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“The cost of our empire of illusion is not being paid by the corporate titans.  It is being 
paid on the streets of our inner cities, in former manufacturing towns, and in depressed 
rural enclaves.  This cost transcends declining numbers and statistics and speaks the 
language of human misery and pain.  Human beings are not commodities.  They are not 
goods.  They grieve and feel despair.  They raise children and struggle to maintain 
communities.  The growing class divide is not understood, despite the glibness of many 
in the media, by complicated sets of statistics, lines on a graph that chart stocks, or the 
absurd, utopian faith in unregulated globalization and complicated trade deals.  It is 
understood in the eyes of a man or woman who is no longer making enough money to 
live with dignity and hope.”—Chris Hedges, Empire of Illusion, Chapter V: The Illusion 
of America, (pp. 159-160) 
 
   The full title of this book is Empire of Illusion: The End of Literacy and The Triumph of 
Spectacle (232pp, $29.95, less in a secondhand bookstore).  By “illusion” Hedges is 
referring to the all-invasive cultural masquerade thrown up by all forms of the 
entertainment/media complex, so pervasive that it even affects politics.  (Think Stephen 
Harper singing “With a little help from my friends” at Ottawa’s National Arts Centre, just 
after slashing funding for the Arts.  (Even the photographs of this event were contrived, 
adding to the “illusion” effect.)) 
   However, I interpreted the “empire of illusion” differently: I thought of it as the dark 
cloak of capitalist ideology with all its accompanying accoutrements which so many 
western countries have wrapped themselves in.  Thus, in a kind of inverse effect, so many 
of the cultural illusions Hedges refers to actually result from the doomed political 
ideology we (and so many others) operate under.  I’ll back up my idea with some 
examples. 
   The book is divided into five chapters. 
   Chapter I is titled The Illusion of Literacy, and is about, among other things, pro-
wresting shows, and TV shows like Jerry Springer. 
   “Human beings become a commodity in a celebrity culture.  They are objects, like 
consumer products.  They have no intrinsic value.” (p.29) 
   “Functional illiteracy in North America is epidemic…. Canada has an illiterate and 
semiliterate population estimated at 42 percent of the whole, a proportion that mirrors 
that of the United States.” (p.44) 
   Chapter II is titled The Illusion of Love, and is about the spread of porn, especially 
through new technology like the Internet. 
   One reviewer of this book wrote that they couldn’t understand why this chapter was 
included.  From my perspective, it seems obvious: it’s the obscene, exploitive side of 
capitalism exposed. 
   “Porn reflects back the cruelty of a culture that tosses its mentally ill out on the street, 
warehouses more than 2 million people in prisons, denies health care to tens of millions 
of the poor, champions gun ownership over gun control, and trumpets an obnoxious and 
superpatriotic nationalism and rapacious corporate capitalism.  The violence, cruelty, and 



degradation of porn are expressions of a society that has lost the capacity for empathy.” 
(p.73) 
   Chapter III is titled The Illusion of Wisdom, and tells how corrupted our institutions of 
higher learning have become. 
   “Responsibility for the collapse of the global economy runs in a direct line from the 
manicured quadrangles and academic halls in Cambridge, New Haven, Toronto, and 
Paris to the financial and political centres of power. 
   The elite universities disdain honest intellectual inquiry, which is by its nature 
distrustful of authority, fiercely independent, and often subversive…. The established 
corporate hierarchies these institutions service—economic, political, and social—come 
with clear parameters, such as the primacy of an unfettered free market….” (p.89) 
   Chapter IV is titled The Illusion of Happiness, and tells of the feel-good courses being 
taught in many schools and utilized by many corporations to, for example, divert their 
employees’ attention away from poor working conditions.  At first, I couldn’t understand 
why this chapter was included in the book.  Then I read this: 
   “The purpose and goals of the corporation are never questioned.  To question them, to 
engage in criticism of the goals of the collective, is to be obstructive and negative.  The 
corporations are the powers that determine identity.  The corporations tell us who we are 
and what we can become.  And the corporations offer the only route to personal 
fulfillment and salvation.  If we are not happy there is something wrong with us.  Debate 
and criticism, especially about the goals and structure of the corporation, are condemned 
as negative and ‘counterproductive.’” (p.117) 
   Chapter V is titled The Illusion of America, and is about the decline of the American 
empire.  It’s from this chapter that I took my interpretation of “empire of illusion” as I 
stated in the beginning of this article, because nearly all of it is dedicated to corporate, 
capitalist America.  Maybe a solid quote will help. 
   “Democracy is not an outgrowth of free markets.  Democracy and capitalism are 
antagonistic entities.  Democracy, like individualism, is based not on personal gain but on 
self-sacrifice.  A functioning democracy must often defy the economic interests of elites 
on behalf of citizens, but this is not happening.  The corporate managers and government 
officials trying to fix the economic meltdown are pouring money and resources into the 
financial sector because they are trained only to manage and sustain the established 
system, not change it.” (pp.185-186) 
   I opened this article by stating it was my opinion that “empire of illusion” referred to 
the many doomed capitalist ideologies of western countries—doomed because by their 
very definition of never-ending growth and unsustainability, they were illusions 
compared with more workable economic systems.  I know, too, that most of you will read 
this book and agree with Hedges’ premise about a “culture of illusion” being the root 
cause of all the malaise; I have tried to show otherwise with the illustrative quotes.  (And, 
after all, “capitalism” isn’t even listed in the index!) 
   One might ask, what would be a “more workable economic system”?  I’m thinking 
about a couple of famous quotes by Margaret Thatcher here: “There is no alternative,” 
and “There is no such thing as society.”  Both were meant to buttress her concept of free-
market ideology, but I believe there is at least one alternative: social democratic 
capitalism.  This form of social democracy leads to the modern welfare state by political 



change, progressive taxation systems, regulated financial systems—in short, all that 
unfettered free market capitalism lacks.  Take your choice! 
 


