fatalism in the face of rising sea levels, 
and Goethe’s Faustian vision drawing on the Dutch historical achievements 
building a country out of the sea. Dutch history vividly testifies how under-
pinning a land reclaimed from the sea are mutual collective commitments. 
Without their engineering and spadework against the naturally unforgiv-
ing disaster-prone conditions how secure would life be for citizens of the 
low countries? Emancipatory catastrophism, like its Hayekian economic 
counterpart, offers a future without the past ambitions to build up national 
infrastructures and strive to eradicate disasters. Instead of Faustian modern-
ist aspirations to subdue the waves with harbours, sea defences, and land 
reclamation, we are to be like the ancient cyberman or steersman navigating 
the waves according to digital risk management (Duffield 2018: 104–6). 
Yet as fragmented migratory beings, whose autonomy of action is also cir-
cumscribed, we become mere flotsam and jetsam under the forces of remote 
governance and nature.

In accordance with the anti-Faustian ethics, natural flood defences are being 
promoted, rather than the ambitious engineering projects epitomised in the 
Zuyder Zee project. The biblical Noah story promised divine hope symbolised 
in the rainbow, and the secular Noah of Lewis’ 1936 poem promised collective 
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200 Chapter 6

hope symbolised in the amassed waters (Lewis 1992 [1936]). Conversely, 
ecological thinking on human interdependence with nature is being taken up 
in policy-making to pathologise collective human activities and promises to 
rein in humanist aspirations for a good life for all. Promotion of natural flood 
defences may represent sensible lower-cost disaster and environmental man-
agement. Nevertheless contemporary disaster management overall retreats 
from active social improvement and environmental improvement. Instead 
the promotion of natural solutions all too commonly legitimises the contem-
porary condition of ‘living in the ruins’, or living without the protections or 
expectations of the modernist welfare state (Duffield 2016, 2018). Or as the 
philosopher Michel Serres imagined at the end of The Natural Contract, ‘I live 
in shipwreck alert. Always in dire straits, untied, lying to, ready to founder’ 
(Serres 1995: 124). His dramatic metaphor is appealing for a European philos-
opher at his desk, unburdening himself of superfluous bureaucratic duties and 
material possessions, and focusing on what is compelling in life. Thirty years 
later, it is prescient of the tragically shipwrecked migrants in the seas around 
Europe in their quest for security and betterment. Yet does Europe offer secure 
prospects? The migratory patterns north through southern Europe testify to 
Europe’s own crises of national development and security. An industrial 
developmental gap between Europe and Africa was consolidating forty years 
ago under the incremental retreats of international development and structural 
adjustments imposed on developing countries in the wake of the international 
debt crisis. This picture has to be revised, though as some distinctions of four 
decades ago have eroded, notwithstanding the various disastrous international 
interventions exacerbating the repressive regimes, internal conflicts, or state 
failures. In the past decade there has been an economic renaissance in parts of 
Africa, while parts of Europe have experienced severe economic decline and 
communities being abandoned (Duffield 2016, 2018).

Anti-Faustian ecological development perspectives are expressed in Rod 
Giblett’s Cities and Wetlands: The Return of the Repressed in Nature and 
Culture (2016). Giblett considers humanity entered into a Faustian pact 
with modernity in seeking to conquer nature and build cities on drained land 
(Giblett 2016: 98–100). Giblett’s psychoanalytical political ecology sees 
Hurricane Katrina as nature warning humanity to return to her fold (Giblett 
2016: 6). Original sin haunts his account of the founding of cities. Giblett 
sees little redemption in the draining of the wetlands; rather, he associates the 
activity with the Nazis (Giblett 2016: 100). Giblett speaks of the repression 
of wetlands and welcomes their return. He writes of the wetlands as womb-
like in terms reminiscent of Goethe’s association of nature and womanhood 
(Goethe 1808 ‘Night’ in Wayne 1949: 46). He wants the wetlands’ generous 
ecological wet-nursing services to be recognised (Giblett 2016: 13). It is the 
‘selfhood and identity’ of the earth that exercises Giblett’s critique (Giblett 
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2016: 14). The retreat of human habitation is welcomed. Indicatively if you 
type in North Sea land reclamation into a Google search, the first item appear-
ing might be a report on the Nazi land reclamation project (Stern 2012). The 
latter report implicitly alludes to Goethe’s Faust, only associating land rec-
lamation work with digging mass graves. Such ecological critiques of large-
scale collective activity have inspired a European rewilding movement. There 
is enthusiasm for rewilding cities, although recognising the problem of urban 
rewilding simply descending into derelict wastelands without active human 
intervention (McKinney et al., 2018). Rewilding visions may galvanise new 
energy to create imaginative natural spaces; however, they give charisma to a 
liquid modernity organised around cosmopolitan cities, abandoning national 
development and industrial policies, and expecting its migratory populations 
to live with disaster (Bauman 2000, 2007; Duffield 2018: 40).

Global policy-makers do not follow ecological advocates in pursuing 
policies to reduce the size of cities or reduce their country’s global trade. 
Nevertheless ecological ideals do inform the Western political imagery as lib-
eral confidence in the capacity of external agency to transform societies has 
retreated. Importantly such ecological models help legitimise global inequali-
ties by romanticising conditions of scarcity, austerity, and a migratory exis-
tence, where the lives of those living on the edge is celebrated as enhancing 
our preparedness and capacity to adapt to a changing environment. They also 
re-legitimise European Malthusian population programmes (Bendix 2020). 
Of relevance to this book’s focus, they legitimise the retreat of European gov-
ernments from collective macro-infrastructure disaster protection approaches 
to micromanagement approaches shifting responsibility onto individuals. 
Today’s systems approaches have encouraged the shift of emphasis from 
seeing disasters as events to seeing them as processes (Mauelshagen 2009: 
42, 45). In this conception of disasters as processes, we see an implicit divi-
sion between those dangers attributed to nature and those attributed to human 
causes. The idea of treating hazards such as flooding as natural processes, 
not events, involves people lowering their expectations of being protected 
from disasters and calls upon their adaptation to disasters. Conversely, the 
dangers attributed to human processes call for reining in human activity. 
Thus disasters are de-naturalised and attributed to humanity, while popula-
tions are approached in terms of natural or quasi-natural processes or systems 
(Duffield 2018: 40–60). Resilience governance effectively requires people 
to accept an impoverished existence of adaptation and precarious survival. 
Arendt warned against the dangers of naturalising political questions degrad-
ing democracy and political freedom (Arendt 1977 [1961]: 267–80; 2005: 
202–4). Resilience governance affirms the sciences in ways following sci-
entism’s re-naturalising politics. Its governance at a distance offers a mirage 
in the desert and does not understand why it faces new political sandstorms. 
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202 Chapter 6

For its political ecology mistrusts self-determining communities that would 
collectively act to overcome natural forces of desertification or flood.

The philosopher and cultural critic Paul Virilio suggested twenty-first-
century political action ‘will result from disasters rather than from revolu-
tion’ (Virilio cited in Pfister 2009: 18). International relations theorist Zaki 
Laidi warned two decades ago that the ‘politics of emergency’ fostered a 
politics emphasizing security interventions over freedoms (Laidi 1998). Beck 
himself warned three decades ago that we should question and not assume 
the ‘enabling power of catastrophes’ (Beck 1992 [1986]: 78). Disasters might 
be ‘no teacher of democracy’ and legitimise a ‘dictatorship of dangers’ and 
‘the panorama of a scientific and bureaucratic authoritarianism’ (Beck 1992 
[1986]: 79). He feared ‘a tendency to legitimate a totalitarianism of hazard 
prevention’ undermining democratic politics (Beck 1992 [1986]: 80, italics 
in the original). The translation of risk consciousness and risk society into 
transnational governance has tended to erode national parliamentary demo-
cratic accountability, and marginalise and pathologise rather than empower 
ordinary people. Instead of improving parliamentary democracy, expert gov-
ernance processes and corporatism prevail over democratic accountability. 
Beck wanted to promote an emancipatory catastrophism against catastroph-
ism. Yet Beck suggested that democracy could be dispensable in his cosmo-
politan realist approach to climate change (Beck 2016: 181). Furthermore his 
vision of an equality of shared environmental risk was fatalistic about the 
human condition and capacity to address disasters (Beck 2016: 4).

Beck set out a political ecology casting political processes as akin to bio-
logical processes. His idea of human agency was not about enhancing auton-
omy and transforming the world but submitting to its metamorphosis (Beck 
2016). Returning to the original association of stars and disasters, Beck’s 
own metaphorical proclamation on humanity and the planet as the new fixed 
stars may be contrasted to Paracelsus’ humanist philosophy asserting human 
interest against the heavens (Beck 2016: 6–7; Paracelsus 1990 [1537]: 186). 
Equally his emancipatory catastrophism opposed the Kantian international 
federal vision of republican states (Beck 2016; Kant 1996c [1795]). Beck’s 
cosmopolitan vision involved dismantling the post-1945 order of sovereign 
nation states and moving towards a cosmopolitan realism where we adapted 
to a world at risk. Risk cosmopolitanism holds a demoralised view of human-
ity compared to Kant’s optimistic humanist hopes when mediating on ‘the 
starry heavens above and the moral law within’ (Kant CPrR 1996b [1788] 
5:162: 269; emphasis in the original).

The next chapter discusses post-humanism and the rewilding of Tesla’s 
homeland and return to a migratory borderland, where the population does 
not enjoy a secure independent future but is once again condemned to live 
with disaster.
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Chapter 7

Submerging Humanity and Rewilding 
Tesla’s Homeland

Philip was struggling to hold onto a sense of himself and the possibilities of 
shaping his life: 

Movement in all directions, a confused circulation of particles without 
foundation and without any inner meaning; our humanity walks and buries 
itself, and is reborn and springs up, like water, like mud, like food. It kills 
itself, devours itself, digests itself, secretes itself, swallows itself, moves 
and travels along the intestines, along roads, along ravines, in waters! 
At one place it begins to fade, and at another it flourishes like weeds on 
a dunghill, and all this, however hellish in its essentiality, is fleshy and 
strong, and ineradicable within us. There is no one way direction or devel-
opment, since everything is entangled, jungle-like, marshy, Pannonian, 
hopeless and dark. (Krleža 1989 [1932]: 60–61)

Philip, in the Croatian writer Miroslav Krleža’s novel The Return of Philip 
Latinowicz, felt he was disintegrating as a person. His fragmented mind was 
like the random movement of particles discovered in the new quantum phys-
ics. The idea of the dissolving self is typical of European literary modernism. 
The trope reflects anxieties about people’s place in the modern industrial 
world and mass society, a theme explored in Berman’s study All That Is Solid 
Melts (Berman 1988 [1982]).

The high literary style of leading European modernism estranged itself from 
popular literature and the urban industrial masses. However, literary modern-
ism took a distinct form in cultures relegated to the periphery of Europe. 
Intellectuals commonly expressed their longing to share in modern urban life 
(Norris 1999). Rural life was not idealised but represented in mire and bru-
tality. Krleža’s novel concerns an intellectual’s return to his native land and 
people, and his hopes of them realising their own national artistic tradition 
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204 Chapter 7

and place in Europe. Krleža’s novel was published in 1932, a century after 
Goethe’s Faust, and the year the Zuyder Zee project was completed. That 
year the Afsluitdijk was finished, and the South Sea closed off and turned  
into the Ijsselmeer Lake, with its surrounding polderlands. Krleža and his 
Philip Latinowicz endorsed modern industrial development to overcome a 
marginal existence and puppet condition and secure national independence. 
After all, had not Time magazine honoured his compatriot Tesla as someone 
seeing ‘all the world [as] a power house’ (Time 20 July 1931)? Any such 
dreams had to survive international war, foreign occupation, quisling govern-
ment, brutal oppression, and civil conflict.

Yet the interwar years were not only a period where another world war 
loomed. It was also a period of counter-developments with political visions 
of a different world. Tesla was still a Lucifer dreaming of electrifying world, 
developing sources of free energy and wireless communication. In his opti-
mism, Tesla imagined the invention of a powerful long-range death ray whose 
reach was so destructive that war would be impossible, while sentimentally 
falling in love with pigeons in the park. Even the great pessimist Freud, as the 
author of Civilizations and Its Discontents, was enthused by the Zuyder Zee 
works. Just as advanced hydro-engineering positively channelled the forces 
of nature, his new science of psychoanalysis could help people better channel 
their emotions and determine their lives (Freud [1973] 1933: 112).

Krleža, as we have discussed earlier, followed Faustian visions of national 
development. Modern nation builders of his generation did not share the antip-
athy towards modern industrialisation or romantic views of living in pre-mod-
ern conditions displayed by many western European intellectuals of the period. 
For his generation wanted to escape being European borderlands and become 
a free country harnessing nature to humanity’s needs (Goethe 1832 Act V 
Scene 21 ‘The Great Forecourt of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223). Krleža was 
among his many contemporaries attracted to Marxism and socialist ideas as 
explaining modernity’s contradictions of modernity and opposing imperialism 
and economic exploitations. They saw a political ideology with the potential 
to unite people against foreign or domestic oppressors and offer material 
transformation of society. He had joined the Communists opposing the inter-
war Kingdom of Yugoslavia, and subsequently became a leading writer and 
cultural official in post-war socialist Yugoslavia, although he was sometimes 
at odds with the Communist party both before and after the war (Bogert 1991). 
Krleža’s portrayal of Philip’s despair did not express an author abandoning 
political possibilities but contesting despairing resignation. Krleža believed 
in collective Faustian striving and erring, and the possibilities of establishing 
a different Europe where his country could make a future and enjoy progres-
sive maternal and cultural development. He and his contemporary political 
activists were interested in relations of production, seeking self-determination 
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 Submerging Humanity 205

in production and culture, just as they sought national independence against 
foreign rule. Even where they did not adopt Marxist approaches towards 
nature, they were all too aware of human precariousness in face of natural 
forces and the cruelties of being subjected to nature. There was not the same 
estrangement between art and science that grew in western European culture, 
expressed, for example, in Britain’s century-long two cultures debate (Leavis 
1962; Snow 1959). There was more shared belief in how scientific and tech-
nological advancements could improve the human condition. Nevertheless 
Krleža’s writings decry powers requiring humanity to subordinate their lives 
to reductive scientific formula and treating humans as behaving animals, rather 
than creative, imaginative beings (Krleža 2017 [1924]: 99).

Science has been invoked to support different intellectual currents and 
political approaches in the modern era. Four decades ago Beck’s Risk Society 
criticised scientific research and rational choice models endorsing a modern 
industrial agenda and failing to address environmental concerns (Beck 1992 
[1986]). Subsequently European sciences and social sciences embraced risk 
cosmopolitanism and incorporated the precautionary principle. In the new 
millennium, science is being harnessed to support post-humanist ethics and 
ecologism. The idea of the Anthropocene Age diagnoses humans as a species 
detrimentally altering the nature of the planet and its climate (Beck 2016). The 
Anthropocene’s arrival is located variously with the atomic bomb, industri-
alisation, European conquest of the Americas, the birth of human agriculture, 
or right back to the Promethean moment of humanity discovering how to use 
fire. Post-humanist ethics is influencing European resilience governance and 
disaster planning and seeks to make the needs of the planet paramount over 
human-centred concerns. Ecological approaches were originally associated 
with sustainable development advocating local low-technology solutions, 
which contrasts with strategies associated with global digital technology 
and big data approaches. At first sight, ecological and digital thinking may 
therefore appear opposed—the former inspired by natural world, the latter the 
virtual world. However, their low-tech, high-tech approaches are converging, 
in how they tend to reduce humans to animal or machine.

The chapter concerns the demise of European humanism, and its reflec-
tion in ecological rewilding models. Goethe espoused a humanist approach 
towards nature, but the atomic bomb precipitated a new interpretation of the 
Faust story. His Faust loomed over the physicists developing nuclear physics 
even before the dropping of the atomic bomb. There were different responses 
to the new physics. Tesla looked to scientific solutions overcoming political 
divisions, but was wary of the new physics because of its potential to shatter 
the world. Others, however, saw the new physics as offering potential ideas of 
the nature of the universe to resist totalitarianism. Krleža’s compatriot Milo-
van Djilas, the leading Yugoslav Communist politician and later dissident, 
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206 Chapter 7

supported industrial development and was open to the new physics but 
opposed scientism, that is, scientific-political dogma seeking to read off poli-
tics from science. He believed scientism would be detrimental to both political 
freedom and scientific endeavour. Djilas’ opposition to scientism did not lead 
him to reject modern scientific and industrial development as Schumacher did 
(Schumacher 1977: 14–15). Not least Djilas came from a family whose his-
torical fate was insecure subsistence farming and banditry (Djilas 1958, 1966 
[1957], 1972). His critical reflections on scientism are relevant to the scientism 
of European resilience governance, which affirms science in ways elevating 
nature over humanity, and rejecting the modern humanist spirit represented by 
Faust. Malicious Cartesian demons, rather than the reasoning Cartesian sub-
ject, dictate a misanthropic outlook which would circumscribe human activity 
and secure nature against humanity (Ewald 2002).

The chapter then returns to the Dutch polderlands and Tesla’s homeland to 
discuss the European movement for rewilding and creating new wildernesses 
without humans. Visions of rewilding without humans are replacing the visions 
of advanced hydro-engineering inspiring Goethe’s Faust. Human retreat char-
acterises the new millennium in Europe. This retreat is starkly evident in the 
EU’s newest member, Croatia, and Tesla’s place of birth, which is marked by 
depopulation due to war and economic collapse. Whereas Krleža was engaged 
in developing his country as a modern culturally advanced state, his compatri-
ots today have witnessed their country’s industries collapsing and swathes of 
land turning into a new wilderness. European initiatives promoting rewilding 
projects are helping legitimise the region’s economic collapse and the demise of 
its communities. The new millennium in Europe is marked by the return of the 
European borderlands and abandonment of Goethe’s vision (Goethe 1832 Act 
V Scene 21 ‘The Great Forecourt of the Palace’ in Luke 1998: 223).

‘BOUNDLESS NATURE, WHERE SHALL I GRASP THEE?’

Spengler’s Decline of the West identified European culture with Faustian 
yearnings towards the infinite. The Faust legend involves the unnatural 
nature of humanity and its claim to demonic-divine powers mastering nature. 
Faust emerged as a cultural figure in the early modern period when the print 
industry was taking off and facilitating the pursuit of knowledge beyond the 
control of religious institutions. Spengler wrote of translating the raw it of 
nature into an active spiritual, reasoning and creative I (Spengler 1932 [1918]: 
344). So what was the natural philosophy of Goethe as the author of Faust? 
Goethe described his own philosophy as preoccupied with nature, rather than 
 freedom (Goethe 1995 [1820]: 130). His natural philosophy departed from 
Cartesian philosophy, Newtonian physics, and the Baconian scientific method,  
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 Submerging Humanity 207

and blurred objective and subjective positions in his study of nature  
(Gray 1967: 124–25). He was no Baconian scientist proverbially forcing 
nature to reveal her secrets on the rack (Gray 1967: 122). His ideas of ‘elec-
tive affinities’ followed romantic thinking on science whose sensibilities made 
breakthroughs in the understanding of chemistry and biology (Holmes 2008). 
Goethe made his own contribution to science in morphology and comparative 
anatomy in works such as The Metamorphosis of Plants (Goethe 2009 [1795]). 
He produced evidence of the intermaxillary bone in the human jaw, and there-
fore human affinity with other mammals (Goethe 1995 [1786]: 111–16). His 
persistence with his colour theories against Newton probably tells us more 
about his creative imagination and proved less scientifically persuasive.

Goethe had a dualistic view of nature, in which polarities could be brought 
into synthesis (Gray 1967: 119–20). Accordingly Faust speaks of having two 
conflicting souls, and the poem strives to reconcile them. When Faust conjures 
up the Earth-Spirit, the Spirit denies Faust’s identity with its spirt and tells 
Faust that, ‘You resemble the spirit your mind conceives, / Not Me’ (Goethe 
1808 ‘Night’). So while humanity is of nature, it is also beyond nature. His 
own evidence of human links to other mammals did not shake his belief 
in human distinctiveness. Human exceptionalism is celebrated in Goethe’s 
poems Prometheus and The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (Goethe 1948 [1797]: 
276–9). Human activity is given a redemptive role in Goethe’s Faust (Goethe 
[1832] Act V ‘Mountain-Gorges’ in Wayne 1959: 282). Faust and his father 
may have been loved as practitioners of traditional medicine, but their prac-
tices were unwittingly complicit in many deaths—one reason perhaps why he 
withdrew from the world to pursue hidden knowledge (Berman 1988 [1982]: 
46). His illicit pursuit of knowledge made him impatient with a contemplative 
view of nature, and nature—the ‘arrogant flood’—expending itself purpose-
lessly (Goethe [1832] Act IV ‘Mountain Heights’ in Wayne 1959: 220–21; 
Berman 1988 [1982]: 61–62). It has been argued that ‘Goethe used the scene 
in Wagner’s laboratory both to belittle alchemy’s supposed achievements and 
to criticize mechanistic science’ (Smith 2008: 108). Yet when Faust’s assistant 
Wagner creates the test-tube Homunculus, the creature embraces life and is 
baptised into a humanised sensual world, not shunned like the tragic creature 
of Mary Shelley’s 1818 Frankenstein. Faust invokes the political language 
of the rights of man and liberty: ‘To soar beyond itself aspired my soul’, he 
declares, and determines to subdue the sea and harness its energies:

To hold the lordly ocean from the shore
To set the watery waste new boundary lines.
And bid it wallow in its own confines.
(Goethe 1832 Act IV ‘Mountain Heights’  
in Wayne 1959: 221)
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208 Chapter 7

Goethe recognised a human dualistic nature but imagined a harmonious 
social vision based on material security drawing on improved scientific 
knowledge and human engineering (Eckermann 1930 [21 February 1827]: 
174). Goethe’s Faust began as an alchemist delving into demonic arts to 
uncover nature’s secrets and concluded as a developer drafting workers to 
his grand reclamation project. The conventional tragic ending was subverted, 
despite its tensions. Elsewhere Goethe spoke of embracing nature ‘as a mis-
tress’, recognising the organic and sensual in human life (Gray 1967: 22). His 
Gretchen was the ‘eternal woman’ redeeming Faust and personifying ‘bound-
less nature’ and the underlying providential order. All creatures were ‘only a 
tone, a shade in one great harmony’ (Goethe in Gray 1967: 114).

Europe no longer has Goethe’s confidence in a providential order. Faust’s 
sublime mastery of nature has lost its redemptive meaning today, and is 
instead a warning against human hubris (Laan 2007; Piper 2010: 99). Atomic 
technology in the post-war period came to signal the dangers of unlimited 
scientific development as opposed to the possibilities of unlimited energy 
dreamed of by Tesla. Jaspers’ 1958 work The Atomic Bomb and the Future 
of Mankind explored how humanity politically and ethically confronted ‘the 
new fact’ of our potential to destroy the planet itself, not only each other 
(Jaspers 1963 [1958]: 5). Arendt’s The Human Condition, of the same year, 
considered how splitting the atom and launching a satellite into orbit around 
the earth suggested humanity could emancipate itself from earth, destabilis-
ing our sense of our earthbound nature (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 1–6). Were we 
not like Faust’s child, jumping too high to another fall?

The physicists involved in developing the atomic bomb were aware of 
the Faustian character of their project and the dangers of elevating scientists 
to be a new priesthood (Berman 1998 [1982]: 82–83). They were wary of 
their science determining society and believed they should be the servants 
of citizens in modern society, not their masters. P. D. Smith’s research on 
‘Faust, the Physicists and the Bomb’ documents how pioneering atomic 
physicists engaged with Goethe’s Faust (Smith 2008: 112). Fascinatingly, a 
1932 international conference of physicists put on an atomic-inspired skit on 
Goethe’s Faust at Niels Bohr’s Institute of Theoretical Physics in Copenha-
gen, marking the centenary of Goethe’s death and publication of Faust. Their 
parody was full of topical scientific references from a Quantum Mechanical 
Walpurgis Night to the Homunculus as a neutron, celebrating the discovery of 
the neutron earlier in the year (Smith 2008: 107–8). ‘Our theories, gentlemen, 
have run amok’, a physicist says in the play (in Smith 2008: 107). But would 
the incredible quantum theoretical leaps in understanding be a Faustian pact 
given the current state of humanity (Smith 2008: 112)? Since 1945, human-
ity has confronted this new fact of its self-destructive capacity. The new fact 
of recent decades has been climate change questioning our relation to the 
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 Submerging Humanity 209

planet. Faust took on a new significance in the wake of the atomic bomb. 
Faust today is commonly read as an environmental warning against modern 
industrial activity (Giblett 2016). Yet Jaspers, alluding to Faust, continued 
to share Goethe’s hopes in the possibilities of individuals acting together to 
bring about historical progress (Jaspers 1963 [1958]: 7–88). Likewise Arendt 
believed a new human condition was created through our atomic capacity to 
destroy the earth, but this new fact did not preclude new beginnings (Arendt 
1998 [1958]: 8–9, 247).

At key points in modern European history where political freedom is 
feared and democratic possibilities are eroded, progressives have put hopes in 
science, whether the Enlightenment hopes in Newtonian physics, the roman-
tic hopes in biological-chemical affinities, or the recurring turn to the new 
physics in the twentieth century and new millennium. The latter is reflected 
in works such as Michel Serres’ The Natural Contract (Serres 1995) or Alex-
ander Wendt’s Quantum Mind and Social Science: Unifying Physical and 
Social Ontology (Wendt 2015). Serres explored the dangers of past scientism 
fostering totalitarian rule against nature but imagined a new geopolitics or 
earth politics relating to nature and cybernetic ecological governance, under 
which the roles of the politician and the physicist would merge to steer soci-
ety (Serres 1995). Could science be the model for politics? Some pitfalls 
with using science to do politics are illuminated by Tesla and Djilas in their 
different humanist responses to the new physics.

TESLA’S OPPOSITION TO THE NEW PHYSICS

Tesla took up Faust’s impatience with nature’s unharnessed powers in his 
hydroelectric engineering. Tesla adhered to a Newtonian view of the world, 
seeing the natural universe as a ‘great machine’, and humans as machines 
within this machine world (Tesla 1935). Human action, for Tesla, accorded 
with behaviourism as responses to stimuli: ‘Nothing enters our minds or 
determines our actions which is not directly or indirectly a response to 
stimuli beating upon our sense organs from without . . . what we call “soul” 
or “spirit”, is nothing more than the sum of the functionings of the body’ 
(Tesla 1935). Nevertheless his mechanist-behaviourist understanding did 
not oppose human agency in the world, and the mind’s potential to discover 
and invent. He wanted politics to take its lead from science, declaring ‘This 
apparently mechanistic conception is not antagonistic to an ethical concep-
tion of life’ (ibid.). He believed politics was unreliable, and driven by narrow 
interests and dangerous passions. He saw Newtonian physical laws as sup-
porting a harmonious well-ordered providential world. Scientific understand-
ing offered solutions to humanity’s problems including of its own nature. 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



210 Chapter 7

Looking into the twenty-first century, Tesla enthused about the liberating role 
of scientific discoveries and innovations:

It will be more glorious to fight against ignorance than to die on the field of 
battle. The discovery of a new scientific truth will be more important than the 
squabbles of diplomats. Even the newspapers of our own day are beginning to 
treat scientific discoveries and the creation of fresh philosophical concepts as 
news. The newspapers of the twenty-first century will give a mere ‘stick’ in the 
back pages to accounts of crime or political controversies, but will headline on 
the front pages the proclamation of a new scientific hypothesis. (Tesla 1935)

What of the new physics pioneered by Albert Einstein? Surely Tesla as the 
visionary inventor would welcome innovatory thinking about the universe? 
Tesla did not. His aversion was linked to his belief that science should provide 
the core direction of modern society. The new physics disturbed the Newto-
nian model of a well-ordered law-bound world. Furthermore the new physics 
had a destructive potential to shatter the world and fracture humanity. Tesla 
distinguished positive scientific innovations bringing humanity together, and 
negative scientific developments dividing humanity. He feared the capacity 
to split atoms facilitated by the new physics would foster conflict:

If we were to release the energy of atoms or discover some other way of devel-
oping cheap and unlimited power at any point of the globe this accomplishment, 
instead of being a blessing, might bring disaster to mankind in giving rise to 
dissension and anarchy which would ultimately result in the enthronement of 
the hated regime of force. (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 71)

Against this direction, he favoured unifying technologies such as wireless 
connectivity bringing the whole of humanity together into communication:

The greatest good will come from technical improvements tending to unification 
and harmony, and my wireless transmitter is preeminently such. By its means 
the human voice and likeness will be reproduced everywhere and factories 
driven thousands of miles from waterfalls furnishing the power; aerial machines 
will be propelled around the earth without a stop and the sun’s energy controlled 
to create lakes and rivers for motive purposes and transformation of arid deserts 
into fertile land. (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 71)

Tesla saw huge potential in scientific advancements overcoming disasters, 
environmental degradation and providing material security:

Long before the next century dawns, systematic reforestation and the scientific 
management of natural resources will have made an end of all devastating 
droughts, forest fires, and floods. The universal utilization of water power and 
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 Submerging Humanity 211

its long-distance transmission will supply every household with cheap power 
and will dispense with the necessity of burning fuel. (Tesla 1935)

Tesla believed that humanity could interfere in nature and the climate in new 
ways that would realise practically limitless supplies of energy:

If we could produce electric effects of the required quality, this whole planet and 
the conditions of existence on it could be transformed. The sun raises the water 
of the oceans and winds drive it to distant regions where it remains in a state 
of most delicate balance. If it were in our power to upset it when and wherever 
desired, this mighty life-sustaining stream could be at will controlled. We could 
irrigate arid deserts, create lakes and rivers and provide motive power in unlim-
ited amounts. (Tesla 2011 [1919]: 58)

Tesla imagined the possibilities of solar energy from the perspective of 
humanity producing practically limitless energy. His utopian aspirations for 
scientific discovery and innovation are very different from today’s prevail-
ing approaches towards climate change. In contradistinction, solar energy 
policies are commonly advocated today as part of an environmentalist eth-
ics seeking to restrain human energy use. Tesla anticipated the dangers of 
technology leading to an apocalyptic future, but also saw the possibilities of 
technology combating such a future. As another great war loomed, Tesla the 
humanist continued to believe in human inventiveness harnessing a ‘bound-
less nature’, and collectively having the potential to secure an abundant world 
overcoming conflict over limited resources. Once society achieved these 
advances and lessened ‘the struggle for existence’, humanity could turn from 
material development to the development of social ideals. Here too he wanted 
science to be at the fore. Yet Tesla’s political optimism was wedded to sci-
entific determinism. Could his humanist politics be guaranteed this way? 
Consider eugenics. Since he emphasised biology’s role in shaping human 
nature, he advocated positive eugenics to outbreed aggression in humans 
and thereby eradicate war (Tesla 1935). European eugenics, however, took 
a horrific systematic aggressive direction under the Holocaust and its exter-
mination programme. He did not live to know of the extermination camps of 
the Second World War, nor the full impact of the war on his old country as 
dramatised in The Croatian Faust (Šnajder 1983, 1986). We turn again to his 
country of origin, and one of the leading intellectuals of post-war Yugoslavia.

DJILAS ON THE NEW PHYSICS AND SCIENTISM

Milovan Djilas (1911–1995) was born in a mountainous area of Montenegro, 
and became one of the leading Yugoslav Communists who went from being 
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212 Chapter 7

an ideologically hard-line wartime partisan commander to leading post-war 
architect of its workers’ self-management system and then to imprisoned 
dissident (Banac 1988: 81–83; Djilas 1972: 157–61). He fell out of favour 
over wanting a democratic socialism, and defending political and individual 
freedom as essential for our humanity and social justice (Djilas 1972: 186). 
His most famous work on The New Class attacked a new bureaucratic elite 
within communist societies, which was becoming increasingly estranged 
from the people and any popular democratic accountability, and retarding 
their self-determination (Djilas 1966 [1957]). His political course to a demo-
cratic socialism with humanist existentialism did not abandon belief in trans-
forming nature as part of advancing human emancipation. Djilas, like Krleža 
and other Yugoslav Marxists, believed in the liberating potential of industri-
alisation. His autobiography Land without Justice depicted the undeveloped 
conditions of the European borderlands as a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’, and 
a life organised around violence, cruelty and survival (Djilas 1958). He had 
little romantic attachment to nature in the raw, and the harsh lives of peasants 
relying on primitive non-mechanised farming methods. His family ‘dealt in 
sheep, but lived as on a volcano, with rifle and knife ever ready’ (Djilas 1958: 
13). Bluntly the economy was ‘man’s war against nature’, and science was 
concerned with ‘this struggle against nature’ (Djilas 1972: 159, 63). Here we 
may note his very different ideas from today’s risk cosmopolitanism, and 
how he associated the volcano with the violence of nature, whereas Beck 
associated it with the violence of civilisation (Beck 1992 [1986]: 17). He 
believed in modern industrial development concentrating society’s produc-
tive forces as part of advancing human justice and emancipation. Industriali-
sation was critical for realising kinder relations between people. However, he 
opposed technocratic, scientific models of governance, as his critique of the 
New Class outlined (Djilas 1966 [1957], 1972).

Djilas observed that modern political ideologies came into being in an age 
of science, and were keen to justify themselves scientifically (Djilas 1972: 64). 
If political ideas were argued for in natural sciences terms, they became sci-
entism, or scientific dogmatism (Djilas 1972: 63). Scientism represented ‘an 
attempt to discover the movement of human history in natural history’ (Djilas 
1972: 59). Obviously there is reciprocal inspiration, and borrowed analogies 
between scientific discoveries and philosophical and political ideas. Spengler 
explored how ancient Greek, Islamic and the Christian cultures influenced 
their mathematical discoveries and how a European Faustian culture push-
ing human boundaries encouraged exploration of infinity in mathematics 
(Spengler 1932 [1918]). Krleža explored how medical scientific discoveries 
and artistic creations were historically intertwined and helped inspire each 
other (Bogert 1991: 155–9). Djilas agreed. But science and politics should 
not be reduced to each other as they concerned different aspects of the human 
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 Submerging Humanity 213

condition. ‘Ideology’, he maintained, was ‘concerned with man’s struggle 
against man, and science with this struggle against nature’ (Djilas 1972: 63). 
Political ideas were more about faith and beliefs than (timeless) scientific 
truths (ibid.). Djilas echoed Arendt in being concerned to separate politics 
belonging to the realm of freedom, and reflected in the humanities, from the 
world of necessity, and reflected in the natural sciences. Arendt criticised 
both behaviourism and Marxism as two leading twentieth-century models of 
organising society for being too enthralled to biological material accounts of 
humanity, and neglecting humans as speaking beings with the capacity for 
freedom of thought and action (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 25–26, 43–45, 322). 
Djilas echoed Arendt’s thinking in his warnings against turning Marxism or 
other political ideas into scientism and akin to the natural sciences, although 
his linkage of freedom and necessity, drawing on Spinoza, believed it was 
difficult to separate politics and economics, as Arendt sought (Djilas 1972: 
30). Materially Djilas was a Faustian, but politically he was in the Miltonian 
tradition of the fallen angel rebelling against ‘God’s omnipotence’, for whom 
freedom was paramount (Djilas 1966b: 78–80, 266–7). He translated Milton’s 
Paradise Lost while in prison, and the translation was published abroad (Dji-
las 1958: 402–3). He was attracted to Milton for opposing censorship, endors-
ing revolt against tyranny, and believing in the natural equality of humanity. 
Djilas saw certain parallels between the treatment of Communist dissidents 
and the heretics of the medieval church and early modern European theocra-
cies (Djilas 1966 [1957]: 122–23). Thus his Spinoza is a humanist, material-
ist, and defender of freedom.

The dangers of confusing different spheres of the human condition and 
the contributions of political ideas and the natural sciences are acute when 
they are invoked to restrict each other. Scientific theories, whether theories of 
genetics or relativity, should not stand and fall upon whether they conform to 
a particular ideology (Djilas 1972: 63). Yet this was precisely the danger under 
Stalinist dogmatism, as represented by the Trofim Lysenko affair. Here science 
was subordinated to the regime’s ideology. Soviet scientists such as Nikolai 
Vavilov were persecuted for genetics research deemed to contradict commu-
nist ideas, and Soviet Scientism legitimised agricultural policies contributing 
to famine (ibid.: 65; Pringle 2008). So whereas earlier generations of Marxists 
had been keen to study scientific theories or discoveries to invigorate Marx-
ism, Stalinism became resistant to new science, notably to post-Newtonian 
physics (Djilas 1972: 49). Djilas cited the case of the Serbian mathematician 
Sima Marković (1888–1939), elected one of the first secretaries of the Yugo-
slav Communist Party in 1920, who wrote a Marxist approach to Einstein’s 
theory of relativity in 1924 during his imprisonment, popularising Einstein’s 
ideas (Djilas 1972: 48–49). Marković suffered repeated imprisonment in royal 
Yugoslavia and fled to the Soviet Union in 1935. However, Stalin opposed 
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214 Chapter 7

Einstein’s theory of relativity as contradicting the official Soviet model of 
Communism, jeopardising Marković’s position, and he was liquidated dur-
ing Stalinist purges in 1939 (Djilas 1972: 49). So what underpinned Stalin’s 
antipathy towards the new physics and the theory of relativity? Modern phys-
ics involved a shift from viewing matter and energy as static relations to inter-
related reciprocal relations (Djilas 1972: 59). Einstein’s theories concerned 
time-space, a time and space continuum in which events mattered (Djilas 
1972: 53, 61–62). For Stalinism, the traditional Newtonian mechanical phys-
ics supported the idea of iron laws of history, determining Communism suc-
ceeding capitalism, conversely the new physics cast doubt on deterministic 
political models, and suggested the indeterminacy of the universe and infinite 
possibilities, and political contingency and pluralism (Djilas 1972: 52–53).

While Djilas was attracted to the new physics for its potential to support 
political pluralism, he did not believe that arguments for political freedom 
should depend on what science said. To require science to do so was to turn 
one’s political thinking into scientism. His move from Communist orthodoxy 
to Marxist humanism to democratic socialism and humanist existentialism 
was not dependent on his understanding of science. His reflections on the 
new physics fifty years ago suggest that today’s invocation of quantum phys-
ics or other scientific theories to support particular philosophies or political 
approaches represents varieties of scientism, which have lost faith in col-
lective human endeavour and human freedom and are seeking validation in 
natural laws or randomness. Their varieties of scientism have the dangers 
of re-naturalising politics against freedom, as Arendt warned (Arendt 1977 
[1961]: 267–80, 2005).

NEWTONIAN AND POST-NEWTONIAN  
ECONOMIC SCIENTISM

The economist Friedrich Hayek’s 1974 Nobel Prize speech on the ‘Pre-
tence of Knowledge’ contested scientism. Hayek charged the modern 
social sciences as unscientific in modelling themselves on the physical 
sciences, and misapplying scientific models to social-economic problems. 
For scientism, Hayek argued, wanted quantitative evidence and denied 
what cannot be measured by quantitative evidence, but thereby omitted 
much of ordinary experience, not least individual moral agency (Hayek 
1942). Hayek considered ‘confidence in the unlimited power of science’ to 
be false, ‘as if one needed only to follow some cooking recipes to solve all 
social problems’ (Hayek 1974). Such confidence was dangerous and likely 
to lead to social harm: ‘To act on the belief that we possess the knowledge 
and the power which enable us to shape the processes of society entirely 
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 Submerging Humanity 215

to our liking, knowledge which in fact we do not possess, is likely to make 
us do much harm’ (ibid.).

His speech was directed against development economics such as Rostow’s 
The Stages of Growth (1960). Rostow’s recipe for economic growth and 
modern industrial development invoked Newtonian science to legitimise his 
modernising vision: ‘Newton is here used as a symbol for that watershed in 
history when men came widely to believe that the external world was sub-
ject to a few knowable laws, and was systematically capable of productive 
manipulation’ (Rostow 1960: 4).

Hayek contested just such assumptions of being able to know and act in 
the world. Instead he compared his intellectual endeavour to Freud’s Civiliza-
tion and Its Discontents, although drawing different conclusions from Freud 
about the possibilities of us consciously controlling our instinctual forces and 
the world (Hayek 1988: 18). Intoxicated by ‘the advance of the physical sci-
ences’, we were tempted to subject the natural and human environment ‘to the 
control of a human will’ and let some authority to gain ‘new power to coerce’ 
individuals (Hayek 1974). Human civilisation developed spontaneously as 
people trekked through the wilderness and established natural routes over 
time (Hayek 1942). Hubristic striving destroyed free civilised societies and 
made for tyranny. We needed to recognise ‘the insuperable limits’ to human 
knowledge and resist the ‘fatal striving to control society’ (Hayek 1974). Free 
societies were not the result of design but grew ‘from the free efforts of mil-
lions of individuals’ (ibid.). Human actions based on limited knowledge led 
to unpredictable behaviour and unintended consequences.

Yet Hayek’s critique of scientism tended to refute human planning and 
design in general, not only totalitarian tendencies. He thereby degraded con-
scious human rational and moral agency as distinct from other animals, and 
ironically also the status of the humanities as against the natural sciences. 
His demoralised account of human design may ironically be contrasted 
with Marx’s own account in Capital of human conscious, purposeful activ-
ity counterposed to the instinctual activities of animals. Revising Bacon’s 
comparison of natural philosophy to the work of the bee (Bacon 2000 [1602]  
I: XCV: 79), Marx contested:

A spider conducts operations which resemble those of a weaver, and a bee 
would put to shame many a human architect by the construction of its honey-
comb cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is 
that the architect builds the cell in his mind before he constructs it in wax. (Marx 
1976 [1867] Vol. 1: 284)

So while Hayek attacked Marxism for its scientism, and scientism for fol-
lowing Newtonian physical laws, he implied human social interactions were 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



216 Chapter 7

more akin to biological processes and, in their complexity, too complex to 
manage through state planning:

the social sciences, like much of biology but unlike most fields of the physical 
sciences, have to deal with structures of essential complexity, i.e. with structures 
whose characteristic properties can be exhibited only by models made up of 
relatively large numbers of variables. (Hayek 1974)

Hayek became interested in the work of the Belgian-Russian physical chem-
ist Ilya Prigogine, who won the Nobel Prize for chemistry 1977 (Hayek 
1978; Prigogine 1977; Walker and Cooper 2011). Prigogine questioned 
Newtonian physics and ideas on the second law of thermodynamics related 
to entropy and equilibrium. Prigogine’s research concluded that instability 
rather than equilibrium, and indeterminism rather than determinism, char-
acterised natural systems. The unstable indeterminate processes testified to 
there not being an inherent natural condition and also implied temporal irre-
versibility, that is, developments which could not be reversed. Prigogine’s 
Nobel Prize acceptance speech sought greater collaboration between sci-
ence and culture and to overcome the Two Cultures divide (Prigigone 1977; 
Leavis 1962; Snow 1959). Hayek was attracted to Prigogine’s writings on 
self-organising systems and their relevance for his own economic theories. 
Following his Self-Organization in Non-Equilibrium Systems (Nicolis and 
Prigogine 1977), Prigogine wrote a series of books expanding his systems 
theories to human systems, and their situation within natural systems: From 
Being to Becoming (Prigogine 1980), Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New 
Dialogue with Nature (Prigogine 1984), Exploring Complexity (Nicolis 
and Prigogine 1989), and The End of Certainty (Prigogine 1997). Prigogine 
remained a confirmed humanist, and his scientific theories of indeterminacy 
allowed for more human freedom within ecological systems. Neverthe-
less these theories have been taken in a direction giving increasing agency 
to nature against humanity. Such is the interpretation put on Prigogine’s 
favourite quote from Goethe where the Homunculus declared, ‘the World/
Scarcely suffices for the natural / But the artificial needs to be confined’ 
(Goethe 1832 epigraph in Prigogine From Being to Becoming 1980).

Hayek’s liberal critique began by attacking scientism and defending 
individual freedom, and ended up biologising humanity and degrading 
human action to behaviour, at least that of the mass of people. His evolv-
ing economic theories represented a demoralised liberalism presenting a 
demoralised account of individuals and their capacity to act in the world. 
His neoliberal economics on complexity against state industrial planning 
dovetails with ecological systems thinking and risk cosmopolitanism; 
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 Submerging Humanity 217

indeed, he anticipated aspects of Holling’s ecological ideas and Beck’s 
sociological ideas (Hayek 1964; Walker and Cooper 2011). His neoliberal 
economic attacks on the state and human hubris anticipated key targets of 
Holling’s ecosystems thinking, Serres’ ecological philosophy, and Beck’s 
risk cosmopolitanism, albeit from initially hostile perspectives (Beck 1992 
[1986], 2016; Hayek 1974; Walker and Cooper 2011). Policy-making also 
increasingly discounts human judgement, conceding moral initiative to 
nature, independent thinking to procedures, and retreating from expanding 
human aspirations.

THE REDUNDANCY OF THE CARTESIAN SUBJECT?

Faust captured the spirit emboldened by the Renaissance and Reformation 
and reflected in figures such as Paracelsus, who imagined humanity elevated 
over the stars. Paracelus’ counterpart in philosophy was Descartes, who 
found political refuge in the Dutch Republic (Hazard 1973 [1935]: 157–61). 
His famous declaration—‘I think, therefore I am’—put the individual human 
subject at the heart of philosophy, and the centre of the material world. 
Cartesianism is an anathema in today’s ecological thinking for its human 
hubris. Serres’ The Natural Contract condemned Cartesianism for dogmatic 
scientism and an exploitative relation to nature:

Master and possession: the master concepts announced by Descartes at the birth 
of the scientific and technological age when our Occidental reason were in 
conquest of the Universe. We dominate and appropriate that is the underlying 
philosophy common both to industrial enterprise and to the science said to be 
impartial—in this sense the two are undifferentiable. (Serres 1992: 5–6)

Serres contended that Cartesian thinking legitimised an approach to the world 
treating objects in terms of ‘war and property’. By extension, the Occidental 
acquisitive relation to nature continued a world war against nature even in 
formal peacetime (Serres 1992: 6). The Enlightenment idea of national social 
contracts was inadequate, and should be supplanted by a natural contract 
founded on love with the world. He wanted a geo-cosmopolitanism and geo/
physio-politics orientated to the earth and nature. A natural contract would 
overcome the hierarchical divisions between humans and non-humans, as 
well as between citizens and non-citizens. It would represent an armistice 
and a model for restitution countering humanity’s continuing war against 
nature (Serres 1992: 11). Environmentalism was still too human-centric in 
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continuing to assume humanity at the centre of the universe and having a 
conquering possessive relation to nature:

It assumes that we others, the masters and possessors of nature, are seated at the 
center of a system of things that gravitate around us, the navel of the universe. 
That recalls a past era, when the Earth . . . fixed at the center of the world, 
reflected our narcissism, this humanism that elevates us above things as their 
excellent completion. (Serres 1992: 7)

Serres argued for political leaders acting as the Greek pilot navigating the 
waves and following the laws of the sea, that is, a cybernetics ‘steering a 
course guided by feedback loops’ (Serres 1992: 14). He wanted us to imag-
ine society as the biblical ark, and keeping mindful the dangers of shipwreck 
were we tempted to overlook our dependent social coexistence (Serres 1992: 
13). Symbolically The Natural Contract concluded with Serres imagining 
ecstatically submitting his body to the earthquake or casting himself into 
the stormy seas (Serres 1995 [1990]: 124). A post-humanist wish to sub-
merge the human personality arises from the view of humans as polluters, 
parasites, destroyers, or mere converters, not creators or producers (Fill and 
Mühlhäusler 2001; Serres 1992: 9–10). Conversely nature is treated as having 
dynamic and creative agency in ways going beyond a metaphoric understand-
ing. ‘Nature behaves like a subject’ in conditioning our lives, Serres argued 
(Serres 1992: 9). A decade later an ecological advocate spoke of how ‘our 
image of the world has to become one in which processes predominate and 
human Actors disappear’ (Goatly 2001: 219). 

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s philosophy of nature has 
regained attention in the past couple of decades in environmental thinking. 
In the 1950s he had objected to hydroelectric dams as typifying what was 
wrong with modern technology and its inauthentic relation to nature (Hei-
degger 1977 [1954]; 14–16). Serres’ natural contract drew on Heidegger’s 
concepts (Serres 1992: 13). The psychiatrist Patrick Bracken fruitfully 
interpreted Heidegger to outline an existentialist approach to individual or 
communal trauma concerned with recovering a meaningful ethical, cultural 
social framework against reductive biomedical models, and a search for 
meaning in environmental concern for nature (Bracken 2002). More recently, 
Heidegger’s anti-Cartesianism has been interpreted by post-humanist think-
ing to treat humanity as one of many actants within ecological systems, and 
not distinct from nature. We may recall how Freud’s psychoanalysis, pick-
ing up Spengler’s words, called for ‘Where the it was, there should become 
I’ (Spengler 1932 [1918]: 344). Freud compared human mastery of nature 
in the Dutch Zuyder Zee project, and its own nature through strengthening 
individual moral autonomy (Freud [1973] 1933: 112). The idea of ‘Dasein’ or 
‘being there’, approaching humanity in the third person, reverses the Freudian 
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 Submerging Humanity 219

transformation of the ‘it’ into ‘I’. In this reversal, his Dasein neglects us as 
political moral beings and downgrades human agency (Arendt 1994b: 178–
81). Post-humanist philosophy is inspired by Spinoza, whose philosophical 
writings developed in response to Descartes (Hampshire 1961). This Spinoza 
is not Spinoza of the Dutch radical enlightenment and champion of human 
reason, freedom of religion and speech against traditional authority (Israel 
2001: 159–74, 307–15). Nor is this Spinoza the natural philosopher inspir-
ing Goethe, the cosmopolitan humanist inspiring Jaspers, or the materialist 
humanist inspiring Djilas. This Spinoza is a holistic ecological Spinoza, 
emphasising the pre-eminence of nature against human freedom, and human 
adaptation to the nature, and opposing human agency, a Spinoza inviting us 
to abdicate human autonomy, self-legislation, and merge with nature, and let 
nature legislate for us (De Jonge 2016). A Spinoza where human freedom is 
degraded, and the free play of nature is celebrated. ‘Dust to dust’ was the old 
religious image of human mortality. Today’s post-humanist political ethics 
attribute agency to dust particles and downplay human agency.

Ecological pessimism demonising human subjectivity against nature has 
spread into mainstream cultural and political thinking in the three decades 
since Serres wrote. The downgrading of human judgement implied by eco-
logical systems thinking and post-humanist ethics has its moral hazards. Self-
lessness is not necessarily ethically good as assumed in post-humanist ethics 
and may legitimise a less humane world. It was not strong individuality but 
erosion of individual moral judgement and autonomy merging people into 
the masses that characterised totalitarianism (Arendt 1968 [1950]; Arendt 
1994a [1963]). Without belief in human moral autonomy, there is no ground-
ing for emancipatory democratic politics. Marlowe’s Dr Faustus decried that 
his individual human soul condemned him to eternal damnation. He could 
have been a soulless animal sleeping out eternity and spared hell’s torments 
(Marlowe 2005 [1592/1604] Act V Scene 2: 52). Fears of making the wrong 
choices tempt us to relinquish our moral autonomy and treat freedom as a 
burden. Jaspers recognised the temptations of seeking oblivion: ‘Man wants 
to get away from individuation, from undertakings and performance, from 
deciding and concluding; he wants to be like a plant or an animal or the 
inorganic world; he wants to surrender himself and disappear somewhere in 
submissive collusion’ (Jaspers 1997 [1913]: 702). Surrender of moral and 
political responsibility facilitated the technocratic governance of modern 
society, degrading the voices of individuals: ‘many writers have pictured 
the ant-life of the future, a life in which men derived their happiness from 
hygienic measures, hour by hour instructions, and the ladling out of all things 
in doses, through the agency of total planning’ (Jaspers 1953 [1949]: 144).

We are not in an era of total planning. We have been released from the iron 
cage of state welfarism. Our technocrats do not have the confidence of past 
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planners. Instead we are in an era naturalising the market and nature as forces 
we cannot control but have to adapt to.

In the past century, Krleža identified with Lucifer’s transformation of 
nature, while being open to the insights that the natural sciences offered to 
advance the human condition and human creativity (Bogert 1991: 157–8). 
Krleža followed Freud in contesting Cartesian dualism and its sharp division 
between body and mind. Yet his interest in the natural sciences and organic 
accounts of the mind did not lead away from his human-centred approach to 
nature (ibid.). His relation to nature was through a political cultural lens seek-
ing a humanised Pannonian landscape against the cruel oppressive character 
of nature, symbolised by the mud and the wolves menacing people’s lives 
(Krleža 1989 [1932]). Conversely risk cosmopolitanism implies his home-
land receding to its earlier condition. For philosophical ideas estranged from 
humanity legitimise human retreat and landscapes without human imprint.

REWILDING EUROPA

Europe’s post-humanist turn is epitomised in its rewilding movement. George 
Monbiot’s Feral: Rewilding the Land, Sea and Human Life (2013) is an 
inspired ecological vision re-creating wildernesses as spaces without human 
intervention and joins a revived cultural interest in wild human-free landscapes 
from Simon Schama’s Memory and Landscape (1995) to Alan Weisman’s 
The World without Us (2007) to Giblett’s Cities and Wetlands: The Return of 
the Repressed in Nature and Culture (2016). Countries across Europe have 
national parks dedicated to preserving areas of special natural interest. Ecologi-
cal rewilding advocates want to go further. In the words of Frans Schepers, the 
managing director of the NGO Rewilding Europe, ‘Can we imagine a Europe 
where we have landscapes that are less managed, where wild Nature and wild-
life can show their resilience and bounce back? Where natural processes shape 
landscapes, and not people?’ (Schepers in Government Europa 2018).

The NGO’s slogan is ‘Making Europe a wilder place’. Rewilding Europe 
was formally set up in the Netherlands on 28 June 2011 (Rewilding Europe 
website), coincidentally a date with historic resonances for the Balkans as 
St Vitus day, marking the 1389 Battle of Kosovo and the 1914 assassination 
of Archduke Ferdinand, which precipitated the First World War. Another 
NGO Wild Europe, set up in 2005, and ‘formally launched at the 2009 EC 
Presidency conference in Prague’ (Wild Europe undated), defines wilderness 
as follows:

Wilderness areas are large unmodified or only slightly modified natural areas, 
governed by natural processes, without human intervention, infrastructure or 
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permanent habitation, which should be protected and overseen so as to preserve 
their natural condition and to offer people the opportunity to experience the 
spiritual quality of nature. (Wild Europe in Monbiot 2013: 109)

Rewilding is inspired by the idea of natural processes determining the condi-
tions of life. Ironically, of course, wilderness is an ideal of civilisation and 
advanced culture (Smeets 2015: 68). It was industrialising Europe where 
interest took off in primordial spaces, which had previously regarded areas 
without human cultivation as wastelands. This interest attracted the German 
artist Heinrich Harder (1858–1935), and is reflected in his paintings of pre-
historic dinosaurs or primeval beasts, such as the auroch fighting off a pack 
of Eurasian wolves (Bräuer 2016). His murals decorate the aquarium walls at 
Berlin zoo, and prints of his work were made into popular trading cards with 
a commercial company. Rewilding ideals involve myths of wilderness and 
the aesthetic ideals of the sublime (Smeets 2015: 66–68).

Rewilding has a dark history. Monbiot’s Feral devotes a chapter to abhor-
rent rewilding schemes, and their association with ‘humanitarian disasters’ 
(Monbiot 2013: 196). Claims to ‘Terra nullius’ (‘land belonging to no-one’) 
or ‘Informem terris’ (‘shapeless or dismal lands’) have all too often been 
claims to dispossess indigenous populations from their land (Monbiot 2013: 
197). The English word ‘forest’ derives from Norman-French, and the con-
quering crown’s treatment of the forest as its preserve and a zone outside 
law, denying the people’s ancient liberties (Monbiot 2013: 200). Some of the 
more malign causes of rewilding in modern Europe arose from the Second 
World War. The reforesting of Slovenia, for example, largely arose from the 
forced depopulation of ethnic Germans (Monbiot 2013: 186–97). Monbiot 
discusses the Nazi project of rewilding. The Nazi ideology appropriated Ger-
man national ideals of Wald and Volk—forest and people—to a brutal forced 
rewilding of areas of Europe (Monbiot 2013: 200). This inhuman rewilding 
project drew on the eugenic theories of the Austrian biologist Konrad Lorenz, 
who was one of the pioneers of ethology, or the study of animal behaviour 
and aggression theories (Monbiot 2013: 203). Lorenz’s reading of evolu-
tionary biology and Spengler’s Decline of the West equated civilisation and 
domestication with degeneration of the species (Monbiot 2013: 203). The 
Heck brothers, who directed the Berlin and Munich zoos, wanted to re-create 
the aurochs of Europe through a breeding programme selecting for their char-
acteristics. They gained the patronage of the Nazi leader Hermann Göring. 
The rewilded Heck cattle were planned to populate the ancient Białowieża 
forest on the Belarus-Polish border, while the local population were removed 
under Nazi Lebensraum policies (Graham 2017; Monbiot 2013: 206–8).

Rewilders today are conscious of the racist eugenics and colonial history 
of European rewilding schemes and keen to cast off any such associations 
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222 Chapter 7

(Nelson 2003; Tauros Programme website). The outlook of contemporary 
rewilding reflects post-human philosophy. Rewilding advocates are inspired 
by nature-led ecologism, ascribing agency and purpose to nature, not simply 
instinct (Smeets 2015: 69). In Monbiot’s words, they want to empower a 
landscape ‘not as wilderness, but self-willed’; nature ‘governed not by human 
management but by their own processes’ (Monbiot 2013: 10). Rewilding 
seeks a spontaneous, naturally determined environment. Nevertheless advo-
cates want to strengthen the scientific case and understanding of rewilding 
(Svenning et al., 2016). Human artifice, not pristine nature, is deployed to 
realise rewilding. ‘Conservation through intervention’ and ‘assisted colonisa-
tion’ envisages introducing rewilded animals, involving specially bred eco-
logical replacements (IUCN/SCC 2013: 1, 3). There is a recognised aesthetics 
of rewilding involving the wild look of the selected breeds, rather than simply 
their rarity or hardiness (Monbiot 2013: 208; Smeets 2015). As Eline Smeets 
insightfully writes, the new wildernesses are spaces involving human deter-
mination mentally and physically. They are humanly scripted spaces foster-
ing an artificial ‘hyper-natural’ landscape with their own aesthetics (Smeets 
2015: 64). Their aesthetics may be explored in relation to some strands in 
ecopoetics or ecological literary criticism, and the longer anti-industrial 
‘romantic ethic’ and ‘spirit of modern consumerism’ (Bale 1991; Campbell 
2005 [1987]; Clark 2011).

A prominent focus of rewilding has been the breeding back of the aurochs, 
or bos primegenius, which are recorded as dying out in Europe in 1627, the 
year Bacon’s New Atlantis was published, and the Dutch Republic defeated 
the Spanish Habsburgs at the Siege of Grol and the tide turned in the Eighty 
Years War. Re-establishing the auroch has become the iconic symbol of 
rewilding (Tauros Programme website). Among these initiatives are the 
German-based Taurus Foundation and the Dutch-based Tauros Programme 
and True Nature Foundation, with its Uruz Project involved in the ecologi-
cal restoration of large herbivores. The Tauros programme declares its pro-
gramme to be ‘The search for a new icon for European wilderness’ (Tauros 
Programme website). The goal is for their Tauros to be a breed ‘indistinguish-
able from the former Aurochs’ (Tauros Programme website). Julius Caesar’s 
Commentaries on His Gallic Wars described the Roman armies encountering 
the ferocious aurochs of northern Europe and the tribes whose warriors would 
wear their horns on their helmets: ‘They are extremely fierce and swift-
footed, and attack people and animals on sight. . . . The oxen cannot grow 
accustomed to people, or become tame, even if they are caught when young’ 
(Caesar 1998 [58–49 BCE] Chapter Six Section 28: 132). Wild bulls have pri-
mal associations in the European imagination. Their prehistoric significance 
is captured in ancient cave paintings. European mythology associated the bull 
with the sun god, and powers of fertility and military prowess. The myth of 
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 Submerging Humanity 223

Europa or Eurotas abducted by Zeus disguised as a bull puts the beast at the 
heart of the meaning of Europe, and the continent’s name. Symbolically a 
sculpture of Europa and the bull entitled Europe en avant, by Leon de Pas, is 
outside the EU institutions in Brussels.

Modern Europe does not have hidden wildernesses we can discover in the 
way the French teenage boy Marcel and his friends discovered the prehistoric 
Lascaux caves of Perigord back in September 1940. European rewilding 
projects seek to reproduce new wildernesses. Dutch-based NGOs are promi-
nent in European rewilding initiatives. One of the most prominent European 
rewilding experiments is the Oostvaardersplassen (OVP) on reclaimed land 
in the Netherlands. Oostvaardersplassen wildlife reserve was created on fifty-
six kilometres square of polderland at Flevo reclaimed in 1968 as part of the 
great Dutch hydro-engineering project of the Zuyder Zee and Delta works. 
Oostvaardersplassen has been called the Serengeti of Europe or ‘Serengeti 
behind the dikes’ (Belt 2004). The land was originally planned for an indus-
trial zone, but economic neglect led to it being turned into wetlands with for-
malised boundaries in 1974, wetlands needing periodic flooding to maintain 
their character (ibid.; Smeets 2015: 64, 75). The reclaimed land, under the 
sea for over 2,000 years, inspired the idea of reviving a Palaeolithic habitat 
(Smeets 2015: 71). The rewilding scheme took off under the charismatic 
directorship of the Dutch ecologist Frans Vera. His vision was associated 
with a movement of ‘nature development’ and ‘ecological engineering’ in 
opposition to industrial development and engineering, and an ‘offensive’ 
ecologism on behalf of nature against the human footprint (Belt 2004).

Since the 1970s, Dutch tourists are among the foreigners flocking to the 
Dordogne and Perigord region of France with its Palaeolithic sites and iconic 
prehistoric cave paintings at Lascaux dating back to 17000 BCE. Oostvaard-
ersplassen’s desire to re-create rewilded cattle resembling ancient aurochs has 
certain resonances with the Lascaux II of 1983, and its re-created cave art of 
the original Lascaux. The site’s Hall of Bulls section has a famous painting 
of four black aurochs juxtaposed with other bulls, horses, and deer. Tom 
Lubbock imaginatively applies the German critic Walter Benjamin’s 1936 
essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ to analysing 
what is distinctive about Lascaux I and Lascaux II (Benjamin 1992 [1936]: 
211–44; Lubbock 2009). Benjamin never saw the Lascaux caves. In a tragic 
coincidence, Benjamin committed suicide on the French-Spanish border in 
September 1940 to avoid deportation and being sent to a concentration camp, 
just two weeks after the discovery of the Lascaux caves. Benjamin’s essay 
discussed the distinction between the prehistoric cult art of the cave and the 
modern exhibition art of the reproduction (Benjamin 1992 [1936]: 218–19). 
The cult art of the cave is hidden. Knowing and preserving its existence is 
what matters, although we are closed off from viewing it. The exhibition art 
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224 Chapter 7

of the reproduction is typified in modern photography and cinema, where 
what matters are display and circulation. The Lascaux II art is reproduced 
exhibition art of the Lascaux’s original hidden prehistoric cult art of the cave, 
as are the Lascaux III mobile exhibition and Lascaux IV digital reproduction 
art added in 2016 (Bryant 2016). We may similarly compare the twentieth-
century trading cards and the twenty-first-century digital reproductions of 
Harder’s re-created primeval wildernesses (Bräuer 2016). Rewilding as 
the creature of modernity yearns for the cult art of the cave in a primeval 
landscape free of people but also has its wonderful reproduction exhibition 
art of the camera. As Rewilding Europe observes in its 2016 annual report, 
‘Rewilding Europe places great importance on the use of captivating imagery 
to generate interest in rewilding and wild nature’ (Rewilding Europe 2016). 
Reproducing paintings, including cave paintings in replica caves, may be 
technically challenging. Reproducing living wildernesses populated with liv-
ing aurochs or other primeval creatures is rather more politically and ethically 
fraught. The tainted history of the Serengeti as a British-European colonial 
wilderness is a reminder of past rewilding associated with ethnic cleansing 
and oppressive power relations (Nelson 2003).

Rewilding advocacy literature is imbued with ancient iconography and 
modern aesthetics of the sublime, alongside practical rationale given for 
particular rewilded breeds, while firmly rejecting Nazi and colonial racial 
ideologies of nature. The ecologist Ronald Goderie, the founder of the Tau-
ros Programme, believes re-establishing large bulls like the auroch would be 
good for Europe’s biodiversity. ‘We thought we needed a grazer that is fully 
self-sufficient in case of big predators . . . and could do the job of grazing big 
wild areas. We reasoned that this animal would have to resemble an auroch’ 
(Goderie in Graham 2017).

The Tauros programme of the Taurus Foundation began its back-breeding 
programme in 2009. It wants to establish its own Tauros breed ‘indistinguish-
able from the former Aurochs’ (Tauros undated). According to Goderie, ‘it 
will take seven generations to reach the desired outcome, with hopes set 
on 2025 as the year a “near 100 percent substitute” will be back’ (Graham 
2017). Since 2012 this programme has been linked with Rewilding Europe 
(Rewilding Europe 2014a). Ideally these fully rewilded bulls would be bred 
and introduced back into Europe by the 400th anniversary of their disappear-
ance in 1627. Advocates enthusiastically write, ‘Now is the time to make a 
choice for a truly wild bovine that once again can roam around in the (new) 
European wilderness’ (Tauros undated).

What would it mean to reintroduce ‘a truly wild bovine’? Where would 
these wild creatures roam? Where would their European habitats be located? 
Any reintroduction is historically controversial and requires careful manage-
ment. A Devon farmer, Derek Gow, experimented with keeping back-breed 
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 Submerging Humanity 225

bulls but found them ‘by far and away the most aggressive animals’ he had 
worked with and reduced his herd (Morris 2015). There are serious chal-
lenges securing adequate habitants, while protecting human settlements, for 
rewilded animals whose antecedents would have migrated long distances. 
The rewilded Heck cattle and the other animals at Oostvaardersplassen are 
surrounded by a fence. The fencing was deemed necessary as the Heck are 
considered aggressive but means the animals cannot migrate to other areas to 
graze. The Oostvaardersplassen’s director has discussed the fence as designed 
to keep the public out and provide a protected space for the new wilderness 
(Smeets 2015: 74). Monbiot and the True Nature Foundation are among the 
rewilding advocates who have been cautious about the project because of the 
absence of habitat corridors, and population pressures.

Whereas the public have loved Lascaux II, Oostvaardersplassen has 
attracted fierce public opposition. It is one thing to reproduce the cave art of 
the auroch for display to the public, and it is another thing to seek to repro-
duce auroch-like bulls and put them in a new wilderness and let nature take 
its course. Neither Oostvaardersplassen nor Lascaux II are pristine primeval 
wildernesses or prehistoric art. Both are modern reproductions. Both are 
artificial spaces scripted physically and mentally (Smeets 2015). Oostvaard-
ersplassen is scripted as a New Wilderness in the Dutch 2013 film of this 
name, scripting out humans, and the environment’s artifice. Yet as a human 
artifice, people expect herd management and animal welfare standards to be 
upheld here, as required of other farmers, zookeepers, and conservationists 
elsewhere (ibid.: 74). The reserve has faced sharp public controversies over 
its management, because it is not untouched pristine nature but a fenced wil-
derness with a quasi-zoological character (ibid.: 76). Since the reserve was 
fenced in, the animals could not migrate to fresh grazing grounds. When the 
populations of large herbivores grew, there was overgrazing and destruction 
of the trees, and many starved.

Intense Dutch public controversy persists over Oostvaardersplassen. The 
reserve has been likened by protesters to an animal concentration camp and 
killing fields. Accusations of animal cruelty led to a court case in 2007 over 
animal neglect. Continuing extensive public protest over the starvation of 
animals in the reserve led to an official inquiry into its management (ibid.: 
73). The case did not resolve matters. Renewed protests galvanised momen-
tum through social media sites. Protest videos such as The New WilderMess 
exposed problems with the overcrowding of large herbivores in the reserve 
(Schaper 2013). Campaigners used Google earth satellite imagery of the 
reserves to collect evidence of dire conditions in the reserves. Others threw 
food over the fences to feed the starving animals. A petition initiated by 
the biologist Patrick van Veen of the Jane Goodall Institute condemned the 
Oostvaardersplassen as an ‘out of control experiment’, causing ‘Massive 
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226 Chapter 7

starvation, malnutrition’ and death, and ‘not a situation that you expect . . . 
in a modern civilized society and . . . supported and legitimated by a govern-
ment’ (Van Veen 2018). National parliamentary questions continued, and 
the Dutch MEP Parliamentary Annie Schriejer-Pierick raised the matter 
of animal cruelty in Oostvaardersplassen to the European Commission in 
March 2018 (7 March 2018, Rule 130). Oostvaardersplassen is attracting 
increasingly negative international attention among environmental circles, 
previously supportive (Barkham 2017), after being ‘savaged by an official 
report’. (Surely this metaphoric use in a report on rewilding is not acciden-
tal?) ‘For protesters, Oostvaardersplassen is a secret experiment devised by 
distrusted elites—public access is restricted to much of the reserve because 
the wild Heck cattle are considered dangerous’ (Barkham 2018).

In this hostile national context, it is not surprising that Dutch rewilders 
have become increasingly interested in rewilding abroad, especially in south-
ern Europe, which appears to offer more suitable extensive habitats than the 
densely populated Netherlands. Yet as Henk van den Belt warned nearly 
two decades ago, the conflicting concerns exhibited domestically could be 
replicated in the European context (Belt 2004). This European dimension 
could assume more political significance under the new EU Commission of 
2019, since the Dutch commissioner Frans Timmermans was given the EU’s 
environmental and new Green Deal portfolio.

Strikingly the European states leading transnational budgetary restraint pol-
icies and resisting fiscal transfers have been those leading European ecologi-
cal initiatives across the continent, notably Britain (before leaving the EU), 
Germany and the Netherlands. European rewilding seems to have particularly 
caught the imagination of Dutch and British ecologists. They want rewilding 
to have a continental scope and see European rewilding as helping forge ‘a 
common European identity’ (Jepson and Schepers 2016: 7). They have been 
lobbying the European Commission to encourage an enabling policy envi-
ronment. Rewilding and promoting wildernesses are being incorporated in 
EU’s biodiversity strategy (Jepson 2015, 2016; Jepson and Schepers 2016). 
Advocates seek to use reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy to promote 
grants or subsidies for rewilding projects. EU funding has been secured in 
a project involving the European Investment Bank and Rewilding Europe 
creating European Rewilding Capital providing loans for schemes (European 
Investment Bank 2017). As part of an enabling environment, Rewilding 
Europe would like changes to European law on rewilded animals so that the 
existing ‘veterinary, animal welfare and public liability law’ on managing 
domestic animals would not apply (Jepson and Schepers 2016: 5). Refer-
ence is made to Oostvaardersplassen’s ‘fenced system’ as a model to inform 
potential EU regulations or guidance notes. In light of Oostvaardersplassen’s 
problems, a second generation of rewilding is argued for acknowledging 
the need for some human management (Jepson 2018). They envisage the 
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changed EU status of ‘wilded bovids’ being aligned with the guidelines on 
species introduction issued by the International Union for the Conversation 
of Nature (IUCN) (ibid.). Its 2013 Guidelines for Reintroductions and Other 
Conservation Translocations highlight the risks of reintroducing species and 
expect programmes to follow comprehensive risk assessments, encompassing 
the whole ecosystem and human socio-economic interests (IUCN/SSC 2013).

The Lascaux cave paintings of France might have inspired initiatives to re-
create the ancient aurochs. However, attempts to introduce them into Perigord 
or other French regions would be fiercely contested, where French farmers 
have been leading national and European opposition to the reintroduction of 
wolves because of their impact on agriculture (Oroschakoff and Livingstone 
2017). There are competing interests between rewilding and pastoral farming 
as a way of life and a livelihood, and they are generating intense debates in 
France and other northern European countries (Atkins 2017; Sayare 2013). 
The possibility of pursuing initiatives in southern Europe is attractive. One 
such area is the Velebit mountain region, the old borderland between northern 
continental and southern Mediterranean Croatia and Dalmatia. Here we turn 
to a project in the region of Tesla’s place of birth in the shadow of Velebit. 
A Dutch-based NGO, Rewilding Europe, put introducing rewilded cattle at 
the heart of its plans for the Velebit Mountains in Croatia. Croatian place 
names such as Turopolje, field of the aurochs, a region on the Sava River near 
Zagreb airport, testify to the historic presence of wild bulls. There is public 
appreciation of the country’s national parks in the Velebit Mountains, at the 
Plitvice Lakes, on the Krka River, and elsewhere, and support for enhancing 
the environment and wild life. Nevertheless nationally agreed projects set-
ting aside land for rewilding are one thing politically; carrying out projects 
in other countries is another. There are political geographical implications of 
‘continental scale implementation of rewilding as imagined and performed at 
OVP’ (Lorimer and Driessen 2014: 179). Oostvaardersplassen, amid its prob-
lems, has had in its favour not being ‘the familiar elite intervention foisted 
upon a geographically marginal community’ (ibid.), although it has been 
suggested its experience represents a failure of politics rather than rewilding 
(Jepson 2018). The political geographical dimensions of northern European-
led advocacy organisations championing new wildernesses in southern 
Europe should be obvious. Such dimensions are apparent in post-conflict or 
accession countries experiencing three decades of external interventions.

REWILDING TESLA’S VELEBIT

Rewilding is being endorsed by the EU, but without adequate public discus-
sion. Importantly European rewilding proposals involve ambivalent north-
south relations of power, the political economy of the New Europe, and the 
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228 Chapter 7

lack of EU continental or national industrial strategies. As two geographers 
sympathetic to rewilding caution, rewilding initiatives are ‘framed within a 
specific political economic context’ and ‘fungible, laissez-faire neoliberal 
natures and fluid, self-willed ecologies are ontologically not that different’ 
(Lorimer and Driessen 2014: 179). Croatia was incorporated into the EU as 
a periphery economy as other southern European countries were in the 1980s 
(Bieler and Morton 2018: 217–46). The EU economic framework through the 
European Central Bank, norms of currency union or pegged currencies, and 
other mechanisms are not working well for the national economies in south-
ern Europe and are fostering a large-scale brain drain to northern Europe and 
depopulation in southern Europe (Stiglitz 2016; Varoufakis 2016). EU eco-
logical policies, through directives, regulations, and the European Investment 
Bank, and its LIFE environmental grants, operate within its economic model 
and are sponsoring northern European-led initiatives to rewild depopulated 
regions in southern Europe. Rewilding legitimises the demise of industries 
infrastructure employment, services, and social protection experienced by 
the population.

The retrenched agenda of resilience governance is evident in Tesla’s 
homeland, and the EU’s newest member, Croatia, which has faced collapsing 
industries, crumbling infrastructure, and declining agricultural production. 
Instead of witnessing expanding industries and the Dutch hydro-engineering 
that so inspired Tesla, he would see the incremental spread of uncultivated 
land and derelict industrial infrastructure since the 1990s war. The eighth-
century writer Paul the Deacon’s description of a disaster where ‘human habi-
tation had become places of refuge for wild beasts’ and of a ‘world brought 
back to its ancient silence’ could describe some depopulated areas today (Paul 
the Deacon 1906: 57–58). Since the 1990s the Dutch relation to the region has 
been associated with international peacekeeping and the International Crimi-
nal Tribunal at The Hague. In the past decade the Dutch relation is increas-
ingly associated with environmentalism. Tesla’s home village of Smiljan is 
on the Lika plains at the foot of Velebit mountain range. The Velebit region 
became subject to a rewilding experiment of wild herbivores, interested in 
re-creating and reintroducing auroch-like cattle. The programme built on 
the experience of experimental breeding and rewilding at the Dutch Oost-
vaardersplassen nature reserve and other European programmes. The Lika 
district, where Tesla grew up, has always been sparsely populated. The main 
economic activities have traditionally been logging and family farming. The 
situation of its isolated small towns and villages was significantly improved 
when a rail network developed in the twentieth century. However, the region 
has languished since the war in the 1990s. Its regional centre, the town of 
Gospić, near Tesla’s village of Smiljan, saw some of the worst fighting 
and war crimes against civilians in autumn–winter 1991. In February 1992, 
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Gospić’s monument to Tesla was blown up by an armed group of Croats 
because Tesla was ethnically Serbian, that is, the same ethnicity as those 
they were fighting. The fact that Tesla was a humanist visionary who helped 
electrify and light up the world did not matter at that wartime moment; what 
mattered was that he was the enemy’s ethnicity. In 2006 Tesla’s family home 
was restored and an upgraded museum was opened for public, but his monu-
ment in Gospić still awaits restoration (Romić 2018). Illustrating the dying 
local economy and the emerging two Europes, in October 2019 the former 
mayor of Gospić followed many compatriots and migrated to work in a ware-
house in Ireland, while the former mayor of Dubrovnik became Croatia’s EU 
commissioner (Pušić 2019).

The regional political economy reflects the impact of the war in the 1990s 
and has struggled in the shift to a market economy, and the decline of the 
network of agricultural cooperatives, food processing industries, and retail-
ers. Unfortunately the post-conflict international psychosocial models and 
development programmes revolving around microfinance further eroded the 
viability of the local economy (Bateman 2005, 2010, 2015; Pupavac and 
Pupavac 2012). The archipelago of bunkered aid compounds and humanitar-
ian corridors of conflict zones prefigures the emerging picture of Europe’s 
borderlands with residual islands of modernity and transport corridors amid 
re-emerging uncultivated wild zones (Duffield 2018). Most of the ethnic 
Serbs in the Republika Srpska Krajina enclave fled when it fell during the 
Croatian Operation Storm in August 1995 and few have returned. One 
obstacle to their return was a pattern of illegal property seizures, including 
farming and pasture land. The latter was attractive because of the possibil-
ity of obtaining government and EU agricultural subsidies. Dubious plans 
were approved involving those with the right political connections and the 
ear of sympathetic local officials. Some schemes were economically unvi-
able; others were simply fraudulent, and grants or loans were spent on con-
spicuous consumption, such as cars (Romić 2018). Tellingly, while subsidies 
increased, agricultural production was continuing to fall. There is therefore 
a politics to the depopulated uncultivated land, and European rewilders are 
entering a politically controversial area.

Against the context of limited investment, locals are keen to receive any 
injection of outside funds. Foreign NGOs can easily find local partners and 
officials keen to work with them—who would refuse a bit of foreign funding? 
But having local partners does not necessarily equate to meaningful public 
consent. Critically Croatia has had successive weak governments, weakened 
institutions with weak public accountability. Exploitable loopholes include 
the use of hunting licences to allow access over private land, ambiguity 
over whether animals are wild or domestic, whether the designated land 
is inside or outside the official national parks, and which laws apply, and 
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230 Chapter 7

the delineation of responsibilities between the external, national, or local 
actors. Hunting licences, for example, have been previously tacitly abused 
in Dalmatia to license the intimidation of returning ethnic Serbian refugees. 
Weak hybrid governance with blurred lines of responsibilities made possible 
introducing rewilded animals into the Velebit area without proper political 
debate and without properly engaging with the realities of the region and the 
desirability of their project, or public accountability when things went wrong.

The IUCN’s Guidelines for Reintroductions and Other Conservation Trans-
locations writes of ‘the obligation to avoid collateral harm to other species, 
ecosystems or human interests’ (IUCN 2013: 12). The tragic killing of a 
Croatian hiker Zdenko Đanić by a newly imported rewilding project bull on 
10 December 2014 raises serious questions about the implementation of rewil-
ding programmes (Bogeljić 2014; Net.hr 2014; Kalajžić 2016; R.I.). Its report 
of 28 November states, ‘The Tauros Programme—an initiative of Rewilding 
Europe and the Taurus Foundation together—is now unwrapping in a very 
positive direction in Velebit’ (Rewilding Europe 2014c). They planned to 
have about fifty bulls by 2019, back breeding through a cross of the Boskarin 
indigenous breed from Istria in Croatia, Sayaguesa cattle from Spain, and the 
Tauros back-bred variety from the Netherlands (Rewilding Europe: 2014a, 
2014b, 2014c). It appears that the local farmers would ‘keep the original 
animals, and the young go to the organisation’ (Marasović in Sviličić 2014).

Croatian media reported that Đanić was an engineer in his sixties, who 
knew the region well and had previously attracted public attention when he 
donated various objects to the Zagreb Ethnographic Museum (Net.hr 2014). 
The killing of a man by a rewilded bull called for investigation into questions 
of political responsibility and organisational negligence. The Croatian press 
refer to Đanić as collateral damage of rewilding—collateral harm the IUCN 
guidelines want to avoid (Kalajžić 2016). To what extent were socio-economic 
risks and ‘the risk of direct, harmful impacts on people and their livelihoods’ 
considered (IUCN 2013: 17)? Any introduction should be ‘compatible with 
permitted land-uses in the affected areas’ (IUCN 2013: 8). Here they included 
human settlement, local farming, and hiking. The IUCN guidelines essentially 
follow the precautionary principle, stating, ‘Where risk is high and/or uncer-
tainty remains about risks and their impacts, translocation should not proceed’ 
(IUCN 2013: viii). This principle is repeated in the Declaration of Commit-
ment to Ecocentrism, whose signatories include representatives from Rewild-
ing Europe and other rewilding projects. The risks were high here, introducing 
what is considered a dangerous and aggressive breed, without meaningful 
political consent of the people from the region, and without adequate safe-
guards, and proper accountability. The IUCN declares that ‘translocations 
should be fully documented, and their outcomes made publicly and suitably 
available to inform future conservation planning’ (IUCN 2013: 1).
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The decisions and events surrounding Zdenko Đanić’s death have not 
been adequately ‘made publicly and suitably available’, neither in Croatia, 
the Netherlands, nor at the EU level. The 2014 annual review of Rewild-
ing Europe briefly refers to the matter as a tragic death without mentioning 
Đanić’s name, and how the circumstances were not known at the time of writ-
ing their report (Rewilding Europe 2014: 47). The subsequent annual reviews 
do not give any further reference to the matter. The 2015 annual review 
opens with a headline ‘Telling our stories’, but not, it seems, Đanić’s story 
(Rewilding 2015: 1, 45). A later story on ecotourism has a caption ‘Velebit 
Hiking Paradise’, an observation Mephistopheles might have appreciated, but 
rather neglecting Đanić’s tragic death, and not very illuminating for future 
conservation planning (Rewilding Europe 2015: 45). Otherwise the 2015 
annual review mentions a new breeding site and a new management board for 
Rewilding Velebit, while its main coverage of Velebit focuses on bees and 
bears (Rewilding Europe 2015: 36–37, 48–49, 65). Interviewed in a Croatian 
newspaper, a representative of Rewilding Europe stated:

The animals involved in our projects are not particularly aggressive, nor do 
they have any other characteristic that would make them particularly dangerous 
and in this respect the general public has been misinformed. . . . The animals 
involved in various Rewilding projects do not pose a greater risk in compari-
son to other domestic animals, and tragic accidents do happen in farming. (in 
Kalajžić 2016)

The idea of rewilded animals being no more aggressive than domestic ani-
mals does not accord with the experience of the Devon farmer cited above 
(Morris 2015). Nor does it appear to fit with the Taurus programme’s aim to 
create ‘a truly wild bovine’, capable of being a predator to wolves, the sort of 
creature that Caesar encountered 2,000 years ago (Caesar 1998 [58–49 BCE] 
Chapter Six Section 28: 132–133). It may be argued the Velebit animals were 
different to those being bred on the Tauros programme referred to above, and 
the Devon farmer was managing a different rewilded breed. Nevertheless 
the Rewilding Europe’s own report of November 2014 suggests that at least 
one of the translocated ‘aurochs-like’ bulls was very difficult to handle. ‘The 
sentence “This is one very angry bull” was heard many times during that day’ 
(Rewilding Europe 2014b).

Zdenko Đanić’s death on the sixty-sixth anniversary of the 1948 UN 
Declaration of Human Rights symbolically illuminates how European advo-
cacy is no longer putting humanity at its centre and the European shift to 
post-humanitarianism (Duffield 2018). Being a European project should not 
make the project free from the need for gaining proper public consent and 
being democratically accountable. There have been considerable national 
animal welfare concerns and public scrutiny in the Netherlands, but we have 
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232 Chapter 7

not seen intense parliamentary questions, public protests, or campaigns in 
relation to Đanić’s death at Velebit. The human welfare dimension of the 
European-sponsored rewilding in Tesla’s Velebit region and the activities 
of a foreign-led initiative acting abroad in Croatia are not yet appreciated or 
being addressed. There has not been the equivalent investigation into or pub-
lic accountability over the rewilding project involved compared to the inves-
tigation into the work of Oostvaardersplassen. Is it politically acceptable to 
have new EU rewilding funding without any meaningful public consultation, 
consent, or accountability for such programmes in other countries? In this 
case there have not been adequate accountability to the publics in the Nether-
lands, where the NGO leading the particular rewilding project is based, and 
Croatia, as the country where the programme was implemented. There have 
been suggestions that the project circumvented Croatian laws prohibiting the 
introduction of new species into the national park, by introducing the bulls 
onto land on the edge of the park. Zlatko Marasović, director of Paklenica 
National Park in South Velebit, was reported as saying:

We were not involved in this as we are not allowed to bring any wild animals to 
the National Park without permission from the relevant ministry. However they 
found two families to look after the cattle situated outside of the National Park. 
A year ago they brought in the (Istrian) boskarin breed of cattle and then these 
bulls. Now this terrible chain of events happened which tells us that the whole 
thing could have been done more carefully, and that perhaps sheep, instead of 
bulls, could have been brought in. (Marasović in Sviličić 2014)

Neither the Croatian public nor the Dutch public have really scrutinised the 
course of the criminal investigations and any civil or internal inquiries into 
what went wrong. It appears that the matter has been put into the long grass as 
it were. So while the European environmental sector is keen to ensure public 
scrutiny of industrial projects, it has not been interested in bringing public 
attention to what went so tragically wrong in this case.

The European rewilding vision in Velebit envisages the rewilded her-
bivores being able to migrate long distances across to Bosnia. Would this 
entail large areas being fenced off from the public? Or would people’s use 
of their land be subject to roaming rewilded animals deemed dangerous and 
aggressive in other countries? Are their insecure communities, livelihoods, 
freedom, safety, and use of their land somehow less equal than that of their 
northern European cousins? People may have moved away, because of war 
or economic necessity, but that does not mean that they have abandoned 
their interests in the land. In selling the idea of rewilding to Croats, northern 
European advocates have argued that it would enhance the local economy and 
boost tourism by extending the tourist season. No doubt rewilding initiatives 
may employ people like themselves, but they threaten the remaining farming 
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 Submerging Humanity 233

activities and land use of other locals and visitors. The presence of wild bulls 
would make these activities more dangerous as Đanić found to the cost of his 
life. As Marasović says, ‘Unfortunately we saw in the worst scenario pos-
sible here how it was not a good idea given the hiking trails in the vicinity’ 
(Marasović in Sviličić 2014). So while Serres wrote of irreligious negligence 
as a feature of Cartesian scientism supporting industrial development (Serres 
1992: 19), we see democratic negligence in the emerging post-humanist 
natural contract. More recently disputes are becoming public between local 
claimants of EU farming subsidies and EU environmental subsidies with 
different interests, and accusations and counter-accusations are being made 
of corruption and inappropriate schemes, such as farming subsidies claimed 
without farming the land, or environmental subsidies for the planting of pine 
trees, which lower the diversity of fauna and are more flammable than other 
trees in a region susceptible to forest fires (Hrvatski Krški Pašnjaci website). 
If there is abuse of these EU environmental and farming subsidies, it has 
been facilitated by the buck passing of responsibilities and weak accountabil-
ity possible under the EU’s transnational governance, as illustrated among 
founding member states too, whether in the Italian mafia and EU subsidies 
scandal or the Volkswagen emissions scandal perpetuated by the German 
automobile industry (Gillingham 2016: 177–88; Roberts 2020).

Rewilding has appeared in the wake of the failures of European non- 
industrial financial economic policies and the sustainable development 
favoured by NGOs, which are not realising national development, and are 
unable to support the Croatian population in the way the previous self-
management economic system was able as a republic of socialist Yugoslavia. 
Sustainable development does not address the uneven development of non-
industrial finance capitalism but rather favours its foreign NGO advocates 
over local populations. Little material transformation is offered under the aes-
thetic visions of small as beautiful, although it may fulfil the spiritual needs of 
their affluent advocates (Duffield 2007; Pupavac 2010a; Vaux 2000). Instead 
these models have been parasitical on the malaise of national economies 
since the 1970s. International structural adjustment exacerbated democratic 
and economic weaknesses, and political and economic divisions (Djilas 1966 
[1957], 1972; Woodward 1995). Velebit and Dalmatia are disintegrating 
back into the conditions of borderland economies. Without industry in local 
towns like Senj, the site of the Rewilding Europe’s office for Velebit, people 
continue to leave, and those remaining without a secure source of income 
may be tempted to revive their historical illicit piracy activities in postmodern 
forms. For Senj was the centre of the Uskoks, renegade refugee-soldiers of 
the Habsburg military frontier, who menaced Venetian and Turkish shipping 
during the sixteenth century. Their activities were reined back during the 
Uskok War of 1615–1618, which saw the Venetians with Dutch and English 
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234 Chapter 7

allies eventually crush the Uskoks, who were backed by Habsburg Austrian 
and Spanish allies.

Beck’s 1998 Cosmopolitan Manifesto warned against a cosmopolitan neo-
imperialism in the name of humanitarianism (Beck 1998). His warning applies 
to post-humanism rewilding. The rewilding ideals are of a landscape denuded 
of humans and human activity—aesthetically the restricted cult art of the cave 
in Benjamin’s terms, located in southern Europe according to the aesthetic 
tastes of northern European ecological consumers (Benjamin 1992 [1936]). 
If the European rewilding vision were to succeed, and there were piecemeal 
rewilding of the Velebit region with wildlife corridors to Bosnia, we are talk-
ing potentially about rewilding half of Croatia, severing northern and southern 
Croatia, and also Western Herzegovina, historically the predominantly ethni-
cally Croatian part of Bosnia-Herzegovina. A few NGO crumbs from the 
EU table enjoyed by a few citizens to license your region being turned into a 
wilderness seems a poor non-Faustian pact. The rising numbers of wild boars 
and wolves also threaten agriculture in the wider region. The brother of Marko 
Konforta, one of the surviving Hidroelektra engineering workers of the 1993 
Algerian killings, is among the sheep farmers of inland Dalmatia, whose flocks 
are menaced by wolves. Protecting flocks is expensive, while compensation for 
lost livestock is inadequate and is difficult to be awarded from cash-strapped 
authorities. So many give up keeping sheep or performing other vulnerable 
agricultural activities. When a political community is fragmented and public 
accountability is eroded, a few outside organisations with grant money may 
enjoy undemocratically accountable influence over an area. Beck considered 
Europeans opposing his cosmopolitan metamorphosis to be Neanderthals 
(Beck 2016: 189–90). Ironically some locals joke about future schemes to 
rewild themselves as Neanderthals. More bitterly people might refer to eco-
cleansing—economic and ecological cleansing of the population—in the face 
of the collapse of the local economy and inaction over their dying communities.

Effectively Brussels is funding northern ecologists legitimising the dislo-
cation of swathes of southern Europe and is politically pernicious, especially 
where proper public agreement and accountability is lacking. Overall there 
has been weak scrutiny of the European project compared to the domestic 
Dutch project, laxness at the EU level, and in Croatia and the Netherlands 
over the long-term vision for Velebit in Croatia, and the envisaged introduc-
tion of auroch-like rewilded breed cattle. The Dutch may democratically 
consent to a rewilding vision devoting a significant area of their land to be a 
new wilderness without humans, but to advocate for this scenario to happen 
in another country through European channels without proper public consent 
is indeed the operation of cosmopolitan empire (Beck 2007). Establishing 
Velebit as a rewilded landscape would be politically significant. Separat-
ing human settlement in northern Croatia from southern Croatian settlement 
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 Submerging Humanity 235

would effectively reintroduce the medieval separation of the country in a new 
form. Additionally ecologists have assumed migratory corridors to Bosnia 
for these rewilded cattle from Velebit which would go through the valleys of 
Plavno or Palanka near Knin, traditionally Croatian Serbian minority areas. 
They were part of the Republika Srpska Krajina during the 1990s war, which 
opposed their incorporation into the new Croatian state, and witnessed ethnic 
cleansing and killings. Hence an externally sponsored project re-separating 
northern and southern Croatia and assuming rewilded corridors along par-
ticular valleys might not be seen in the region as politically neutral ecological 
acts, but potentially jeopardising the territorial integrity in the former case, 
and discriminatory politics in the latter. To reiterate the critical question is 
one of meaningful public determination of these matters.

Post-humanist cosmopolitan empire is being developed with beautiful 
visions, but realising these visions in Velebit and elsewhere is predicated 
on humanitarian disasters, as Monbiot warned about without realising that 
it applied to the Velebit project too (Monbiot 2013: 186). Monbiot’s Feral 
was written before Zdenko Đanić’s tragic death in 2014. However, the 
Velebit project was constructed in the aftermath of war, and harder politi-
cal questions should have been asked of the rewilding programmes being 
applied in Croatia or should now be asked of future European rewilding 
schemes for the country. Unfortunately the region’s own Feral, the Split-
based satirical weekly paper reputed for investigating and exposing public 
injustices, closed in 2008. Its closure was symptomatic of the weakened 
public pressure to hold officials to account as people followed individual 
strategies of migration abroad, and had become demoralised about col-
lective political change at home. In essence there has been little thought 
of the neocolonial, orientalist character of treating areas of Croatia as 
potential no man’s land or ‘Terra nullius’ (‘land belonging to no-one’) or 
‘Informem terris’ (‘shapeless or dismal lands’) (Monbiot 2013: 197). These 
are not no man’s lands even if they are depopulated. To reiterate, people 
have migrated away from the Lika plains and the border areas but have not 
abandoned their land rights. European-sponsored rewilding is setting up 
privileged transnational gatekeepers without proper political accountability. 
Graham Hancock’s classic critical study of the international development 
aid business is titled The Lords of Poverty (1994). Perhaps a sequel is due 
titled The Lords of Rewilding.

EXTINGUISHING FAUSTIAN DREAMS

Goethe put nature rather than freedom at the centre of his life’s work (Goethe 
1995 [1820]: 130). Nevertheless he believed humanity transcended given 
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236 Chapter 7

nature in humans’ dual capacity for divine grace and demonic evil. Past ide-
als of the sublime and the wild were associated with inspiring greater human 
character and activity. Today’s rewilding is associated with post-humanist 
antipathy towards the Anthropocene age and a vision deposing human per-
sonhood. Anti-humanism recognises human subjectivity in a negative form 
as dysfunctional and pathological. Post-humanism merges humanity into 
ecological systems, regarding humans as biological species among others 
and our humanity as superfluous. Neither are conducive to the eradication 
of human disasters but legitimise indifference to their human consequences. 
Instead European ecological advocacy is creating new wildernesses, whereas 
Goethe envisaged establishing free prosperous societies.

Goethe’s antidote to political revolution and social disorder was enlight-
ened governance promoting scientific discovery, industrial engineering, 
and material advancement. His nineteenth-century outlook did not see a 
contradiction between embracing nature and modern industry. Conversely 
twentieth-century literary modernism expressed intellectual alienation from 
modernity. Yet many of the alienated might not reject modernity per se, but 
specific capitalist or communist forms. Djilas, Krleža, and Tesla all endorsed 
modern industrial development, notwithstanding their concerns over aspects 
of modern society and the direction of its politics. Tesla put his faith in sci-
ence rather than politics but opposed the new physics for being complicit in 
taking society in a dangerous destructive direction. He sought possibilities for 
other scientific directions realising abundant supplies of energy and food, and 
forging closer human connections. Djilas was open to the new physics but 
opposed the invocation of the natural sciences to legitimise political visions 
as creating scientific dogmas and came to demand more political freedom. 
Krleža believed in modern science and medicine, and his literary work drew 
on the new insights of psychoanalysis but was wary about science colonising 
expression of the human condition and emphasised the importance of human 
creativity, the arts, and cultural traditions.

Post-humanist rewilding visions have become attached to the assumptions 
of cosmopolitan empire. A rewilding dominated by northern European-based 
organisations turns back the clock of the region, which was historically the 
Habsburg military frontier borderlands where little economic activity was 
allowed for the migrant-peasant-soldier Grenzers (Rothenberg 1960, 1966). 
The Habsburg authorities severely restricted commercial activities in the 
military frontier districts to maintain the military preparedness of the area. 
Rewilding models potentially complement the re-militarising of Croatia as 
a borderland state protecting EU borders, analogous to its historic frontier 
role. Tesla’s generation were among the first to escape this fate, and the 
next generation of Krleža and Djilas struggled to build an independent state 
and an alternative European and international politics. It is therefore ironic 
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 Submerging Humanity 237

that Tesla’s homeland should witness the new non-Faustian Europe turning 
away from advanced hydro-engineering to rewilding. It is further ironic that 
a rewilding project should originate from the artificial Low Countries that so 
inspired the modern revolt against nature, and Tesla’s own Faustian electri-
fication vision. Such visions crossed continents and were part of hopes for 
a progressive modernity. Colonial wildernesses and exploitative copper belt 
industries were two sides of European imperialism in Africa (Nelson 2003). 
The alternative development visions of newly independent countries and the 
Non-Aligned Movement were not anti-development but wanted the benefits 
of advanced modern industry for their own populations, not just the foreign-
owned extract industries (UN GA 1974). They sought industrial catch-up and 
constructing of public infrastructure, including ports, bridges, and hydroelec-
tric dams to support their national independence. Nationalist leaders were 
tempted to be Faust the Developer and impatiently bypass popular democracy 
in their rush to realise economic prosperity. For post-humanist disaster and 
development thinking, humanity failed catastrophically in modernity, and no 
country, group, or individual should act autonomously and be allowed to risk 
unintended consequences. Instead we should adapt to ‘the metamorphosis of 
the world’ within a cosmopolitan empire (Beck 2016).

Benjamin’s essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion’ implies an aesthetic fall from cave art to the exhibition art of the camera, 
going on to argue that ‘Magician and surgeon compare to painter and camera-
man’ (Benjamin 1992 [1936]: 227). Certainly the report of a Dutch tourist 
being bitten when she tried to pet a poskok or nose-horned viper, Europe’s 
most venomous snake, while being filmed by her partner on a mountain walk 
in Croatia, suggests the exhibition art of the camera fostering a distorted rela-
tion to the world (Marković 2018). We may find magic healing hands more 
comforting in some circumstances; in others we seek the invasive surgical 
hands and its knowledge of the body internally. Cartesian dualism of soul 
and body refined the medical treatments and drugs allowing the foolish tour-
ist to survive the venomous bite, and her attempted communion with a viper 
as if she was in a prelapsarian Eden. A Croatian commentator described the 
incident as symptomatic of ‘Nietzsche’s last man’, and a cocooned degener-
ate culture indulging its privileged fanciful view of nature (Raspudić 2018). 
Intellectuals from Europe’s periphery countries persisted in seeing the poten-
tial benefits of modernity practically and culturally. Krleža, who admired the 
one-time military surgeon Paracelsus, advocated modern Faustian science 
against the quack magic of Faust’s father, who killed more than he cured 
(Krleža 1962c [1955]: 11–90). Conversely under post-humanism, people 
are once again expected to merge their fate with external processes and see 
their communities disintegrate and become ‘inseparable from the muddy 
Pannonian marshes where they have stagnated for several thousand of years’ 
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238 Chapter 7

(Krleža 1989 [1932]: 59). Their communal deterioration echoes that of the 
artist Philip in Krleža’s novel:

Philip was aware of the recommencing within him of a fatal process of disin-
tegration, of how he was falling back into an inferior state as if dreaming of 
being drowned in muddy water. This man here was stripping his clothes from 
him. He was systematically extracting from him everything: his observation, 
his impulses, his sense of beauty, his feeling of life’s fullness, and describing 
life to him as life really is and as Philip himself really saw it. Doll-like, he was 
stripped of his clothes by this man, and remained completely empty, like a room 
from which everything has been taken, one article of furniture after another, and 
nothing left behind, but one minute article of belief, which still spluttered on the 
table, like a candle about to burn out. (Krleža 1989 [1932]: 166–7)

His protagonist Philip felt his life was being extinguished and his painting 
rendered meaningless, but Krleža wanted his readers to confront Philip’s 
despairing condition in order to rekindle the feeble spark and maintain 
Faustian dreams of becoming flourishing countries. As a young writer, 
Šnajder managed to meet the ageing Krleža despite his reclusiveness. 
Krleža told him he would take two dramas to the grave with him—one of 
them a drama on Kant (Šnajder 2019: 118–19). Imagining Krleža in his 
grave writing his drama on Kant, Šnajder suggests his abiding interest in the 
human condition, and a stubborn hope beyond despair over our incomplete 
brief lives (Šnajder 2019: 120). For Krleža, Kant had led a dramatic life 
within his orderly routine life confined to Konigsberg (Šnajder 2019: 119). 
His philosophy was volcanic in championing a greater space for human 
freedom within the natural laws of necessity (Kant 2012 [1756]: 360). Tak-
ing up Enlightenment optimism in science, Tesla optimistically believed 
civilisation would blaze securely now that the spark had been lit on modern 
invention and engineering. ‘The spread of civilization may be likened to a 
fire. First, a feeble spark, next a flickering flame, then a mighty blaze, ever 
increasing in speed and power’ (Tesla 16 January 1910 Denver, quoted by 
the Nikola Tesla Museum, Belgrade).

Tesla was confident that if our science was right, then we could dispense 
with the vagaries of politics. For Tesla, politics was the problem, science 
the solution to his times. The development of the atom bomb questioned 
such confidence in scientific knowledge and engineering held the key to 
making a better world. Nevertheless the world after 1945 renewed its faith 
in modernity. The aspiration of the newly formed United Nations was for 
universalising modern industrial development. Conversely the intellectually 
demoralised Europe of the new millennium has been abandoning the belief in 
human freedom, and wanting to re-create new wildernesses without humans. 
Bold Faustian striving and erring have faltered in Europe, where individuals 
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 Submerging Humanity 239

have become mistrustful of their own humanity and their fellows. Tesla’s 
humanist electrifying deeds belonged to the tradition of Prometheus stealing 
fire from the Gods and the Lucifer of the morning star. Today’s Teslas have 
to rein in their inventive deeds and humble and adapt themselves to their 
environment. Ideas of humanity’s divine spark are being extinguished under 
a Mephistophelean nihilism.
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Epilogue: The New European 
Wilderness

The 1927 novel Steppenwolf saw European culture consigned to graveyard mud:

Our whole cultural world was a cemetery in which Jesus Christ and Socrates, 
Mozart and Haydn, Dante and Goethe were now nothing more than faded names 
on rusting metal plaques, surrounded by awkward and insincere mourners, who 
would have given a great deal to have their faith in these once sacred plaques 
restored to them. (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 83)

The German writer Hermann Hesse (1877–1962) depicted humanity as hav-
ing a wolf-like character beneath its veneer of civilisation. His half man-half 
wolf of the Steppes expressed the neurosis of his generation (Hesse 1995 
[1927]: 23–4). The novel set up the alienating character of modernity and 
modern technology, where Spengler’s 1918 treatise was symbolically dis-
counted in brash advertising style: ‘Decline of the West—Prices Reduced 
Still Unsurpassed’ (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 207). Europe had descended from 
sublime aspirations to ‘fairground farce’ (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 10). Amid a 
disintegrating hold on life, Harry Haller-Steppenwolf still dreamt of European 
culture having an immortal existence where Goethe, Mozart, and Beethoven 
continued to have meaning. Goethe’s complete works were among his few 
treasured possessions, and he clung onto Goethe’s belief in redemption. In the 
theatrum mundi, Haller cast himself as a murderer in a magic theatre for the 
mad (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 178). Yet he could play a different life-affirming 
part. He still had the pieces of life’s game in his pocket and was ready to start 
life again, facing its torments and nonsense, but playing better this next time 
(Hesse 1995 [1927]: 238). Hope could be retrieved from the debacle of his 
life. There was ‘a positive, serene, supra-personal, timeless world of faith’ 
above ‘Steppenwolf’s world of suffering’, which offered release from his 
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242 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness

ills (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 241). In 1946 Hesse was awarded both the Goethe 
Award and the Nobel Prize for Literature.

Hesse’s characters struggled to engage with the real world. Some were 
inclined to follow a detached cosmopolitanism reducing their fellow humans 
to objects to be managed according to their higher vision. Hermione in Step-
penwolf was shrunk to the size of a chess piece, small enough for Haller to 
pocket as one of the piece of life’s game he might play later. Hesse’s conclu-
sion was enough for Haller but was ambiguous politically for his readers. 
What of Hermione? What was the fate of those shrunk to a chess piece played 
in someone else’s game? The puppet Faust whose strings were pulled by 
unseen puppet masters? Krleža’s unfree puppets existed on an unfree stage as 
the objects of external forces (Krleža 2002 [1938]: 328). They did not enjoy 
the life of Faust’s vision.

Goethe’s art put nature at the fore in ways affirming the human spirit 
(Goethe 1995 [1820]: 130). His political vision was of human self-deter-
mination collectively harnessing the forces of nature and at the same time 
creating the conditions for a free prosperous community. Faust the Developer 
challenged natural conditions. He wanted to harness collective endeavour and 
build infrastructure to protect populations against flooding, reclaim land from 
the sea, and facilitate industry and commerce. In the fate of Tesla’s homeland, 
we see the other Faust tradition, namely Faust the Oppressed Puppet, Faust 
of the Common People, seeking political freedom and national independence 
against empire, and the historical strengths and limits of Faust the Developer.

The Faustian spirit expresses humanist yearnings for self-determination 
and freedom, and achieving greater deeds, and individuals wrestling with the 
conflicted condition of their souls. The Faust myth interrogates the divine 
and demonic spark in humanity and human strivings. Goethe rearticulated 
the myth in a form capturing the aspirations and contradictions of his age 
across its political divisions. He believed the modern state had to justify itself 
through its deeds, expressed great hopes for material progress and favoured 
scientific and industrial revolution. Fifty years earlier his historical drama 
Goetz depicted a country preying upon itself by wolf-like lords and armies 
(Goethe 1851 [1773] Act I Scene III: 422). His Goetz imagined a world 
without jealous conflicts where they ‘could clear the mountain of wolves, 
and bring our peaceable, laborious neighbour a dish of game from the wood, 
and eat it together’ (Goethe 1851 [1773] Act III Scene XVIII: 471). Five 
decades on, his Faust had a much more comprehensive vision of human self-
determination and national development, transforming natural barriers and 
overcoming material insecurity.

Faust’s enlightened dictatorship envisaged establishing the conditions 
in which the population could prosper and thereby avoid social strife and 
the dangers of political revolution. Goethe remained ambivalent towards 

Pupavac, Vanessa, and Mladen Pupavac. Changing European Visions of Disaster and Development : Rekindling Faust's
         Humanism, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=6361959.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 09:45:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 R

ow
m

an
 &

 L
itt

le
fie

ld
 P

ub
lis

he
rs

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness 243

political freedom and opposed democracy, although the paternalistic rule he 
advocated would be more forgiving of human frailty and sensual nature than 
the classical philosopher kings or the enlightened despots of his age. The 
great artist or patrician might enjoy autonomy and legislate for himself and 
others, but he was wary of the mass of the people having a political say. His 
vision of human freedom was more circumscribed than the ideals of his friend 
Schiller, who encouraged Goethe to complete Faust. Schiller’s writings put 
human freedom at the centre, encompassing material, moral, political, and 
aesthetic freedom (Goethe 1995 [1820]: 130). For Schiller, the people as a 
whole should enjoy individual and political freedom and self-determination 
(Miller 1970 [1959]; Schiller 1967 [1795]). Our human dignity was bound up 
with being free subjects rather than mere passive objects of moral concern, 
whether chess pieces or puppets, whose behaviour was to be nudged or pulled 
from above. We needed to imagine and act freedom to call ourselves free.

The spirit of freedom in Europe was severely damaged in the European 
intellectual tradition by the world wars of the twentieth century, which had 
their roots in the continent. Thomas Mann’s Dr Faustus depicted the Faust 
myth as epitomising the wrong turn taken by German history after the Ref-
ormation, and complicit with the barbarism of Nazism (Mann 1968 [1947]). 
The idea of a Faustian pact went beyond Germany and encompassed modern 
industrial societies more broadly. Faust was a warning against the dangers 
of human hubris taking Europe and the world to the brink of catastrophe 
involving an industrialised Holocaust and atomic extermination. Karl Shap-
iro’s poem The Progress of Faust did not exempt the Allied powers oppos-
ing Nazism in their Faustian ambitions (Shapiro 1953 [1946]: 114–5). For 
the development of the atomic bomb demonstrated humanity giving itself 
the capacity to destroy not only the human world but the earth itself. The 
scientists involved were only too aware of the Faustian implications of their 
research (Smith 2008). Technology could be a curse, creating new threats 
and new oppressions rather than new freedoms. Valéry’s unfinished 1940 
play Mon Faust expressed intellectual estrangement from modernity. The 
horrific contradictions of modern industrial development were epitomised 
in Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago, depicting the Soviet forced labour 
programmes, where millions of workers died in the construction of what 
was supposed to be a workers’ state (Berman 1988 [1982]: 77; Solzhenitsyn 
1975). At the heart of these failures, as Arendt explored, were the varieties 
of scientism, biologism, or economism; reductive paradigms supported by 
modern technological means; and sidestepping questions of political and per-
sonal freedom (Arendt 1998 [1958]: 321, 1990 [1963]: 59–61). Such dangers 
existed in both the capitalist and the socialist models of modern development. 
Economism was tempted into its own forms of natural determinism restrict-
ing freedom instead of opening up space for freedom.
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244 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness

Goethe thought political revolution and popular democracy could be 
avoided through material progress. The bureaucratic New Classes of twentieth- 
century Europe were similarly ambivalent towards popular democracy and 
freedom (Djilas 1966 [1957]). Aversion to popular democracy was manifest 
not just among European reactionaries but among its liberal philosophers, 
social progressives, and political vanguards. Today’s risk cosmopolitans 
are ambivalent towards human freedom in other ways and have turned to 
transnational governance and legal regulation to circumscribe the actions 
of nation states and citizens. Risk cosmopolitanism associates humanism 
with hubris, and industrialisation with ecological disaster (Beck 2016). Yet 
disaster is implicitly normalised under the ‘post-humanitarianism’ of risk 
cosmopolitanism and resilience governance retreating from human industry 
(Duffield 2018). Faust is invoked to argue against human freedom, not to 
plead its cause.

Lukacs’ Age of Goethe placed Goethe’s Faust in a broader humanist tradi-
tion and explored its underlying social conflicts (Lukacs 1968 [1947]). His 
Marxist humanist themes were taken up in Berman’s All That Is Solid Melts. 
His discussion of Faust the Developer highlighted how Faust II was not sim-
ply a narrative about capitalist exploitation but a narrative of French socialist 
utopianism as well (Berman 1988 [1982] 70; Eckermann 1930: 131, 143, 
164). His account explored how suppressing popular democracy and freedom 
led to disastrous pseudo-Faustian development, where grotesque industrial 
schemes were undertaken to aggrandise socialist and capitalist regimes at 
considerable human and environmental toll to the citizens, whose interests 
they should have been serving. Amid rightly condemning the human misery 
and environmental degradation of these developments, we are apt to overlook 
where industrialisation and material advances improved people’s lives, and 
their abandonment is worsening people’s existence. When organised politi-
cal communities exerted sufficient popular pressure, modern industrialisation 
was life enhancing, expanding people’s security, incomes, welfare, educa-
tion, and cultural horizons, allowing them to enjoy freedoms only a privileged 
minority had ever enjoyed historically.

European intellectual pessimism was countered internationally by popular 
anti-colonial and democratic movements pushing for a different interna-
tional political and economic settlement. The United Nations emerging out 
of war was organised around the Faustian vision of independent territories 
and peoples, and the principles of national sovereignty, self-determination, 
national development, and non-interference in the internal affairs of states 
(UN 1945). Cold War rivalry over hearts and minds internationally spurred 
competing models of industrial development. This ideological rivalry com-
batted intellectual pessimism on the European continent, including among 
Goethe’s compatriots divided between a Western capitalist bloc and an 
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 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness 245

Eastern communist bloc. The post-war era witnessed the major social and 
economic transformations in people’s life expectations internationally, where 
international ideals of national independence, international equality, free-
dom, cooperation, and material transformation were at their height, although 
resisted by a lingering European colonialism, neocolonialism, and Stalinism. 
Post-war European recovery witnessed political discontent across both sides 
of the Iron Curtain, pushing demands for more freedom, whether the national 
independence movements of the Hungarian Uprising in 1956, the Prague 
Spring in 1968, and the Polish Solidarity movement of the 1980s within 
the Soviet bloc, or the ending of dictatorship in Greece, Portugal, and Spain 
within Western Europe (Judt 2010 [2005], 314–23, 436–47, 504–26).

During key decades in the twentieth century, some space opened up 
for Tesla’s homeland to defy its historical puppet condition, throw off old 
dependencies, and experience unprecedented collective self-determination 
expanding people’s horizons. Its national leaders were inspired by the Dutch 
independence struggle against the Habsburg empire and the Dutch republican 
and engineering traditions as well as more recent national struggles. They 
could make a banquet in cabbage land, and people could aspire to be more 
than despised frontier guards of empire (Krleža 2002 [1938]). They did not 
have to be condemned to the third-class carriage of an imperial train (Krleža 
1965 [1922]: 383–417). Collective creation of new material securities fos-
tered demands for more political and personal freedom. Post-war socialist 
Yugoslavia fostered diplomatic relations with other former colonial countries 
outside Europe. Together they initiated a non-aligned international path to 
secure their national self-determination and development. These ties included 
joint engineering projects aspiring to build an alternative future. Yugoslav 
bureaucracy, however, relied on economic development and an elaborate 
system of identity recognition to secure its political legitimacy, and resisted 
opening up to popular democracy (Hayden 1999). Individuals or groups 
pushing for democratic freedom building on its system of workers’ self- 
management were successfully marginalised. Consequently, when its economic  
development faltered and its country was put under international structural 
adjustment programmes, the country’s political legitimacy was fatally under-
mined (Woodward 1995). In the absence of a working democratic constitu-
tion, social grievances were channelled along identity lines and precipitated 
secessionist movements and the ensuing conflicts over the new states. These 
identity-based movements were encouraged by international recognition dur-
ing the euphoria at the fall of the Berlin Wall and a surge of cosmopolitan 
idealism wanting to remake Europe and the global order. Through the 1990s 
Yugoslav wars of succession, and subsequent EU enlargement and integra-
tion, cosmopolitan anti-Faustian conflict management and development 
models were extended over Tesla’s homeland with an ambiguous impact on  
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246 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness

the course of killings and protecting civilians. Strikingly, for the industrial 
development focus of this book, the key identity excluded in the new Euro-
pean settlement was that of the industrial workers, although the former state 
named the working classes as integral to its constitution reinforcing its social-
ist workers’ self-management model (Hayden 1999).

European intervention to end conflict and build the peace in Tesla’s home-
land played an important galvanising role in European integration and trans-
national governance of the continent. Yet the promises of the New Europe 
and the new global order have been contradictory, especially for the states of 
south-east Europe, including Krleža’s Croatia. European governance has been 
retreating from industrial policies and commitments of national development 
and securities of place against disaster. In key respects, the cosmopolitan real-
ism articulated by Beck represents Europe’s international development and 
security models brought back to Europe. A non-Faustian development model 
underpinned British colonial doctrine and its dual mandate mapping out a dis-
tinct non-industrial development path for its colonial subjects and informed 
international development aid programmes for post-independence Africa and 
Asia (Pupavac 2012: 120–43). European international development, humani-
tarian intervention, and post-conflict statebuilding have shaped the present 
European political imagination, echoing how European empire reverberated 
back onto European politics, albeit with more benign cosmopolitan forms 
today but with their own corrosive ramifications (Arendt 1968 [1950]: 154–7; 
Duffield 2018: 17, 251). A generation of European elites consolidated around 
external governance abroad and became drawn to models of cosmopolitan 
empire and non-democratic transnational governance for the European conti-
nent as a whole (Beck and Grande 2007).

Faustian modernist projects were about subduing the waves with har-
bours, dikes, sea defences, and land reclamation. Engineering Faust’s 
vision is more technically possible today but is culturally alien. European 
international development has long been estranged from modern indus-
trial societies. Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful (1974) rejected Rostow’s 
Faustian Stages of Economic Growth (1960) and sought alternative non-
industrial technologies to keep communities together. It spoke to ideals 
of recovering natural liberty, and free exercise of the spirit and body, and 
local community organisation providing practical solutions to local needs 
against determination by a distant government. It championed the claims of 
Baucis and Philemon to keep their homestead against Faust the Developer 
and ill-conceived Faustian industrial development schemes by a distant 
government. Yet we forget that Goethe’s elderly couple were not opposed 
to modern Faustian development schemes, where the community’s voice 
and interests were respected. At its best industrial development represented 
collective efforts to carve out spaces of human freedom pushing against 
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 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness 247

natural limits and natural determinism. In this millennial era, we might see 
ourselves as being in a singularly catastrophic age, yet fewer die in Europe 
and globally in disasters than previous centuries, whereas we overlook how 
until the industrial age, tens of thousands might be killed in a single flood 
in the Netherlands alone. However, Europe and its different iterations of 
international development over the decades have incrementally retreated 
from industrialisation, while ecological concerns are relegitimising Euro-
pean Malthusian international population development programmes (Bendix 
2020). Uncertainty over the unintended consequences of human action has 
ossified into debilitating fear. Simultaneously this fear corrodes the desire 
for freedom. Independence of action is to be avoided. Self-determination is 
subdued and yields to external forces.

Strikingly in global environmental debates around a climate emergency 
and fears of apocalyptic extinction, U.S. literature is generally more recep-
tive to engineering solutions, and European literature more wary and 
focused on ethical and behavioural change (Extinction Rebellion 2019; 
Kolbert 2014; Wallace-Wells 2019). Such approaches chime with the anti-
industrial ‘romantic ethic’ and ‘spirit of modern consumerism’ of European 
service economies and their personalised consumer-orientated outlook 
seeking purity and ethical meaning in their consumption (Campbell 2005 
[1987]). There are differences between a ‘tired and a hopeful age’ and a 
tired and a hopeful continent (Russell 2002 [1945]: 249). Advocates of a 
European Green New Deal favour state investment in renewable energy 
sources and distributive measures, but few favour bold geoengineering proj-
ects on a Faustian scale. Overall, they remain within an anti-Faustian ethical 
framework, seeking to circumscribe human freedom within natural bound-
aries. Yet non-Faustian programmes since the 1970s have not engendered 
development materially transforming countries, although they may have 
provided welcome humanitarian relief (Duffield 2007). In the European 
rejection of Faustian infrastructure building to protect human settlements, 
we see non-Faustian disaster and development approaches being reorgan-
ised around remote governance of populations through digital information 
and computer algorithms (Duffield 2018: 104–6). The new digital tech-
nologies are being harnessed to oversee the crises of humanist retreat and 
manage vulnerable critical infrastructure, threatened ecosystems, predatory 
zones, and populations at risk. Here we may contrast the curious subject of 
Paracelsus and the ignorant subject of informatics. Instead of being known 
by our self-determining deeds as the heroic Prometheus, we face a future 
where we will be known through the algorithmic aggregation of our behav-
iours. Some influential European cultural strands seem inclined to take a 
path of religiosity, individual or group rituals of repentance, and promises 
of abstinence or at least the conspicuous bureaucratic or personal displays of  
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248 Epilogue: The New European Wilderness

such ideas, along with the hunting out of contemporary scapegoats or 
witches to be condemned.

European risk cosmopolitanism has been unable to forgive the deeds of 
the past and sought to circumscribe autonomous human agency in the world. 
Beck’s methodological cosmopolitanism opposed methodological national-
ism and challenged the post-1945 international order organised around nation 
states. His emancipatory catastrophism, with its cosmopolitanised action 
without borders, looked to forging a cosmopolitanised order built on the 
solidarity of planet and humanity where populations would leave behind the 
distinctions of citizen and migrant, and share the equality of human rights in 
face of the shared dangers of climate disaster. Beck effectively condemned 
as Neanderthals those still clinging to the old Faustian dream of enjoying 
national independence and material development (Beck 2016: 189–90). For 
Beck, nationalism and the nation state were inherently tied to imperialism 
and fascism. Beck rejected the idea that national self-determination and civic 
nationalism could represent humanist democratic developments opposing 
European colonialism, imperialism, Nazism, and totalitarianism, both on the 
continent and beyond (Anderson 2006 [1983]). Instead national sovereignty 
needed to be curbed through transnational governance, and countries locked 
institutionally into managed pathways of individual and collective behaviour 
ensuring appropriate human adaptation. His metamorphosis represented 
‘a process without a subject’ and ironically echoed the structural Marxism 
and Hayek’s liberal economic market ecology he deplored (Althusser 1971: 
160–69; Hayek 1974: 1988).

Globalisation was fostering the rise of globalised cities emancipated from 
their national hinterlands and inhabited by uprooted migratory populations 
(Bauman 2000). Beck’s cosmopolitanised realism favoured these world 
cities as cosmopolitanised spaces negating nation states. Cosmopolitanised 
transnational expertise is drawn to the globalised migratory masses as its 
more receptive audience. He failed to identify, though, the collective political 
forums with the equivalent capacity, commitment, and accountable domestic 
and international responsibility (Beck 2016). His invocation of international 
panels of experts directing policy shared Goethe’s non-democratic political 
inclinations and joined a long line of European philosopher kings traceable 
back to Plato, though detached from either redemptive Faustian development 
or Platonic guardians’ commitment to a specific republic or citizenry.

The evolving European cosmopolitan order is retreating from the 1945 
promise of international equality between friendly independent peoples 
enjoying political freedom and material prosperity. Nearly a decade ago, 
Beck warned of the dangers of EU economic crisis fostering EU political and 
social crisis, where the EU-institutionalised ‘universal austerity policy’ suit-
ing  Germany were exacerbating problems in indebted European countries, 
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including unemployment (Beck 2013: 58–59). He suggested its policy asceti-
cism derived from Lutheran ethical ideals of work and purifying suffering 
(1974 [1520–1531]). Here we may contrast how the old theories of EU func-
tionalism envisaged economic cooperation and prosperity leading to a politi-
cal and social spillover. The later theories of EU constructivism envisaged 
converging transnational legal governance leading to economic, political, 
and social convergence. Instead we have EU economic dysfunction spilling 
over into political and social dysfunction, and transnational legal governance 
becoming a Faustian pact of pooled irresponsibility, buck-passing, and unac-
countability. Thus we see European depression not growth, debilitation not 
stability, and disintegration not integration as divisions grow between the 
prospects of states and regions across the continent (Gillingham 2016: 151–
89). Cosmopolitan empire will have its centres of cosmopolitanised activity 
amid the ruins of the national infrastructures of modernity. Resilience think-
ing involves tacit recognition that the contemporary economic and devel-
opment models have weak capacity to provide material security and hold 
communities together. Cosmopolitanised governance offers weak prospects 
of politically accountable development, maintaining or enhancing national 
infrastructure, and protections against disasters (Duffield 2018).

Re-naturalising humanity involves the circumscribing of political self-
determination and the degrading citizenship and political subjectivity. Even 
if formal rights to vote are maintained, meaningful political participation is 
attenuated. Popular movements against transnational technocracy are draw-
ing on earlier national struggles and political traditions, including the Dutch 
republic against Habsburg rule. Where the democratic possibilities of chang-
ing the economic model favouring transnational finance capital are not pos-
sible as they are constitutionally embedded in European institutions under the 
Maastricht Treaty, popular movements have stalled and have become caught 
up in narrower more divisive cultural identitarian causes. Without collec-
tive self-determination and having little individual and collective political 
capacity to change a country where so much is determined at transnational 
levels, then individuals are following individual strategies of migration to 
change their circumstances (Krastev 2014, 2017). The migratory patterns 
north through Europe illustrate resilience models are failing, and people are 
heading to those countries whose industries and infrastructures are more 
developed and offer more residual security.

Faust’s fall is characterised by human retreat and the return of the wilder-
ness in the New Europe. The counterpart of Beck’s united cosmopolitanised 
cities and the decline of nation states turning citizens into migrants are the 
archipelago of migrant hot spots and secure centres. More citizens from 
southern Europe and the global south are becoming exploitable migrants in 
northern Europe. These migrations express less freedom of movement than 
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economic necessity of movement, and further erode collective political self-
determination and weaken community, commitments, and mutual responsi-
bilities. The globalised cities leave in their wake new wildernesses, where the 
abandoned regions witness the encroachment of the human desert, as Arendt 
warned against (Arendt 2005: 201).

Under the auspices of cosmopolitan empire, northern European experi-
ments in rewilding are being exported from the polderlands of a hydro-
engineered country to the depopulated south-eastern European countries, 
which were traditionally the continent’s borderlands. Visions of new 
European wildernesses and natural freedom romanticise the conditions 
of worldlessness or human deserts, while digital behavioural interven-
tions nudge us remotely how to function in desert life, complementing the 
earlier psychological interventions easing our accustomisation (Arendt 
2005: 202; Duffield 2018). To quote Tacitus, ‘They make a desert and call 
it peace’, or Faust’s child Byron, paraphrasing Tacitus, and identifying 
himself with the cause of national self-determination in southern Europe: 
‘He makes a solitude, and calls it—peace’ (Beard 2006; Byron 1981 
[1813] Canto 2 Stanza 20: 137). Not only imperial wars may make deserts. 
The terms of European technocracy, and peace and stability pacts, may 
unintentionally foster desert conditions. Rewilding advocacy and its anti-
Faustian rebellion primarily animates the university-privileged sections of 
post-industrial northern European societies rather than former industrial 
working communities.

Rewilders have an idealised view of the state of nature opposed to the 
Hobbesian view of the state of nature as a condition where man is wolf to 
man—homo homini lupin est—or all are an enemy to each other:

time, wherein men live without other security than what their own strength, 
and their own invention shall furnish them withal. In such condition, there is no 
room for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no 
culture of the earth, no navigation, nor use of commodities that may be imported 
by sea, no commodious building; no instruments of moving, and removing, such 
things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account 
of time; no arts, no letters; no society, and, which is worst of all, continual fear, 
and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish 
and short. (Hobbes 1960 [1651]: 82)

In European rewilding’s enthrallment to the auroch, we have the triumph 
of the god Zeus disguised as a bull over Europa and its humanity. Trans-
national rewilding ironically resonates with past imperial discovery of an 
unrestrained field of action in colonial Africa outside of the frustrations 
of democratic political accountability at home (Arendt 1968 [1950]: 183). 
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Under a post-humanist cosmopolitan empire, the survivors are those with 
the best capacity to become like the ancient cybermen, the strong oarsmen of 
old, navigating themselves through turbulent waters without the safe harbour 
of home (Duffield 2018: 68–69; Serres 1995 [1990]: 33–34, 99–100). In the 
conditions of worldlessness or the desert, without the shared world between 
us, bereft of a defined political community, we should expect the sandstorms 
of pseudo-action, of volatile pseudo-politics (Arendt 2005: 202).

The European borderlands historically struggled to become recognised as 
independent nations. Amid processes of European integration, their status 
remains precarious, even for those who have become EU members, like 
Croatia. The European political economy resembles a core, semi-periphery, 
periphery model, or supply states, transition states, and demand states stretch-
ing through the Balkans into the Middle East and North Africa. Tesla’s home-
land is among the countries witnessing the withering of its national industries 
and the hollowing out of its citizenry under a cosmopolitan realism excluding 
national industrial strategies and offering a migratory future in northern Euro-
pean economic hubs. The numbers of citizens leaving Croatia since EU mem-
bership are exceeding the numbers who became refugees during the 1990s 
war. Its fate in the twentieth century and the new millennium demonstrates 
transnational governance turning citizens into migrants, and nation states at 
risk of reverting to insecure borderlands, spaces without civil law, where 
military law or the raw rule of force prevails. Post-humanist philosophies 
may be tempted to romanticise the wild wolfish conditions of New Europe’s 
borderlands. However, they represent the demise of European dreams of 
being free, independent countries and the expansion of inhospitable spaces 
without living communities. Such conditions do not foster political commu-
nities with the collective capacity or will to open their gates and offer safe 
asylum or a new secure future to strangers. The borderlands witness again the 
re-emergence of Grenzers, brigands, and fortified settlement, along with the 
wolf and wild boar, where wary locals watch the retreat of civic public life, 
and wary migrants band together to cross the terrain and reach the greater 
security of northern Europe. Croatian commentary and culture have imagined 
post-industrial decay where both town and country are menaced by wolves 
and have their versions of the ‘Last Man’ where the remaining survivors eke 
out their existence (Tomić 2017). The 2019 film Last Serb in Croatia is a 
zombie-themed political satire depicting a bankrupted depopulated Croatia of 
the living dead set in the near future and sharpened social divisions between 
the globalised enriched elites and the impoverished citizens, and a world of 
epidemics and water wars leading hydro supplies to be more expensive than 
oil (Ličina 2019). Here we see a reversal of Thales’ hopes of the waters as the 
life sources bringing peoples together.
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Yet we are not condemned to a wolfish existence. Like Haller, we still have the 
pieces of life’s game in our pockets and could start life again, but strive to play 
better this next time (Hesse 1995 [1927]: 238). Faust shook off Care to declare:

Let him stand fast in this world, and look round
With courage: here so much is to be found!
Why must he wander into timelessness?
What his mind grasps, he may possess.
(Goethe 1832 Act V ‘Midnight’ in Luke 1998: 219)

Although physically blinded by Care, Faust continued to pursue the project 
he would not see realised, and would be enjoyed by others. The resolution of 
Goethe’s poem affirms Faust’s ‘deed’.

Dutch hydro-engineering, self-made land, and humanist learning of 
modern Europe’s pioneering republic inspired Europeans from Marvell to 
Schiller, Goethe to Tesla, Freud to Krleža. There is a cultural forgetting in 
our thinking on disasters and our rejection of industrial development. We 
need some of Faust’s spirit seeking to revive the idea of being free self-
determining people, and Vierlingh’s engineering ideals and ‘Hope of the 
Poor’ today. As the inscription on the Zuyder Zee dam reminds us, ‘A living 
nation builds its future’ (in Wagret 1968: 17). However, we cannot simply 
enjoy Ariel’s sleep of oblivion in face of the human disasters of the twentieth 
century, where modernity augmented barbarism on an industrial scale. Faust 
the Developer committed the worst disasters of modernity where democracy 
was suppressed, and millions were sacrificed to great projects. Different 
politics, democratic politics, would have averted many of the disasters of 
industrial development and better addressed their impact on people, society, 
and nature. A Faustian development pact based on democratic consent could, 
and did, build improved infrastructures protecting people against disasters 
and enhancing their lives. A living political community self-determining its 
future and inspiring common endeavour is also more likely to be open to the 
humanity of others and respond humanely to those in distress. A ‘common 
will’ to protect each other is the grounding of our rights and freedoms. To 
begin again, though, we would need to forgive ourselves (Arendt 1994b: 23, 
1998 [1958]: 237–40). The resolution of Goethe’s Faust affirmed his ‘deed’. 
It is impossible to act without erring, and if there is no room to be forgiven 
when we err, then we are to be inhibited from acting at all (Goethe 1808 
Prologue in Wayne 1949: 41). In affirming human deeds, Goethe’s work 
contended our very redemption lay in our Faustian striving and our Gretchen 
forgiving (Goethe 1832 Act V Mountain Gorges, in Luke 1998: 234). A final 
question is whether we have Gretchen’s courageous spirit of forgiveness, 
and whether we dare to allow each other to think, speak, and act against the 
shrinking humanity of our age.
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