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THE FIRST MEGAMACHINE

Lewis Mumford

1. THE DESIGN OF THE HUMAN MACHINE

Until the nineteenth century, history was largely a chronicle of
the deeds and misdeeds of kings, nobles, and armies. In revolt
against a general obliviousness to the daily life and affairs of
ordinary people, democratic historians swung to the opposite ex-
treme : so the part actually played by kings has, during the last
half century, been grossly under-rated, even though most of the
attributes of kingship are now exercized, on a larger scale than
ever before, by the all-powerful sovereign state.

From the earliest records, we know that the king incarnated the
whole community and by divine right arrogated to himself the
functions and offices of communal life. Only one aspect of kingship
has been left out of this traditional account: strangely, the king’s
greatest and most lasting achievement has passed unnoticed, de-
spite the fact that all his other public activities rested upon it. For
though the myth of royal power claimed divine sanction, its rise
and spread would have been impossible without the invention of
the human machine. That was the supreme feat of kingship: a

technological exploit that was transmitted in one form or another
through purely human agents for some five thousands years before
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it was finally embodied in an equally totalitarian but impersonal
form in modern technology.
To understand the point of origin and the line of descent is to

have a fresh insight into the fate and destiny of modern man: for
unless our own civilization learns to control the processes and the
purposes that have so long been automatically-that is uncon-

sciously-at work, the social aberrations that have accompanied
the perfection of a machine technology, threaten even worse conse-
quences than they did in the Pyramid Age.
Though the collective human machine came into existence

roughly during the same period as the first industrial use of copper,
it was an independent innovation, and did not at first utilize any
new mechanical aids. But the royal machine, once conceived,
was assembled within a short period; and it spread rapidly, not by
being imitated, but by being forcefully imposed by kings, acting
as only gods or the anointed representatives of gods could act.
Wherever it was successfully put together the new machine com-
manded power and performed labor on a scale that was never
even conceivable before. With this ability to concentrate immense
mechanical forces, a new dynamism came into play, which over-
came, by the magic of success, the sluggish routines, the petty
inhibitions, the dull repetitive routines of the basic neolithic vil-
lage culture, once the scene of so many fresh experiments in
horticulture and breeding.

With the energies available through the royal machine-let
us call it the megamachine-the very dimensions of space and time
were enlarged. Operations that once could hardly be finished in
centuries were now accomplished in less than a generation. If
whole mountains were not moved, large portions of them were,
sometimes in blocks far bigger than any ordinary motor truck
could now handle; while, on the level plains, man-made moun-
tains of stone or baked clay, pyramids and ziggurats, arose in

response to royal command. No power machines at all comparable
to this mechanism were utilized on any scale until watermills and
windmills swept over Western Europe from the fourteenth centu-
ry of our era.
Why did this new mechanism remain invisible to the archaeolo-

gist and the historian? Because it was composed solely of human
parts; and it possessed a definite functional structure only as long
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as the magical abracadabra and the royal command that put it

together were accepted as beyond human challenge by all the
members of society. Once the polarizing force of kingship was
weakened, whether by death or defeat, by skepticism or by brute
resistance, the whole machine would collapse and its parts would
either regroup in smaller units (feudal or urban) or completely
disappear, much in the way that a routed army does when the
chain of command is broken. These first collective machines were
as frail, as vulnerable, as the theological and magical conceptions
that were essential to their performance.
From the beginning, this human machine presented two aspects:

one negative and coercive, the other positive and constructive. In
fact, the second factors, could not function unless the first were
present. Though the military machine probably came before the
labor machine, it was the latter that first achieved an incomparable
perfection of performance, not alone in quantity of work done,
but in quality. To call these collective entities machines is no idle
play on words. If a machine be defined more or less in accord with
the classic definition of Reuleaux, as a combination of resistant
parts, each specialized in function, operating under human control,
to transmit motion and to perform work, then the labor machine
was a real machine: all the more because its component parts,
though composed of human bone, nerve, and muscle, were reduced
to their bare mechanical elements and rigidly restricted to the
performance of their mechanical tasks.

Such machines, of immense power and practical utility, had
already been invented by kings in the early part of the Pyramid
Age, from the end of the fourth millennium on. Just because of
their detachment from any external structure, they had paradoxi-
cally much fuller capacities for change and adaptation than the
more rigid metallic counterparts of a modern assembly line. In
fact, it is in the building of the pyramids that we find the first
indubitable evidence of the machine’s existence, and the first proof
of its astonishing efficiency. Wherever kingship spread, the human
machine, in its destructive if not its constructive form, always
went with it. This holds as true for Mesopotamia, India, China,
or Peru, as for Egypt.
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2. THE ARCHETYPAL MACHINE

Let us examine the human machine in its archetypal original form.
As so often happens, there was a certain clarity in this first demon-
stration that was lost when the machine was diffused and worked
into the more complex patterns of later societies, mingling with
more familiar but humbler forms. And if it never achieved a
higher peak of performance, this is perhaps not only because of
the singular human talents that designed and operated these early
machines, but also perhaps because the myth that held the human
part of the machine together could never again exert such a mas-
sive attractive power, unstained as it was in Egypt, until the sixth
dynasty by letdowns and failures, its inherent perversities still
unexposed.
The pyramid took form as a tomb to hold the embalmed body

of the Pharaoh and secure his safe passage into the after-life:
though he alone, at first, had the prospect of such a godlike
extension of his existence, the very idea of being able to fabricate
personal immorality shows an alteration in all the dimension of
existence.

Between the first small pyramid, built in the step form we find
later in Central America, and the mighty pyramid of Cheops at
Giza, the first and the most enduring of the Seven Wonders of the
Ancient World, lies the short span of three hundred years. On
the ancient time-scale for inventions the most primitive form and
the final one, never again to be equalled, were practically contem-
porary. The swiftness of this development indicates a concentration
of physical power and technical imagination: for it took far more
than faith to move the mountain of stone that composed this
ultimate monument. That transformation is all the more striking
because the Pharaohs’ tombs did not stand alone: they were part
of a whole city of the dead, with buildings that housed the priests
who conducted the elaborate rituals deemed necessary to ensure a
happy fate for the departed divinity.
The Great Pyramid is one of the most colossal and perfect

examples of the engineer’s art at any period or in any culture.
Considering the state of all the other arts in the third millennium,
no construction of our own day surpasses this in either technical
virtuosity or human audacity. This great enterprise was undertaken
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by a culture that was just emerging from the Stone Age, and was
long to continue using stone tools, though copper was available
for the chisels and saws that shaped building stones for the new
monuments.

The actual operations were performed by specialized handicraft
workers, aided by an army of unskilled or semi-skilled laborers,
drafted at quarterly intervals from agriculture. The whole job
was done with no other material aids than the &dquo;simple machines&dquo;
of classical mechanics: the inclined plane and the lever, for neither
wheel nor pulley nor screw had yet been invented. We know
from graphic representations that large stones were hauled on
sledges, by battalions of men, across the desert sands. Yet the
single stone slab that covers the inner chamber of the Great
Pyramid where the Pharaoh lies weighed fifty tons. An architect
today would think twice before calling for such a mechanical
exploit.
Now the Great Pyramid is more than a formidable mountain of

stone, 755 feet square at the base, rising to a height of 481.4
feet. It is a structure with a complex interior, consisting of a
series of passages at different levels that lead into the final burial
chamber. Yet every part of it was built with a kind of precision
that, as J. H. Breasted emphasized, belong to the optician’s art
rather than that of the modern bridge builder of skyscraper con-
structor. Blocks of stone were set together with seams of consider-
able length, showing joints of one-ten-thousandth of an inch;
while the dimensions of the sides at the base differ by only 7.9
inches, in a structure that covers acres. In short, what we now
characterize as flawless machine precision and machine perfection
first manifested itself in the building of this great tomb: at once

a symbol of the mountain of creation that emerged out of the
primeval waters and a visible effort, so far remarkably successful,
by purely human measure, to solidify both time and the human
body in an eternal form. No ordinary human hands, no ordinary
human effort, no ordinary kind of human collaboration such as was
available in the building of village huts and the planting of fields,
could muster such a superhuman force, or achieve an almost super-
natural result. Only a divine king could accomplish such an act
of the human will and such a large-scale material transformation.
Was it possible to create such a structure without the aid of
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a machine? Emphatically not. I repeat, the product itself showed
that it was not only the work of a machine, but of an instrument
of precision. Though the technological equipment of dynastic
Egypt was still crude, the patient workmanship and disciplined
method made good these shortcomings. The social organization
had leaped ahead five thousand years to create the first large-scale
power machine: a machine of a hundred thousand manpower, that
is, the equivalent, roughly, of 10,000 horsepower: a machine
composed of a multitude of uniform, specialized, interchangeable,
but functionally differentiated parts, rigorously marshalled togeth-
er and co-ordinated in a process centrally organized and centrally
directed: each part behaving as a mechanical component of the
mechanized whole: unmoved by any internal impulse that would
interfere with the working of the mechanism.

In less than three centuries, this collective human machine was
perfected. Once organized and set in motion by the Pharaoh
through his chief architect, the technical competence and imagina-
tion that envisaged the entire design was passed on, by word of
mouth, and written instruction, to the component parts: the skil-
led workers, the overseers and taskmasters, the dumb hands. The
kind of mind that designed the Pyramid was a new human type,
capable of abstraction of a high order, using astronomical observa-
tions for the siting of the structure, so that each side was oriented
exactly in line with true points of the compass: since at inundation
the Pyramid site is only one quarter of a mile from the river, a
rock foundation-which demanded the removal of sand-was
needed. In the Great Pyramid the perimeter of that bed deviates
from true level by little more than one-half an inch.

But the workers who carried out the design also had minds
of a new order: trained in obedience to the letter, limited in res-
ponse to the word of command descending from the king through
a bureaucratic hierarchy, forfeiting during the period of service any
trace of autonomy of initiative; slavishly undeviating in perfor-
mance. Their leaders could read written orders; for the men
employed left their names in red ochre, Edwards tells us, on the
blocks of the Medium Pyramid: &dquo;Boat Gang, &dquo; &dquo; Vigorous Gang. &dquo;
They themselves would have felt at home today on an assembly
line. Only the naked pin-up girl was lacking.

Alike in organization, in mode of work, and in product, there
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is no doubt that the machines that built the pyramids, and that
performed all the other great constructive works of &dquo;civilization&dquo; &dquo;

in other provinces and cultures, were true machines. In their
basic operations, they collectively performed the equivalent of a
whole corps of power shovels, bulldozers, tractors, mechanical
saws, and pneumatic drills, with an exactitude of measurement, a
refinement of skill, and even an output of work that would still
be a theme for boasting today.

This extension of magnitude in every direction, this raising of
the ceiling of human effort, this subordination of individual apti-
tudes and interests to the mechanical job in hand, and this unifi-
cation of a multitude of subordinates to a single end that derived
from the divine power exercized by the king, in turn, by the
success of the result, confirmed that power.

For note: it was the king who uttered the original commands:
it was the king who demanded absolute obedience and punished
disobedience with torture, mutilation or death: it was the king
who alone had the godlike power of turning live men into dead
mechanical objects: and finally it was the king who assembled the
parts to form the machine and imposed the new discipline of
mechanical organization, with the same regularity that moved the
heavenly bodies on their undeviating course.
No vegetation god, no fertility myth, could produce this kind

of cold abstract order, this detachment of power from life. Only
one empowered by the Sun God could remove all hitherto respec-
ted norms or limits of human endeavour. The king figures, in early
accounts, as being of heroic mold: he alone slays lions singlehand-
ed, builds great city walls, or like Menes turns the course of rivers.
That straining ambition, that defiant effort belongs only to the
king and the machine that he set in motion.

3. THE TRANSMISSION GEAR

To understand the structure or the performance of the human
machine, one must do more than center attention upon the point
where it materializes. Even our present technology, with its vast
reticulation of visible machines, cannot be understood on those
terms alone. In order to put together a collective machine com-
posed solely of human parts, one needed a complex transmission
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mechanism, to ensure that commands issued at the top would be
swiftly and accurately conveyed to every member of the unit,
so that the parts would interlock to form a single operating whole.
Two collective devices were essential, to make the machine

work: a reliable organization of knowledge, natural and super-
natural : and an elaborate structure for giving and carrying out
orders. The first was incorporated in the priesthood, without whose
active aid divine kingship could not have come into existence:
the second in a bureaucracy: both hierarchical organizations at

whose apex stood the temple and the palace. Without them the
power complex could not operate. This condition remains true
today, even though the existence of automated factories and
computer-regulated units conceals the human components essential
even to automation.
What would now be called science was an integral part of the

new machine system from the beginning. This science, based on
cosmic regularities, flourished with the cult of the sun: record-
keeping, time-keeping, star-watching, calendar-making, coincide
with and support the institution of kingship, even though no small
part of the efforts of the priesthood were, in addition, devoted to
interpreting the meaning of singular events, such as the appearance
of comets or eclipses of the sun or moon, or natural irregularities,
such as the flight of birds or the state of a sacrificed animal’s
entrails.
No king could move safely or effectively without the support of

such organized higher knowledge, any more than the Pentagon
can move today without consulting scientists, &dquo;games theorists,&dquo;
and computers, a new hierarchy supposedly less fallible than
entrail-diviners, but to judge by their repeated miscalculations,
not notably so. To be effective, this kind of knowledge must re-
main a priestly monopoly: if everyone had equal access to the
sources of knowledge and to the system of interpretation, no one
would believe in infallibility, since its errors could not be conceal-
ed. Hence the shocked protest of Ipu-wer against the revolution-
aries who overthrew the Old Kingdom was that the &dquo; secrets of the
temple lay unbared; &dquo; that is, they had made &dquo;classified infor-
mation&dquo; public. Secret knowledge belongs to any system of total
control. Until printing was invented, this remained a class mo-
nopoly.
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Not the least affiliation of kingship with the worship of the sun
is the fact that the king, like the sun, exerts force at a distance.
For the first time in history, power became e$ective outside the
immediate range of hearing and vision and the arm’s reach. No
military weapon by itself sufficed to convey such power: what
was needed was a special form of transmission gear: an army for
scribes, messengers, stewards, super-intendents, gang bosses, and
major and minor executives, whose very existence depended upon
their carrying out the king’s orders, or those of his powerful
ministers and generals, to the letter. In other words, a bureaucracy:
a group of men, capable of transmitting and executing a command,
with the ritualistic punctilio of a priest, the mindless obedience
of a soldier.
To fancy that bureaucracy is a relatively recent institution is to

ignore the annals of ancient history. The first documents that at-
test the existence of bureaucracy belong to the Pyramid Age. In
a cenotaph description at Abydos, a career official under Pepi I, in
the Sixth Dynasty, c. 2375 B.C., reported &dquo;His majesty sent me
at the head of this army, while the counts, while the Seal-bearers
of the King of Lower Egypt, while the sole companions of the
Palace, while the nomarchs (governors) and mayors of Upper and
Lower Egypt, the companions and chief dragomans, the chief
prophets of Upper and Lower Egypt, and the Chief bureaucrats
were (each) at the head of a troop of Upper or Lower Egypt, or of
the villages and towns which they might rule.&dquo; 

&dquo;

Not merely does this text establish a bureaucracy: it shows that
the division of labor and specialization of functions necessary for
efficient mechanical operation, had already taken place in the or-
ganization that, as executors of the sovereign’s will, already con-
trolled the operations of both the military and the labor machine.
This development had begun at least three dynasties before: not
by accident, with the building of the great stone pyramid of Djoser
at Sakkara. Wilson observes, in City Invincible that &dquo;we credit
Djoser, not only with the beginnings of monumental architecture
in stone in Egypt, but also with the setting up of a new monster,
the bureaucracy.&dquo; This was no mere coincidence. And W. F. Al-
bright, commenting upon this, pointed out that &dquo;the greater
number of titles found in sealings of the First Dynasty... certainly
pre-supposes an elaborate officialdom of some kind. 

&dquo;
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Once the hierarchic structure of the human machine was estab-
lished, there was no limit to the number of hands it might control
or the power it might exert. The removal of human dimensions
and organic limits is indeed the chief boast of the authoritarian
machine. Part of its productivity is due to its use of unstinted
physical coercion to overcome human laziness or bodily fatigue.
Occupational specialization was a necessary step in the assemblage
of the human machine: only by intense specialization at every part
of the process could the super-human accuracy and perfection of
the product have been achieved. The large scale division of labor
throughout industrial society begins at this point.
The Roman maxim, that the law does not concern itself with

trifles, applies likewise to the human machine. The great forces
that were set in motion by the king demanded collective enterprises
of a commensurate order. These human machines were by nature
impersonal, if not deliberately dehumanized; they had to operate
on a big scale or they could not work at all; for no bureaucracy,
however well organized, could govern a thousand little workshops,
each with its own traditions, its own craft skills, its own wilful
personal pride and sense of responsibility. So the form of control
imposed by kingship was confined to great collective enterprises.
The importance of this bureaucratic link between the source of

power, the divine king, and the actual human machines that per-
formed the works of construction or destruction can hardly be
exaggerated: all the more because it was the bureaucracy that
collected the annual taxes and tributes that supported the new
social pyramid and forcibly assembled the manpower that formed
the new mechanical fabric. The bureaucracy was, in fact, the third
type of &dquo;invisible machine,&dquo; co-existing with the military and
labor machines, and an integral part of the total structure.
Now the important part about the functioning of a classic bu-

reaucracy is that it originates nothing: its function is to transmit,
without alteration or deviation, the orders that come from above.
No merely local information or human considerations must alter
this inflexible transmission process-except by corruption. This
administrative method ideally requires a studious repression of
all the autonomous functions of the personality, and a readiness
to perform the daily task with ritual exactitude. Not for the first
time does such ritual exactitude enter into the process of work:
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indeed, it is highly unlikely that submission to colorless repetition
would have been possible without the millennial discipline of re-
ligious ritual.

Bureaucratic regimentation was in fact part of the larger regi-
mentation of life, introduced by this power-centered culture.

Nothing emerges more clearly from the Pyramid texts themselves,
with their wearisome repetitions of formulae, than a colossal ca-
pacity for enduring monotony: a capacity that anticipates the
universal boredom achieved in our own day. Even the poetry of
both early Egypt and Babylonia reveal this iterative hypnosis: the
same words, in the same order, with no gain in meaning, repeated a
dozen times-or a hundred times. This verbal compulsiveness is
the psychical side of the systematic compulsion that brought the
labor machine into existence. Only those who were sufficiently
docile to endure this regimen at every stage from command to
execution could become an effective unit in the human machine.

4. THE MAGNIFICATION OF POWER

Though the human machine was powerful, it was likewise ex-
tremely fragile: once the royal power was switched off, it &dquo;went
dead.&dquo; The royal machine reached the limit of its capabilities,
without doubt, in the construction of the Great Pyramids. Soon
after this came a revolt so shattering, so profound, that centuries
passed before the severed regions of Egypt could be assembled
once more under a single divine ruler. Never was power to be
raised to such heights of absolute command again until our own
day. But the institutional forces set in motion by this first effort
continued to operate. Wherever the army, the bureaucracy, and
the priesthood worked together under unified royal command, the
technics of unqualified power would resume operation.
The marks of this new mechanical order can be easily recognized:

and first, there is a change of scale. The habit of &dquo;thinking big&dquo;
was introduced with the first human machines: a superhuman scale
in the individual structure magnifies the sovereign authority and
reduces the size and importance of all the necessary human com-
ponents, except the central figure, the king himself. Both in

practice and even more in fantasy, this magnification applied to
time and to space. Kramer notes that in the early dynasties reigns
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of incredible length are attributed to legendary kings: a total of
close to a quarter of a million years for the eight kings before the
flood and a total of twenty-five thousand years for the first two
dynasties after the flood: this tallies with similar periods that
Egyptian priests were still assigning to ancient history when Hero-
dotus and Plato visited them.

But this multiplication of years was only the secular side of the
new conception of immortality: at first, in Egypt, solely the at-
tribute of the divine king, though there, as one notes in Sumer
where a whole court was massacred in the Royal Tomb at Ur to
accompany the ruler to the next world, the king’s servants and
ministers might also participate in this imputed extension of life.
In the Sumerian deluge myth Ziusudra the king (Noah’s counter-
part) is rewarded by the gods An and Enlil, not by a symbolic
rainbow, but by being given &dquo;life like a god.&dquo; The desire for life
without limits was part of the general lifting of limits which the
first great assemblage of power, by means of the machine, brought
about.

But if death mocks at the infantile fantasy of absolute power,
which the human machine promised to actualize, life mocks at it
even more. The notion of eternal life, with neither conception,
growth, fruition, or decay: an existence as fixed, as sterilized, as
unchanging as that of the royal mummy, is only death in another
form: a return to the state of arrest and fixation exhibited by the
stable chemical elements that have not yet combined in sufficiently
complex molecules to promote novelty and continued creativity.
The old fertility gods did not shrink from the fact of death: they
sought no infantile evasion, but promised rebirth and renewal, by
prolongation of power. If the gods of power had not triumphed, if
kingship had not found a negative mode of increasing the scope
of the human machine and therewith bolstering up the royal claim
to absolute obedience, the whole further course of civilization
might have been radically different.

But along with the desire for eternal life, kings and their gods
nourished other ambitions that have become part of the mythology
of our own age. Etana, in the Sumerian fable, mounts an eagle to
go in search of a curative herb for his sheep when they are stricken
with sterility. At this moment, the dream of human flight was
born, or at least became visible, though that dream still seemed
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so presumptuous that Etana, like Daedalus, was hurled to death
as he neared his goal. Soon, however, kings were represented as
winged bulls; and they had at their command heavenly messengers
who conquered space and time in order to bring commands to
their earthly subjects. Rockets and television sets were already
beginning to germinate in this royal myth. The Genii of the Arabi-
an Nights are only popular continuations of these earlier forms
of power-magic.

Within the span of early civilization, 3000 to 1000 B.C., the
formative impulse to exercize absolute control over both nature
and man shifted back and forth between gods and kings. Joshua
commanded the sun to stand still and destroyed the walls of
Jericho by martial music: but Yahweh himself, at an earlier mo-
ment, anticipated the Nuclear Age by destroying Sodom and Go-
morrah with a single visitation of fire and brim-stone; and a while
later He even resorted to germ warfare in order to demoralize
the Egyptians and aid in the escape of the Jews.

In short, none of the destructive fantasies that have taken pos-
session of leaders in our own age, from Hitler to Stalin, from
the khans of the Kremlin to the khans of the Pentagon, were
foreign to the souls of the divinely appointed founders of the first
machine civilization. With every increase of effective power, extra-

vagantly sadistic and murderous impulses emerged out of the
unconscious: not radically different from those sanctioned, not
only by Hitler’s extermination of six million Jews and uncounted
millions of other people, but the extermination by United States
Air Force of 200,000 civilians in Tokyo in a single night by
roasting alive. When a distinguished Mesopotamian scholar pro-
claimed that &dquo;civilization begins at Sumer&dquo; he innocently over-
looked how much be forgotten before this can be looked upon as
a laudable achievement. Mass production and mass destruction are
the positive and negative poles, historically, of the myth of the
mega-machine.
The other great prerogative of this royal technic is speed; for

speed itself, in any operation, is a function of power and in turn
becomes one of the chief means of displaying it. So deeply has this
part of the myth of the machine become one of the uncriticized
basic assumptions of our own technology that most of us have lost
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sight of its point of origin. But royal commands, like urgent com-
mands in the army, are performed &dquo;on the double.&dquo; 

&dquo;

Nothing better illustrates this acceleration of pace than the fact
that in Egypt, and later in Persia, each new monarch in the Pyramid
Age built a new capital for use in his own lifetime. (Compare this
with the centuries needed to built a medieval cathedral without
royal resources for assembling power). On the practical side, road-
building and canal-building, which were the chief means for has-
tening transportation, have been all through history the favored
form of royal public works: a form that reached its technological
consummation in the Iron Age, with the building of the Corinth
Canal through eighty feet or so of solid rock.

Only an economy of abundance, at a time when there were at
most four or five million people in the Nile Valley, could have
afforded to drain off the labor of a hundred thousand men annually,
and provide them with sufficient food to perform their colossal
task; for on the scale these works were executed, that was the
most sterile possible use of man power. Though many Egyptolo-
gists cannot bring themselves to accept the implications, John
Maynard Keynes’ notion of Pyramid Building, as a necessary
device for coping with the surplus labor force in an affluent so-
ciety without resorting to social equalization, was not an inept
metaphor. This was an archetypal example of simulated producti-
vity. Rocket-building is our modern equivalent.

But the most lasting economic contribution of the first myth of
the machine was the separation between those that worked and
those that lived in idleness on the surplus extracted from the
worker by reducing his standard of living to penury. According to
Akkadian and Babylonian scriptures, no less than those of Sumer,
the gods created men in order to free themselves from the hard
necessity of work. Here, as in so many other places, the gods
prefigure in fantasy what kings actually do. In times of peace, kings
and nobles live by the pleasure principle; eating, drinking, hunting,
playing games, and copulating endlessly. So at the very period
when the myth of the machine was taking place, the problems of
an economy of abundance first became visible in the behavior and
the fantasies of the ruling classes.

If we watch the aberrations of the ruling classes throughout
history, we shall see how far most of them were from understand-

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219216601405501 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219216601405501


15

ing the limitations of power, or of a life that centered upon an
effortless consumption: the reduced life of the parasite on a toler-
ant host. The boredom of satiety dogged this economy of surplus
power and surplus food from the very beginning: it led to in-
sensate personal luxury and even more insensate acts of collective
delinquency and destruction.
One early example of this dilemma of affluence must suffice.

An Egyptian story, translated by Flinders Petrie reveals the empti-
ness of a Pharaoh’s life, in which every desire was too easily
satisfied, and time hung with unbearable heaviness on his hands.
Desperate, he appeals to his counsellors for some relief from his
boredom; and one of them has a classic suggestion: that he fill a
boat with thinly veiled, almost naked girls, who will paddle over
the water and sing songs for him. For the hour, tedium, to the
Pharaoh’s great delight, was overcome; for, as Petrie aptly re-
marks, the vizier had invented the first Musical Revue: that solace
of the &dquo;tired business man.&dquo; &dquo;

In short, at its earliest point of development under the myth of
divine kingship, the amorality and the purposelessness of unlimited
power were revealed in both religious legend and recorded history.
Though the whole panoply of modern inventions lay beyond the
scope of the collective machine, which could provide only partial
and clumsy substitutes, the fundamental animus behind these in-
ventions-the effort to conquer space and time, to expand human
energy through the use of cosmic forces and to establish absolute
human control over both nature and man, all had been planted
and nurtured in the soil of fantasy.
Some of these seeds sprouted immediately: others which needed

for their execution a far higher degree of technical skill, a higher
capacity for logical and mathematical abstractions, required five
thousand years before they were ready to sprout. When that hap-
pened, the divine king would appear again in a new form.
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