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Respected economist and syndicated journalist Loretta Napoleoni shows how
he world is being reshaped by dark economic forces creating victims out of
millions of ordinary people whose lives have become trapped inside a fantasy
world of consumerism. The world has become overrun by organizations, both
private and public, which have accumulated vast fortunes and enormous
political influence by regulating, containing, and manipulating the market to
their own advantage. From Eastern Europe’s booming sex trade industry to
China's “online sweatshops,” from al-Qaeda's underwriters to America's
subprime mortgage lending scandal, Rogue Economics exposes the paradoxical
economic connections of the new global marketplace.

Pre-Publication Comments

Greg Palast, author of The Best Democracy Money Can Buy

"When you're ready to take a big leap beyond Freakonomics, strap
yourself in for Rogue-o-nomics, Loretta Napoleoni's devilishly enjoy-
able journey into the money veins of the new global order—from sex
slavery to fad-diet slavery. . . . Itis truly, an incredibly original work."”

John Perkins, author of Confessions of An Economic Hit Man

"Rogue Economics offers a fascinating view of how terribly wrong
things have gone. Loretta Napoleoni's book is an alarm, warning us
to take a wake up immediately and head down a new path."”

This excerpt is Chapter 9 — Twentieth-Century Great lllusionists
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CHAPTER NINE

TWENTIETH-CENTURY
GREAT ILLUSIONISTS

“The aim of terrorism is to terrify.”

Franz Fanon

In his documentary An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore admits
that during the 2000 presidential election campaign his advi-
sors told him not to campaign on environmental issues, even
though he clearly believed passionately in the subject, because
it would not have brought him votes. This recommendation
was based upon nationwide opinion polls. Naturally, today,
the situation would be a lot different, as the environmental
crisis strongly resonates among millions of people. Increas-
ingly, in the market-state, politicians must perform a task that
has nothing to do with traditional politics and all to do with
single issues. Instead of putting forward a vision for the
future, they essentially tell people what they want to hear.
Opinion polls have become vox populi and politics no
longer represents a battleground of ideas, but is a confronta-
tion of marketing strategies between successful pollsters.
Among the best known is American Mark Penn, who per-
fected the art of political polling by applying to it commercial
principles such as data mining. The British supermarket chain
Tesco has pioneered this new technique, described as “gath-
ering of valuable data about customers,” by using club cards.
These cards are essentially the DNA of shoppers; they contain
all the information required to assess their commercial behav-
ior, from social status to tastes in food. Marketing teams work
with this information, and focus on customers who change
their habits, not on those who always buy the same products.
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The rationale is that changes in commercial behavior patterns
can be translated into concrete commercial opportunities.

Elections revolve around swing voters because they deter-
mine the outcome of any successful campaign. It follows that
polling of swing voters is to politicians what club cards are to
Tesco; it offers a snapshot of key voters’ opinions. Modern
political pollsters are essentially data miners and analysts: they
collect and study information about swing voters to find
important patterns. The controversial New Labour election
slogan for the 2005 campaign, “Forward not Back,” for
example, sprang from this novel type of polling. Ahead of the
British election, Penn’s company conducted thousands of
interviews in the United Kingdom to understand what people
wanted to hear from New Labour. That message was passed
on to Tony Blair and summarized in the above slogan.*

Sociologists have written endlessly about the “undecided”
middle class, but only with the advent of the market-state did
swing voters become a key factor in politics. Today, issues
dear to these minorities, not political parties’ ideologies, shape
the politics of modern democracies. Stripped of their own
intellectual and ideological attributes, politicians are nothing
more than political “performers.” Their act plays out in a
series of great illusions through which they make the masses
believe that these policies reflect what the nation needs.

In the market-state, understanding what makes people
swing from one party to another is a powerful tool, and who-
ever masters it can make political propaganda work marvels.
Swing voters’ fascination with celebrities, for example, plays
a critical role in the latter’s involvement in politics. This situ-
ation has emerged as a new phenomenon. Imagine the all-star
cast of Fellini’s La Dolce Vita campaigning for the Italian
Christian Democratic Party! If anything, in the past, the polit-
ical involvement of distinguished artists proved strictly
antiestablishment, as was the case of Charlie Chaplin during
the rise of Nazism and later on during McCarthyism. Today,
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politicians encourage famous people to be part of their team,
because their image translates into votes. Celebrities are, by
definition, performers, and therefore they have high visibility.
For this reason Bob Geldof was appointed a consultant to the
British Conservative Party’s policy review on global poverty.
UNICEF’s celebrity supporters include David Beckham, Ricky
Martin, and Robbie Williams.* Five former Miss Universes
are goodwill ambassadors for the United Nations Population
Fund.

Status, not knowledge, has become the key factor in
celebrities’ involvement in world politics. Globalization, of
course, tremendously inflated their role, making their faces
familiar to the far corners of the earth. But the transition from
the nation-state to the market-state then facilitates their entry
into mainstream politics. Celebrities belong to the establish-
ment because they owe their stardom and wealth to the
obsessive marketization of their image. Their loyalty to the
market is unshakable since their existence and continued suc-
cess depend upon it.

We can compare celebrities, as viewed in the collective
imagination, to the Greek gods: capricious people who popu-
late the Mount Olympus of the market-state. Extraordinary
wealth and fame has turned them into superhumans, and as
such, they can and do conduct their lives outside normal
parameters. Brad Pitt driving a hybrid car becomes a state-
ment about saving the planet. However, he regularly travels
by private jet,> as when he went with Angelina Jolie to
Namibia, burning an estimated 11,000 gallons in jet fuel,
enough to take his hybrid car to the moon.4# Bono’s crusades
to save Africa from poverty won him a nomination for the
Nobel Peace Prize; at the same time, his band, U2, avoids tax-
ation in the United Kingdom by using Dutch tax havens.s
Such contradictory behavior would be equivalent to Charlie
Chaplin having dinner at the height of McCarthyism with
Senator McCarthy himself, or perhaps with the Dulles broth-
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ers. In the past, these hypocritical performances were not tol-
erated the way they are today.

Why are celebrities allowed to behave in such ways? The
answer rests on their superhuman condition, a status the
masses do not want to destroy. People have become addicted
to celebrities and they would find themselves lost without
their daily intake of real-life soap operas. Celebrities’ love
affairs distract from everyday life and, at the same time, the
tabloid intimacy created by the media helps the readers day-
dream. Like Mr. and Mrs. Jones, what many people want has
nothing to do with creating a better world, but everything to
do with joining the celebrity’s world. They have a consuming
desire to escape the day-to-day, bleak reality for a world of
fantasy.

Even with their superhuman status, however, celebrities are
manipulated by politicians to perform their illusory political
magic acts. Politicians, not pop singers, international foot-
ballers, or Hollywood megastars, are the great illusionists. As
discussed in the following section, though George W. Bush
and Tony Blair endorsed Bono and Geldof’s Live 8 campaign
to end poverty in Africa, the two politicians’ real motivation
had everything to do with safeguarding their own interests
and those of their own electorate and little or nothing to do
with lifting Africa out of poverty. The involvement of celebri-
ties in politics and the use of megamedia events constructed
by their publicity apparatuses prove crucial in presenting the
initiative as the altruistic gesture of Western masses toward
Africa. In reality, the implementation of the agenda ended up
perpetuating the African continent’s subjugation to the eco-
nomics of Western powers.

AFRICAN FOOD FOR THOUGHT

The dilemma of Africa has plagued more than one generation
of economists and politicians. Since the 1960s, this continent
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has received over half a trillion dollars in aid, yet today it
remains poorer than when the loans began. Why? For such
celebrities as Bono, the answer is simple. A shortage of cash
and the inability of Africans to repay their countries’ debt
have crippled African economic growth. The solution rings
even simpler: donors should scrap the existing outstanding
debt and double financial aid. At the G8 summit of 2003,
Tony Blair embraced this message, while Bono and Bob
Geldof played a key role in mobilizing fans to put pressure on
the G8 members to back such an initiative.

However, distinguished economists, diplomats, and people
who have dedicated their lives to ending poverty in developing
countries strongly disagree. What turns a developing into a
developed nation is not the amount of foreign aid it attracts,
“but how the money is spent,” as Carlo Cibo, an Italian
diplomat who lived for decades in Africa, reminds us.® What
really matters is how the African political elite disposes of for-
eign aid. Most of the half-trillion dollars received by Africa
since the 1960s has funded military coups and civil wars, not
economic development. During the 1980s alone, at least
ninety-two attempted military takeovers took place in sub-
Saharan Africa, affecting twenty-nine countries. Between
1982 and 1985, Zimbabwe spent $1.3 out of $1.5 billion of
foreign assistance on arms and ammunitions.

Historically, foreign aid to Africa has served as a rogue
force, notably as an important form of terrorist financing. In
war-torn countries such as Ethiopia, Somalia, and Sudan, for-
eign-asset transfers, defined as the redistribution of external
assistance and assets, has provided the most lucrative source
of revenue for local armed groups. During the civil war in
Sudan, the bulk of food aid intended for famine-stricken
regions was spent by local armed groups and warlords, who
bought Iraqi weapons to use against the Sudanese army and
the population. African governments participate equally in
such robberies. The Sudanese government used its share of
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foreign aid to buy Iraqi oil to keep the war machinery running
and to pay military advisers from Iran. Asset transfer is so
widespread that donor countries even accept a built-in §-per-
cent standard diversion of any aid, in cash or kind. For certain
African countries, this percentage goes as high as 20 percent.
When foreign aid is not stolen at the source, i.e. before cash or
products reach those in need, people will be robbed of their
share of aid in or near their homes. This popular form of ter-
rorist financing involves domestic asset transfers in which
armed organizations “confiscate” goods at roadblocks scat-
tered around the territory they control or through raids
against villages. This straightforward robbery often leads to
famine, as happened in Sudan. During the civil war, the
Bagara militia from the north pillaged villages in the south,
regarded as the stronghold of the Sudanese People’s Libera-
tion Army (SPLA), the local armed group. Among other
atrocities, the militia conducted widespread cattle raids, which
destroyed the livelihoods of the local population and led to
widespread famine in south Sudan.

Aid initiatives, such as Live Aid for Ethiopia in the mid-
1980s and the Live 8 concert in 2005, although well
intentioned, end up perpetuating civil wars, not mitigating the
economic problems of Africa. In the early 1980s, two years of
drought did not bring on famine in Ethiopia; rather, it came
as a direct result of the massive dislocation of populations
forced to flee from decades of civil wars involving the gov-
ernment, Addis Ababa, the Eritrean guerrillas, and the
Tigrean People’s Liberation Front. Between 1982 and 19835,
Ethiopia received $1.8 billion in foreign aid, including the
Live Aid contribution. Far from feeding the starving popula-
tion, the bulk of the money, a total of $1.6 billion, went to
purchase military equipment. Without being aware of condi-
tions, Live Aid and foreign donors endorsed the politics of
war, unleashing a ruthless fight between armed and criminal
groups and the government over the dividing up of foreign
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aid. Live Aid and Western aid sealed the tragic destiny of
Ethiopia, a country that today is poorer than it was in the
early 1980s.7

Pop, “feel good” initiatives easily fall prey to rogue eco-
nomics, especially in African countries. Yet they are popular
because they give people the false impression of helping. Carlo
Cib6 adds that often pop concerts’ message is “give more,”
and thus they offer people a clear conscience even while
remaining at a comfortable distance from the real, complex
problems on the ground. Moreover, what remains after con-
cert expenses are covered is quickly and badly spent, to avoid
the image that the money raised does not end up in the organ-
izers’ pockets. This isn’t the type of aid Africa needs.?

Even the World Bank remains adamant that abolishing the
debt and increasing aid would further impoverish Africa. End-
ing agricultural tariffs and the $300-million subsidies that rich
countries distribute among their farmers would help much
more. Such a strategy could increase African agricultural prof-
its by $100 billion, i.e. $20 billion more than the $8o billion
that industrialized countries sent to Africa in aid in 2006.
Ending subsidies and tariffs in the developed world would
allow African products to freely compete with Western prod-
ucts and generate an inflow of $500 billion, enough to lift 150
million Africans from poverty by 2015. But campaigning for
this type of change would alienate Western farmers, the back-
bone of President Bush’s electorate and a very important
pressure group in Europe. This is the reason why both Bush
and Blair welcomed Bono’s suggestion, to hide commercial
protectionism behind Western generosity.

The truth behind the “End Poverty” campaign remains that
foreign aid is mostly beneficial to those who give it, as proven
by the Marshall Plan, which created a novel market for Amer-
ican products. According to Mumo Kisau, an economist who
has worked for several humanitarian organizations in Africa,
for each dollar in aid that reaches Africa, three go back to the
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country giving the aid, mostly because labor and products
come from industrialized countries. Thus, aid creates a market
for Western products. According to several World Bank
sources with whom I spoke, 70 percent of loans go to pur-
chasing goods and services from Western corporations.?

Many African leaders who have spoken out against addi-
tional foreign aid have instead demanded technology transfer
and development of key infrastructures. Africa lacks the struc-
tures and personnel to help itself rise from poverty, as shown
by the construction of a dam along the river Niger. The $15-
million project went to an American engineering company
because the government of Niger proved unable to handle a
project of that magnitude.

While the Marshall Plan aimed at kick-starting the recon-
struction of war-torn Europe, so that consumers could
purchase American products, the financial aid to Africa has
opposite goals. To protect its farmers, for example, the Euro-
pean Union, which is a generous donor, still vetoes the sale to
Africa of genetically modified seeds that produce crops requir-
ing less irrigation. Aid serves as a sort of insurance that
donors pay to protect their own industries from the competi-
tion of African products.

Against this background, it becomes clear why foreign aid
is the true cause of the malaise of Africa: foreign aid is an eco-
nomic virus as infectious and deadly as AIDS. The Swedish
economist Fredrik Erixon has shown that, since the 1970s, the
volume of aid received by African countries has proven
inversely proportional to economic growth. Far from being
the cure, foreign aid has caused the disease. The more money
a country receives, the more it sinks into poverty. Tanzania
and Kenya, two countries that in the 1960s, after independ-
ence, enjoyed a vigorous rate of growth, began to stagnate in
the mid-1970s. Economic decline coincided with the advent
of foreign aid. From the 1970s to 1996, Tanzania and Kenya
each received about $16 billion in aid. These monies helped
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