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15. “It’s not technology or economics that pose the biggest challenges to the long boom. It’s 

political factors, the ones dependent on strong leadership” (Schwartz and Leyden, p. 21). 

Discuss. 

“The Long Boom” reeks of colonialism. Undergirding the text are the assumptions that 

neoliberalism and distinctly Western forms of technology will suffice to catalyze the 

emergence of a world utopia. As such, Schwartz and Leyden’s thought experiment ultimately 

amounts to little more than a technological fantasy of Western-European saviour complex. 

Beholden to a stubbornly resilient sense of manifest destiny, they fail to recognize the ways 

in which capitalism’s relentless commitment to profit prevents technology from realizing its 

truly emancipatory potential. To the extent that they are committed to the doctrines of 

capitalism and colonialism, Schwartz and Leyden are implicated in the erroneousness of 

their analysis. With cruel irony, the gods at whose altars they worship are ultimately 

responsible for the grand impotence of their account.

Schwartz and Leyden’s descriptions of other countries carry with them an eminently 

imperialist stench. American capitalism is touted as the sole catalyst for the prosperity of 

every other country: “The former communist countries Vietnam and Cambodia turn out to 

be amongst the most adept at capitalism. The entire region […] is booming” (Schwartz and 
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Leyden, “The Long Boom” 12). Indeed, the text is overstuffed with fervid attestations to the 

glorious powers of technological capitalism:

By the close of the 20th century, the more developed Western nations are forging 

ahead on a path of technology-led growth, and booming Asia is showing the 

unambiguous benefits of developing market economies and free trade. (13)

Schwartz and Leyden are tireless in their vindication of neoliberal principles. As though 

wary of coming across as too overtly imperialist, however, they amend: “Everyone benefits, 

particularly the underdeveloped economies, which take advantage of the leapfrog 

effect” (13-14). By claiming that the countries being exploited will benefit “particularly” from 

this exploitation, they effectively neutralize the acts of economic and political terrorism 

that enabled this exploitation. There is no mention of America’s perfidious past. There is no 

mention of its history of interference in the affairs of other countries—a history ultimately 

defined by a deep hunger for economic power. The United States is, for Schwarz and 

Leyden, the exalted arbiter of economic prosperity and democratic egalitarianism—a 

tension embodied in its description “as first among equals” (Schwarz and Leyden 23). Indeed, 

“The Long Boom” begins suspiciously to resemble one protracted act of self-acquittal on the 

part of the American conscience. Its authors assure us (and probably themselves) that 

“almost every region of the planet, even in the undeveloped world, participates in the 

bonanza” (14). This veritable orgy of universal material prosperity is itself distinctly Western-

European: it assumes the technological and neoliberal desires of the West are shared by the 

rest of the world. Schwartz and Leyden continue: “But the real boost from 2000 onward 

comes from capitalizing on Latin America’s […] proximity to the United States. The region 

becomes increasingly drawn into the booming US economy” (14). Once again, a region’s 



Zargarpour �3

growth is described as directly proportional to its proximity to the United States—whether 

ideological, geographical, or both. They paint the Middle-East in one amazingly monolithic 

and stereotypical stroke, attributing its crises in large part to the fact that “the 

fundamentalist Muslim mind-set is particularly unsuited to the fluid demands of the digital 

age” (14). And in response to a politically and economically desolated Africa:

Every nation, the world comes to understand, ultimately can only benefit from a 

thriving Africa […]. It makes as much practical as humanitarian sense. The 

regeneration of Africa becomes a prime global agenda item […]. (15)

This is, quite frankly, loathsome. For Leyden and Schwartz, Africa’s poverty induces foreign 

aid on the basis of economic incentive; its worth is implicitly determined according to the 

financial prerogatives of those very countries that are ultimately and historically responsible 

for its destitution. Furthermore, Africa is framed—according to a disturbing economic 

Darwinism—as inferior to the developed world: we are told it “will occupy economic niches 

that other nations are outgrowing” (15). Out of these moments, America’s role emerges as 

twofold: to become prosperous on the backs of the countries it exploits, and then to 

administer charitable aid to those same countries following the satiation of its exploitative 

desires. Of course, this doesn't happen: because political structures that reinforce and 

exacerbate inequality remain untouched, technological prosperity continues to line the 

pockets of a select few, whose consciences about their role in the impoverishment of others 

remain glassily untarnished and indifferent.

Indeed, the assumption that avarice can and will be satiated is itself highly 

problematic; this assumption is one of the many tenets of neoliberalism that permeate the 

text. For instance, following an economic boom, a “spirit of generosity returns. The vast 
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majority of Americans who see their prospects rising with the expanding economy are 

genuinely sympathetic to the plight of those left behind” (15). Schwartz and Leyden believe 

that generosity is the inevitable consequence of wealth. Their indoctrination into capitalism 

is evidently such that they ignore every historical indication to the contrary in favour of a 

narrative that affirms neoliberal convictions in the absolute justice of the free market. In 

other words, like Barlow, their faith in the power of “enlightened self-interest” to introduce 

perfect liberty is blind (“Barlow, “Declaration” p. 4). This blindness has alarming 

consequences. For while a principle like “[t]he bigger the network, the better” may be true, 

I don’t think Wall Street cares. Schwarz and Leyden assume that greed will eventually yield 

to rationalism—and, by implication, that the acquisitive desire is itself rational. But this 

hasn’t happened. Rather than prosperity for eight billion people, the present economic 

system has made eight men as rich as half the global population (“An economy for the 

99%”). Developments that would indeed prosper the masses are in reality stifled because 

they do not serve corporate interests. I also find issue with their description of a newfound 

American affluence: the government now has “ample resources to embark on new 

initiatives” and is “[n]o longer forced to nitpick over which government programs to 

cut” (16). This frames the country’s destitution as a problem of wealth rather than 

distribution. In 2017, a staggering $587 billion of America’s budget was allocated to the 

military (“America First” 15). The budget is “driven by a new National Defense Strategy that 

recognizes the need for American superiority” and seeks to ensure that the American armed 

forces “remain the best led, best equipped, and most ready force in the world” (16). Schwartz 

and Leyden share this patriotism. They write: “The United States is paving the way for other 

developed nations and, eventually, the rest of the nations of the world” (23). For them:
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the United States serves as steward of the idea of an open society. [It] is home to the 

core economic and political values that emerged from the 20th century—the free-

market economy and democracy. (23)

To be fair, Schwartz and Leyden do touch on the allocation of funds: “The resulting popular 

mandate shifts some of the billions once earmarked for defence toward revitalizing 

education” (17). It is a wonderful moment. Nevertheless, it falls short: this shift cannot occur 

so long as American self-superiority persists, especially in the form in which it manifests 

itself in “The Long Boom”—a form insidious precisely because it comes across as so banal.

For Schwartz and Leyden, technological virility corresponds to political sterility; 

their narrative continually reinforces the primacy of technology over politics: “The 

hierarchical bureaucracies of the 20th century are flattened and networked through the 

widespread adoption of new technologies” (18). It is technology that drives these political 

developments. For instance, “The Long Boom” describes the ruthless dismantling of 

political structures designed to stave off the oblivion of the poor: “At the time it looks 

brutal: busting unions, selling off state-owned industries, and dismantling the welfare state. 

In hindsight, the pain pays off. By the mid-1990s, the US unemployment rate is near 5 

percent” (12). These last remaining political bastions of equity are obliterated so that 

economics can, unimpeded by these stubborn obstructions, bring about a technological 

paradise. Schwarz and Leyden do at times appear to acknowledge the necessity of politics:

the new principles of openness and restructuring are applied first in politics, then 

economics. In the aftermath of the spectacular implosion of the Soviet Union, most 

energy is spent promoting democracy […]. (12)
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They mention the political, however, only to the extent that it serves economic ends. A 

country’s prosperity comes from its conversion not to democracy but to capitalism; and 

democracy is framed as necessary only insofar as it facilitates capitalism. Indeed, Schwartz 

and Leyden write, with regards to a Russia who finally converts after “stumbling along in its 

transition to a capitalist economy”: “Enough people are invested in the new system, and 

enough of the population has absorbed the new work ethic, that the economy can function 

quite well” (13). As such, these moments serve only to reinforce the total subservience of the 

political to the economic. I should also note that this liberal “openness” translates 

practically only to an incorporation of the political other into capitalism. For instance, 

towards the end of the text, they ruminate about the (actual) future:

Will Russia avoid a nationalist retrenchment and establish a healthy market 

economy—let alone democracy? Will China fully embrace capitalism and avoid 

causing a new cold—or hot —war? (23)

Russia’s nationalism is regressive. China will be the one “causing” a war if its refuses to 

become Western. These nations would be demonstrating the same refusal to relinquish 

political and economic values that is evinced by the West; but their obduracy is framed as 

shameful. Schwarz and Leyden simply assume that democracy and capitalism are the correct 

political and economic modes of being. As such, the “openness” these authors tout amounts 

to little more than a kind of self-congratulatory benevolence on the part of the implicitly 

superior countries.

Schwartz and Leyden acknowledge, towards the end of the text, the political 

imperatives to which such technological potential gives rise. They write of “the need to 

create a complex fabric of new global economic and political institutions to fit the 21st 
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century” (23). Their analysis, however, completely negates politics and gives repeated 

primacy instead to pure technology. As a result, Schwarz and Leyden’s concession that “[i]t’s 

not technology or economics that pose the biggest challenges to the long boom. It’s political 

factors, the ones dependent on strong leadership” takes on the prominent absurdity of a red 

balloon against a cloudless sky (23). Indeed, this moment speaks to a gaping contradiction in 

their thought: technology and not politics is the primary catalyst of prosperity, but only if 

politics allows technology to so catalyze. Schwarz and Leyden appear oblivious to this 

contradiction. Their infatuation with capitalism blinds them to its tendency to exacerbate 

inequality. The ideological disease with which they are afflicted—namely, a corporatist ethic 

deranged by neo-colonial myths of salvational patriotism—has only deepened global 

destitution. The technologies in which Schwarz and Leyden locate the emancipation of the 

human race were themselves made possible only by the brutal exploitation of the natural 

resources and manpower of so-called “developing” countries. Their analysis employs the 

language of American manifest destiny, a narrative that willfully negates the United States’ 

indebtedness to the nations it violates. Indeed, Schwarz and Leyden use “The Long Boom” 

to indulge the decadent fiction of American political innocence, preening their text of every 

historical detail to the contrary. Their allegiance to these ideological cancers is to blame for 

the immense sterility of their vision. In other words, “The Long Boom” fails for the very 

reasons it exists: Schwarz and Leyden feverishly extol the principles that are ultimately 

responsible for their own erroneousness.
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