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Prologue

			Our March into Virtual Solitary Confinement

			“…poor lonesome ghost locked in its own machinery.” —Walker Percy, Love in the Ruins

			In 1970, a thirteen-year-old girl was discovered in my Southern California hometown after her depraved father confined her for a dozen years to a dim back bedroom. He forbade even her mother and brother to speak to her. As a young teen myself, I was captivated by the case. It was a national news item I followed avidly in the Los Angeles Times.

			When found, the girl could only utter guttural noises. Her senses were so numbed by the twenty-four-seven monotony that her eyes couldn’t focus more than a few feet away, the distance between the bedroom wall and the potty-chair to which she was strapped down daily. She was unable to feel heat or cold. Those working on the case gave her the pseudonym “Genie” because she was a mystery, like a genie locked forever in a bottle.

			I had high hopes she might eventually be able to talk about her ordeal. But the damage was severe, permanent, and irreversible. Genie made a little bit of progress under the care of professionals, but she never learned more than a few words in a pidgin mix, then regressed into muteness.1

			A little later, I read Joanne Greenberg’s autobiographic novel I Never Promised You a Rose Garden. The story traces her experiences of shame and guilt as a young girl. It refers to the taunts and rejection she experienced at school and at camp. She sought refuge inside her mind. As Joanne withdrew, she became severely schizophrenic. She hallucinated beauty and friends. They lived in “Yr,” a realm with its own landscape, climate, and unique language. While numb to the people and places in the real world around her, in Yr Joanne had strong tactile and visual senses along with the auditory hallucinations of her companions.

			After years of careful therapy, in fits and starts and baby steps, Joanne was able to break free of Yr and literally come to her senses. Her psychotherapist was the renowned Frieda Fromm-Reichmann. Based on her professional observations and Joanne’s case, Fromm-Reichmann offered the thesis that perceived social isolation is a major cause of psychosis, possibly a root cause of all mental illness. Most psychiatrists rejected her theory back then, and many, if not most, still reject it today.

			In a 1959 article titled “Loneliness,” in the journal Psychiatry, Fromm-Reichmann described Joanne’s ability to convey—through hand gestures—that profound loneliness was the root cause of her sickness. The article also suggested that psychiatrists who rejected such a connection were themselves experiencing the human fear of confronting the abyss of loneliness. Indeed, Joanne’s eventual recovery was so complete that many refused to believe Joanne was ever schizophrenic.

			Cases like Genie’s and Joanne’s may seem rare. But they are the tip of a deep iceberg in which the mental and emotional consequences of social isolation are far more common. Extreme isolation can render us feral, cut us off from our potential, and disrupt our ability to communicate or even to think. It can lead to psychoses, mental disorders in which a person completely loses touch with reality. Such isolation leads to a host of other pathologies, as well as self-harm and suicide.

			Severe loneliness leaves us in despair, dysfunctional, distrustful, and incapable of communicating. The stress contributes to a multitude of physical health problems, including high blood pressure, heart ailments, dementia, and stroke. But it also erodes our sense of agency, making us thoroughly vulnerable to the dictates of others. The hidden danger is that we are all subject to having this vulnerability exploited.

			Joanne’s escape into psychosis parallels other forms of escape from reality that have plagued our society and culture in recent decades, including the opioid epidemic, excessive screen time, and the pull of virtual reality. New technologies have intensified the lure of such addictions beyond the older escape hatches of alcohol, gambling, and print pornography.

			All have contributed to a loneliness epidemic and a mental health crisis accompanied by spiking suicide rates, especially among youth. Alienation, the feeling of being disconnected from other people, of being isolated, unloved, alone, is the common denominator that doesn’t change as we pursue those escapes. We can try to flee into virtual reality, but the digital world is no substitute for flesh-and-blood human companionship.

			This book is the result of many such observations that captured my attention throughout my childhood and adult life. As a child in the schoolyard, I first began to take mental notes on the effects of ostracism. In middle and high school, I studied from afar the weirdness of the cult of popularity. I noticed how associations could shift based on rumors and reputation and a group mindset.

			I also noticed how mobbing tends to have an atomizing effect on the bully, the victim, and the bystander alike. All sorts of relationships suffer in environments in which people defer to social labeling. Friendships get nipped in the bud. Victims withdraw when feeling isolated and humiliated. I’ve never forgotten how a mercilessly bullied junior high schoolmate chose the ultimate withdrawal of a grisly suicide.

			Later in college, while living close to a very active Fraternity Row, I pondered its bestial dynamics and pecking orders. I also worked for a while as an administrative assistant in a social science department. There I was a fly on the wall while similar tribal forces played out among faculty members who’d operate as a mob, swarming to get a rival denied tenure or canned for thinking wrongly.

			But patterns of weaponized isolation writ large really stood out to me when I studied Russian and Soviet history as a graduate student. Totalitarian forces always seek to destroy private life and set up a surveillance state. If they succeed, it heightens a sense of isolation that results in dependence upon the state. During Josef Stalin’s Reign of Terror, millions of Soviet citizens were sent to gulags or executed as political criminals if suspected of noncompliance. Victims were publicly demonized as “nonpersons.” The terrified masses complied.

			I continued to probe these phenomena while serving in the 1980s at the Central Intelligence Agency as an analyst of Soviet propaganda and its state-controlled media. That work cemented my understanding that oppression is inevitable in one-party states that sustain themselves through constant propaganda and censorship and the subversion of any independent institution. They’re driven to control the speech, thoughts, and, therefore, the associations of their presumed subjects, usually through some form of demonization.

			After leaving my job to raise a family, I could feel the American social fabric unraveling as I read up on human life issues, including abortion, Dr. Jack Kevorkian’s assisted-suicide machine, and murmurs of euthanasia and eugenics. I also tracked the development of political correctness, identity politics, family breakdown, K–12 reforms, radical environmentalism, campus speech codes, and woke-creep in religious institutions, in the military, and in corporate America. I watched the growth of gender ideology, including nascent propaganda on “transgender kids,” which I detected in my local public library in the mid-1990s.

			Much of the media’s marketing of all these agendas was overly forceful, often demonizing those who might disagree. Most seemed to accept the propaganda to avoid being labeled a bigot. To get a better handle on that, I investigated the huge body of neglected research on the conformity impulse and behavior of crowds.

			I finally concluded that there is a machinery at work—a machinery of loneliness. Tyrants operate that machinery—wittingly or not—in order to disarm those they wish to control. It happens all the time in toxic workplaces or in destructive cults, as well as in politics.

			I think we understand these phenomena instinctively. Unfortunately, most of us do not understand them consciously. That’s a major failing that cries out for correction. We must become more aware of these dynamics to develop counterstrategies that can preserve our freedoms. I hope this book can aid that awareness by laying out some of the patterns of the weaponization of loneliness.

			Consider a few questions. In terms of the effect on the human psyche, how different is the playground taunt of “cooties” to cancel culture? How different from Big Tech’s efforts to smear and deplatform the “unwoke”? How different from being supervised by a petty tyrant in a toxic workplace? Or from a cult leader like Jim Jones, who isolates his recruits in a jungle? In the end, aside from degree, how different are any of these from world-class dictators like Mao Zedong or Josef Stalin, who could arbitrarily label anyone as a public enemy and have him exterminated both socially and literally with the silent consent of a population terrified of that same fate?

			The underlying dynamic is the same: a machinery of loneliness that threatens to turn people into social pariahs in order to extort compliance. History is filled with sordid documentation of the damage done by totalitarian regimes that rely on that machinery fueled by the conformity impulse and terror of isolation. We can only imagine how much worse it gets with such tactics wielded on a global scale through exponentially growing digital technologies.

			The weaponization of loneliness drives just about everything in human affairs. The threat of social isolation tends to determine what we say or don’t say. Then it begins to regulate what we think and how we behave. It very often determines those we shun and those we don’t. Sadly, we seemed locked into that soulless machinery, like Walker Percy’s lonesome ghost.

			If we are to exit this path to slavery, we need to challenge both those who would lead us down this road and, even more importantly, bystanders inclined to mindlessly follow. We need a conscious investigation to help crack the code of the weaponization of loneliness and its modern mechanisms such as identity politics, political correctness, and mob formation. We must aggressively defend the private sphere of life because that is the only safe haven for developing the power of human connection. Only then can we start defending ourselves against attempts to isolate us, especially from those we love and those who love us.





Introduction

			The Machinery of Loneliness

			“Terror can rule absolutely only over men who are isolated against each other.… Therefore, one of the primary concerns of all tyrannical government is to bring this isolation about.” —Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism

			Terror of isolation is the natural bedrock upon which tyrannies are built. Severe loneliness is an abnormal state for human beings. That’s why the prospect of being condemned to solitary confinement is akin to the biblical curse of being cast into the outer darkness. It renders us so vulnerable that in the hands of tyrants, this terror of being alone is the perfect weapon to control our actions, our speech, our associations, and our thoughts. We may be oblivious to the practice, but loneliness is constantly weaponized. This will continue to happen by stealth unless we wise up to the process and become self-aware enough to build counterstrategies.

			You may even know of someone who manipulates that fear. Gaslighters do it by limiting their partner’s social contacts. Toxic bosses do it by making unreasonable demands that result in firing if not met. Queen bee divas may spread rumors and smear their perceived rivals in order to isolate them. The leader of a dangerous cult will create a codependent family-like structure in which recruits must comply with every demand to avoid being punished with shunning.

			But perhaps dictators are the most experienced in such tactics. The consequences are grimmest when whole societies fall under the spell of their manipulations. Why do people fall for it? For one thing, we seem to have a hardwired flight response whenever faced with the threat of social rejection. For another, we are not tuned in to the mechanisms of such psychological warfare.

			Resistance is especially hard if we are acting alone and are not even aware of our emotional vulnerabilities. Particularly when conformity is enforced by mob action, we respond in the hope that compliance will help us avoid a sentence of ostracism and maybe even gain us the social acceptance we crave. Thus, the conformity impulse easily contributes to a social contagion, which can feed on itself until tyranny is firmly established.

			That is precisely how tyrants get away with their schemes, time and again. They instinctively manipulate the primal human fear of loneliness in a sort of bait and switch scheme. We see it in cancel culture, deplatforming, and various forms of public ridicule and smearing. Relief from social isolation is the bait they offer in exchange for compliance with their agendas. The switch is nothing but more tyranny, along with even more loneliness and fear. Thus, the cycle of fear and compliance upon which tyrannies depend becomes self-perpetuating.

			We cannot mount an effective resistance to this noxious state of affairs until we become fully aware of these patterns and how they direct our behaviors. We may certainly have an instinctive awareness, but that is not enough. We must become actively conscious of the markers of the weaponization of loneliness to resist their powerful pull and to embolden others to do the same. Otherwise, we will continue to be sitting ducks for the designs of tyrants.

			The Phantom Shadow of Tyranny

			Americans have long sensed tyranny creeping into their lives. The disquiet hovered in the background for a long time, though most couldn’t put their finger on it. When signals surfaced—such as antispeech codes written into federal law in the 1990s allegedly to curb hate—we tended to shrug them off. After all, wouldn’t acceptance of the code simply mean we were promoting civility over hate? It was too frightening to believe those speech codes could really lead to direct attacks on freedom of speech protected by the First Amendment.

			Other indicators of a new kind of authoritarianism multiplied over the course of decades, usually with the claim that they were needed to ensure justice against racism or sexism. In the 1980s, multiculturalism took root, then morphed into identity politics and intersectionality.

			Likewise, when the canon of Western civilization came under direct attack in the 1980s, few expected it to be followed by direct attacks on free speech on college campuses. But it was, and with a vengeance. Such unintended consequences seemed to be popping up everywhere. Trends to control speech and behavior were isolating us from one another, and yet they began to intensify rapidly and spread throughout society’s institutions.

			Many felt very queasy as this shadow of tyranny enshrouded us further. At the same time, we tended to go along with it. Besides, it wasn’t possible to pinpoint any single source. Yes, tyranny seemed to be in the air, but we whistled past the haunted feeling and tried to get on with our lives.

			Yet, in increments over the decades, we became less likely to express ideas openly—to neighbors, coworkers, classmates, or even family members—for fear of being accused of wrong think. Even when asked for an opinion, we found ourselves tiptoeing, fearful that a politically incorrect statement would get us shunned. Many would nod in understanding at the results of a 2020 Cato Institute poll: a whopping 62 percent said they had political views they were too fearful to express.2

			We were feeling more alone than ever, even before authorities shut the country down because of COVID-19. There were already numerous feature stories written about a loneliness epidemic. Children brought up in traditional households were more likely to find their beliefs ridiculed in school by peers and teachers alike. College students learned that expressing a politically incorrect opinion in class could easily result in a poorer grade or worse. Many would also come home to berate their parents over politically incorrect views on the environment or “white privilege.”

			But the effects of enforced isolation, brought on by heavier doses of propaganda that spread instantly—and globally—on the internet began to take their toll. Ideologies most Americans had never heard of before—like critical race theory and transgenderism—took center stage. There was not even time to digest those dogmas before they were enforced by just about every institution, including Hollywood, the corporate world, financial institutions, the media, medicine, academia, K–12 education, and even in the military and as yet traditional religious institutions.

			The whole “woke” revolution took controlled speech a giant leap further by compelling speech, as with pronoun protocols that applied heavy penalties for “misgendering” someone. All such agendas also carried a heavy dose of hostility against anyone who might disagree and enlisted social media mobs to enforce that demonization. Saying the “wrong” thing about these new isms—even asking an innocent question—could get you canceled on social media or get you fired from your job. And it was coming from all directions, from all institutions.

			Our tech devices magnified the sense of helplessness, as social media increasingly told us what to think and how to think. We were feeling more alone and isolated than ever before, but we didn’t know how to express it. Why were divisions in society growing so hostile? Why couldn’t we have normal conversations without the fear of being canceled by mobs? How to make sense of blatant attacks on free speech, on conscience, on even raising our own children?

			We began to wake up to the fact that once such a chilling effect on speech took hold, we became more separated from one another, more atomized. And on a mass scale. These trends all seemed to converge to produce a “totalitarian moment” that felt inescapable. It is similar to the development of other tyrannies in the past. But it is also different in its modern form because this one is highly technological, impersonal, and global.

			Nevertheless, the methods and goals are the same. It all begins with isolation. The totalitarian can easily induce self-censorship as long as people perceive it as an escape from the fear of social isolation. And yet by self-censoring we cut ourselves off from others and thereby become more isolated, not less. This self-imposed isolation—due to fear of isolation—is our greatest enemy because it is being used to erode our freedom.

			A Wake-Up Call: 2020 Fast-Tracked Our Isolation

			The use of state-enforced lockdowns due to the COVID-19 virus proved to be the catalyst that accelerated our divisions and atomization. At first, and in good faith, Americans complied with a host of medical mandates—social distancing, masking, shutdowns, and later vaccines—to do their part for public safety. But the increasing coerciveness of the directives—requiring a vaccine to stay employed, for example—gave people pause. The extreme coercion seemed to clarify something totalitarian was afoot, especially since this virus was nearly 100 percent recoverable for those without serious health problems.

			Americans had generally agreed to disagree in the past, but as propaganda stoked fear of random death from the virus, strange new hostilities erupted. After elites in government, media, and Big Tech demonized anyone not in line with the mandates, many people responded by disowning friends and family members who weren’t with the program. In fact, the COVID-19 mandates blatantly enforced our isolation from one another, often in the most intimate and brutal ways. It began with a thousand cuts, including distancing and masking, but then moved on to destructive lockdowns and to draconian vaccine mandates. These restrictions on distancing often meant that patients in hospitals were not allowed any visitors at all. Brutally separated from loved ones, many were left to die alone.

			The censorship of several reputable medical experts who offered different opinions on treatment was unprecedented. Suddenly, the industry of faceless “fact-checkers” exploded on Big Tech, claiming that anything not in line with the narrative was “misinformation.” Clearly, a new sort of tyranny was taking hold.

			Conformity Erodes Resistance and Enables Tyranny

			Mandates—whether because of COVID-19 or anything else, whether enforced or periodically eased—have a conditioning effect. The promise of getting back to normal “if only you do this and that” is common to a conditioning method that has long been used by tyrants. This process is helped along when there is a high level of social conformity because people tend to mimic the obedience they see in those around them.

			Even when draconian directives end, those who capriciously issued them seem to take notes for the next time: How to measure the compliance rate? How to nudge and modify behaviors? How to raise the ante in the future? How to keep those options open?

			Consider, for example, how Americans accepted greater degrees of domestic surveillance after Congress passed the PATRIOT Act in response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The newly established Department of Homeland Security asked Americans to aid in finding terrorists. The Transportation and Security Administration carried out unprecedented baggage and body searches, sometimes by obnoxious agents, on a permanent basis. Most accepted the “new normal” as a small price to pay for safety. But we had no idea such surveillance would be used in the future to label as domestic terrorists peaceful protestors or parents who voiced politically incorrect concerns at school board meetings.

			Similarly, when restaurants and other public venues required proof of vaccination for entry, there was a startling level of conformity. Before long, the federal government mandated vaccines for businesses, healthcare workers, and the military, with virtually no allowance for any exemptions. “Showing papers” to keep your job or go to school or even go to a concert materialized. Freedom of movement—to board a plane or bus, for example—increasingly depended upon your willingness to obey orders such as to “mask up.” And if an accompanying toddler put up a fuss about wearing a mask, the entire family would get booted off the plane.

			Mass conformity with such processes opens the door wide to a social credit system like China’s, in which a citizen’s access to goods and services depends entirely upon his or her political compliance. It also gives leaders an excuse to fence themselves off from accountability, both literally and legally. In the name of safety, elected representatives shut down public access to statehouses across the nation as well as to the United States Capitol. The Capitol office buildings were fenced off, preventing constituents from having any direct contact with their representative in Congress. COVID-19 measures also helped the ruling classes develop a two-tiered system in which they placed themselves above the law when it came to complying with their own mandates.

			In part, the conformity that allowed this cycle to continue was driven by fear of the virus. But even as states dropped the mandates when the evidence against their usefulness couldn’t be denied, the conditioning process had already reached a higher threshold. The ultimate effect of this process is yet to be seen. What happens when the goalposts get moved again? What strange new narratives and agendas might whole populations agree to next time?

			The Entangled Interests of Modern Tyrants

			What do we know about powerful actors who tend to push social control measures? Why do so many of them—especially in government and corporations, aided by Big Media and Big Tech—seem to line up in the same formations, with the same demands?

			For clues we can look at the apparent collusion of those same actors in the immediate wake of the US Supreme Court’s Dobbs decision that overturned Roe vs. Wade on June 24, 2022. They all seem tied together by a common outlook or a common psychology in which their prime motivator was power through social control.

			As soon as the ruling was announced, their behavior was so aggressive that you could reasonably wonder if abortion was their only means of survival. President Biden issued an executive order establishing an interagency task force to get around any state restrictions on abortion. Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) fervently declared war on crisis pregnancy centers, insisting they be replaced with more abortion clinics. The Department of Justice did virtually nothing to address the increased vandalism and attacks on crisis pregnancy centers or continued mob action at the homes of conservative Supreme Court justices, which included an assassination attempt on Justice Brett Kavanaugh.

			Even more telling, hundreds of large corporations instantly announced they would pay all abortion expenses, including out-of-state travel, to pregnant employees. These companies openly admitted they needed abortion to boost business. (Indeed, abortion is cheaper for companies than adding a child onto health insurance or allowing for family leave.) In like manner, Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen essentially argued that the economic health of the nation depended on unrestricted abortion. Meanwhile, propaganda campaigns continued to urge youth to forego having children in order to “save the planet.”

			But all those anti-child reactions to Dobbs seem to have a far darker effect in common. They serve to atomize people by cutting them off from the potential of family relationships that might thrive in a private sphere over which power elites have no control. Those elites can then exploit the resulting isolation to cultivate complete dependence on the corporation or the state with the backing of controlled media. They naturally share this same habit, whether or not they coordinate with each other or are even conscious of how they are hurting people.

			In a similar manner, in 2021, a medley of ruling elites—the airline CEO, the medical expert, the media talking head, the activist judge—all seemed to agree that no traveler should be allowed to fly without wearing a face mask. Nevertheless, while coordinated in their agreement, they still promoted their own separate interests and ambitions.

			We may not be able to see a conscious collective in them, even if they seem to act in concert. However, we can detect an alignment of interests that are tied up in a knot of intentions, ambitions, and ordinary human foibles. It feels a lot like the mythical Gordian knot, which one Roman historian described as “several knots all so tightly entangled that it was impossible to see how they were fastened.”3 The metaphor seems to fit as we observe the behaviors of those politicians, media figures, CEOs, and titans of Big Tech. Each acts as a separate power broker, but they seem snaked together in messy ways, all increasingly unaccountable.

			There seems to be an unquenchable appetite for power among ruling elites. Sure, many may see themselves as heroes in the service of a greater good. Yet they seem to feel compelled to control the lives of others, often in destructive ways, all in the pursuit of this greater good. Whatever their goals are, conscious or not, they seem to be very unified in an outlook that would claim: “I/We know best, and you must do as I/we say.” This is in line with the father of public relations Edward Bernays’s view that modern society must be “administered by the intelligent minority who know how to regiment and guide the masses.”4

			But whether it all happens by chance or by conscious direction, the mandates that this minority promotes serve to enforce our isolation from one another. They try to instill compliance by generating a sense of urgency, such as a “pandemic crisis” or a “climate crisis” or a “misinformation crisis” that can only be addressed by doing as they say—and by conditioning those who conform to become busybodies who punish those who don’t. Such isolating forces take on a life of their own if not kept in check. There are a thousand moving parts in the question of their intentions.

			While we can’t pick apart all the pathologies, we will explore some of the possible drivers of the totalitarian impulse. Our primary concern is to draw out patterns that can create a perfect storm for a totalitarian system to take root. In those patterns, we can detect the effects of the actions and methods tied up in that vast knot. They consist of just about any isolating force that pushes us toward a new sort of technocratic totalitarianism: censorship, snitch culture, mob infrastructures, behavior modification programs, mandated facelessness, invasions of privacy, identity politics, manufactured hostilities, and power-mongering.

			If these forces are not contained, they feed off one another to an overpowering point. The net effect is a programmed life for each of us, not lived freely or in truth. As people become more atomized, they become more susceptible to perverse new ways of trying to find purpose and escape isolation. Such yearnings serve as breeding grounds for mobs.

			Mobs Move the Goalposts of Tyranny

			Even if the great majority of a population is not on board with an authoritarian agenda, a huge part of the agenda can be achieved through the power of mobs. Propagandized agendas can advance quickly when there’s a good dose of agitation along with well-orchestrated media support for them. This all serves to ignite the social contagion of high emotion.

			Just two months after the media announced that COVID-19 was a pandemic, full-scale riots exploded in our cities after the death of a black man, George Floyd, at the hands of a white police officer in Minneapolis. Mobs that went by the names “Antifa”5 and “Black Lives Matter” (BLM) swept through city streets chanting, smashing windows, looting, burning, toppling statues, and maiming. The goal was to intimidate bystanders into accepting the adopted narratives.

			Throughout that summer, mobs harassed diners at restaurants. They got in their faces, surrounding them, insisting they chant in solidarity with BLM. Even police officers obeyed the mobs’ demands, bowing down and confessing to the crime of “systemic racism.” Bystanders routinely obeyed the mob’s orders to repeat a litany of confessions of racism. The alternative seemed only to be ostracism, being smeared as a guilty bigot. Many blindly conformed, hoping that doing so would make it all go away. Yet they remained confused and thoroughly unprepared for the violence and hostility that loomed for the foreseeable future.

			As the riots intensified, BLM and Antifa mobs went on an iconoclastic rampage, first toppling Confederate statues but then moving on to Christopher Columbus, Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, Frederick Douglass, and even Mahatma Gandhi. These actions amounted to demands to erase history, and they mystified most Americans.

			On top of that, there were direct threats against average Americans who supported President Trump’s bid for reelection. Social media was filled with calls for “making lists” of them to eradicate them from society. That election also brought another atomizing development that many Americans hadn’t known before: the inability to vote in person at their community polling place.

			Due to the social distancing mandates of COVID-19, only 30 percent of votes were cast in person. State and local officials had eliminated nearly twenty-one thousand in-person polling places.6 The results of the push for mail-in voting were so vast and unwieldy that many Americans expressed concerns about irregularities in vote tallying and oversight. Those concerns were treated with scorn and censorship by Big Media and Big Tech, who enlisted virtual mobs to do the same.7

			All the above spawned a new breed of meddlers in both the real and virtual worlds. They suddenly felt justified in probing the intentions of their neighbors, looking for any signs of political noncompliance, trying to sniff out any sign of bigotry. The COVID-19 mandates gave their inner petty bureaucrat license to berate their fellow citizens in stores, in parking lots, in elevators, demanding to know vaccination status or to “mask up.”

			A New World Slavery?

			All these trends led many to feel that we are on the brink of an ominous future. It was as though our feet were planted in two separate worlds. One is a world that allows for a private sphere of life in which we can have normal relationships and freely pursue happiness. We can explore and discover and love. It may be a slower life, but it’s one in which we feel we can make our dreams come true through hard work and inspiration. It’s a human world from which we seem to be losing our foothold.

			But the other foot has been yanked into a realm over which we have no control. This is the hard pull of the technological revolution moving us along at lightning speed toward a digital slavery. It echoes the theory of nineteenth-century French sociologist Emile Durkheim, who wrote that the industrial revolution was causing social disintegration and, with it, a great sense of anomie, the desperate feeling of being lonely in a crowd.8

			New technologies have exponentially amplified that sense of alienation. We don’t even have time to think about it before it moves in on us, especially if we are devoted to our devices. Too much of life has become digitized. The video- conferencing format for virtual meetings has proven to be a poor substitute for real-life interactions. If we call customer service, we must speak to robots rather than humans. We can see how our data is mined when ads pop up on our phones right after we talk about the product or service or if we simply “like” a post. The proposal to place a “kill switch” on every vehicle would allow authorities to remotely disable your car if an algorithm determines its owner is suspected of unlawful activity. Becoming a cashless society would end private transactions.

			Advances in biotechnology seem even more invasive, especially with proposals to use biometric identity markers embedded under the skin to access buildings and even one’s home. Vaccine passports mean your medical data can become more people’s business. The list of proposals is endless and unsettling. It is difficult to shake the belief that this all amounts to the building of an infrastructure for a surveillance state.

			And yet, we tend to comply. Yes, there are signs of resistance, such as the protests that sprang up around the globe in opposition to vaccine passports and other mandates. In 2022 from Sri Lanka to the Netherlands there were massive protests by farmers against environmental policies that devastate food production. But with each major incidence of resistance, those directing the agenda take notes and calculate how to magnify threats and fear, how to erode resistance, and how to move the goalposts further.

			Social control is the essence of all these trends coming together fast and furiously and simultaneously. Unprecedented medical mandates, rioting, mob rule, extreme censorship, invasions of privacy, cancel culture, snitch culture, and massive changes in the implementation of our elections all seemed to converge in very short order.

			Together they form the picture of a totalitarian revolution in the making. But it is a new form of revolution afoot that is highly technological and seemingly unlimited in scope. The formidable new technologies allow their operators to modify human behavior on a global scale. And yet, its underlying methods—such as nonstop propaganda, mob action, and demonization campaigns—haven’t changed. The primary goal of remaking society into some sort of utopia has not changed either.

			Past Revolutions Offer Clues

			People succumb to utopianism when they feel alienated and yearn for a perfect society of peace and justice, particularly during times of economic and social upheaval. Utopian ideas are steeped in a spiritual appeal to the transcendence of our sad human state. Many find allure in the promise to grant us all a sense of community—humanity as a great collective—that will always stave off loneliness.

			But utopianism is a twofold folly. First, it rejects the reality of human weakness by demanding faith in the perfectibility of man. Second, utopian visions cannot abide any dissent, whether active or passive. These are the key elements of the inseparable connection between utopia and terror. This is a connection that has been superbly expressed in the work of historian Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius.9

			Revolutionary elites who push utopias are always a small minority. In order to get all of society on board, they must enlist mobs to promote the illusion of compliance with their visions. Mobs enforce the narrative, often through violence. They help censor any competing views through intimidation and various forms of book burning.

			We ought to study how radical utopian revolutions got a foothold in the past in order to better understand the twenty-first-century incarnation. Mob action was a major catalyst for the French Revolution, accelerating Maximilien Robespierre’s brutal dechristianization campaign and Jacobin revisions of history. Private life came under direct attack after Russia’s Bolshevik Revolution. Those attacks reached terrifying new heights during Stalin’s Reign of Terror.

			Identity politics and pseudoscience played out to a gruesome degree during Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich, causing intense hostilities in the society. And American immigrants from communist China can recall the cruel legacy of mob-led struggle sessions during Chairman Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution. Some have publicly expressed alarm at seeing similar dynamics develop in their adopted homeland.10

			But many who sense the brewing of a totalitarian revolution in the twenty-first century are puzzled because it doesn’t appear to have a central operator. Yes, there remain many dictators on the world stage, as always. But there is no single figure like Hitler, Lenin, Mao, Robespierre, or even Oliver Cromwell, who has been at the center driving all the changes. There has been no single nation-state leading the charge. No specific revolutionary party. No one corporation giving directives to all.

			Rather, it all seems more hydra-headed, coming from all directions and from many different sources with seemingly different interests. Indeed, Big Tech selectively bans political speech on social media platforms like Facebook. Twitter even suspended the account of a sitting US president. Big Media is a mammoth propaganda operation with little actual news reported. Financial institutions became more apt to regulate the donations of their customers, some eager to freeze bank accounts of citizens they deem politically incorrect.

			Then there’s the World Economic Forum, whose founder Klaus Schwab has incessantly spoken and written about a “Great Reset,” which would lead to a more centrally controlled social order of the entire world. Over the years Schwab groomed a coterie of young leaders, including Prime Minister of Canada Justin Trudeau and Prime Minister of France Emanuel Macron, who cooperate to establish such an order.

			The 2020s also opened with more federal judges blatantly legislating from the bench, more military officers requiring recruits to be indoctrinated in woke ideologies, medical organizations promoting vaccine mandates, and more pediatricians endorsing hormone regimens and genital surgeries on children without parental consent. Meanwhile, academia continued its war on freedom of expression and K–12 educrats grew increasingly hostile to the parents of the children they supposedly teach.

			People felt gut-punched by so many unexpected invasions of privacy and attacks against free speech in a nation trusted to protect it. How did so much sudden disregard for due process arise, so little regard for reason and reality? And from so many different places?

			It’s All Tied Together by the Machinery of Loneliness

			Although all these developments have come at us from different directions, they have a machinery in common. The common denominator of such revolutions past, present, and future is the weaponization of loneliness. All its features pit people against one another. All were at work in various ways in past revolutions of modern history. And all result in our further atomization, our further separation from one another.

			The most critical features are the forces of identity politics, political correctness, and mobs. Identity politics is clearly meant to divide us into hostile groups, such as oppressor and victim, based on race or sex or any other demographic grouping. Political correctness induces us to self-censor, which means we drive ourselves into further isolation by limiting our exchanges with others to avoid the risk of social rejection. Mobs then serve as agitation forces that push propaganda into action. They intimidate others into silence and compliance and finally can cause any agenda—no matter how fringy—to become policy.

			Another way to think about the machinery is as a combustion engine that can’t operate without ignited fuel. The fuel is our conformity impulse, and the spark is our fear. Without them, the machinery of loneliness simply can’t operate. So, if we cannot shake off our conformity impulse and fear of isolation we will remain self-silenced, isolated, and obedient to the mob. We will end up lonelier, more exhausted, and conditioned to repeat the cycle.

			The good news is that there is a wealth of neglected research on these matters of social psychology. We need to make that research common knowledge by discussing it often. In the 1950s, psychologist Solomon Asch conducted experiments on the conformity impulse. Later, Asch’s student Stanley Milgram studied the pattern of obedience to malevolent authorities. In 1960, acclaimed Nobel laureate Elias Canetti produced his classic study on the behavior of mobs, Crowds and Power. In 1957, Vance Packard published his explosive bestseller The Hidden Persuaders, which explored the uses of depth psychology by advertisers to manipulate people’s desires and fears.

			Eminent psychiatrists like Margaret Thaler Singer and Robert Jay Lifton investigated the practice of coercive thought reform. Singer analyzed cult dynamics that led nearly a thousand people in Jonestown, Guyana, to commit “revolutionary suicide” at the order of Jim Jones in 1978.11 The term “Stockholm syndrome” had already come into circulation to describe the phenomenon of captives bonding with their captors.

			Even earlier, however, scholars were reflecting on the dynamics of mobs, including Gustave LeBon, who in 1895 published The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind. And early in the twentieth century, Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci theorized that the power of culture, especially as expressed through modern communications, shaped social attitudes far more effectively than any appeal to economic interests. In the 1930s, the neo-Marxists of the Frankfurt School accepted and applied Gramsci’s theory. We can see it in today’s aggressive media campaigns, the shift to “social justice” action in academia, and Big Tech’s censorship of dissenting views.

			The key ingredient of group think has always been the fear of social isolation, which leads us to be swept up by propaganda. It’s a fear so pervasive that—like fish in water—we are rarely aware of the effect it has on us. We can see how this phenomenon worked in totalitarian societies like Stalin’s Soviet Union or Nazi Germany, where people betrayed neighbors and even family members to avoid becoming “nonpersons” in society. The great irony here is that by breaking bonds of family and friendship, people only dig themselves in deeper. They cement their dependency on the state while also helping the state destroy the private sphere of life, which is their only path to escape and resistance.

			Hence, totalitarians have always targeted the private sphere of life for destruction. The rallying cry “Abolish the family!” comes straight from The Communist Manifesto. Nothing could be more alienating to a human being than to be deprived of healthy familial bonds. The ramifications are vast because strong communities depend upon strong families. Tyrannical systems also seek to abolish traditional religions and the fellowship of the faithful. Opportunities for such societal breakdown today have accelerated as never before. In the extremist reaction against the Dobbs decision discussed above, we saw how state and corporate actors supported by media propaganda can promote an antifamily ethos that produces atomization.

			The machinery of loneliness is running in high gear due to the revolution in communications technologies. This revolution handed us each a “device” that draws us into the web of the internet, often in literally hypnotic fashion. The seduction is so powerful that one can reasonably ask if the endgame is a vast hive mind. The technological media constantly distract us, prod us, probe us, and flood us with suggestions. We each end up knowing a whole lot less about a whole lot more. At the same time, we become increasingly disconnected from real life among our flesh-and-blood brethren.

			Communications professor Marshall McLuhan famously warned in 1964 that electronic media acts within each of us as an extension of our central nervous system.12 We may think we are gleaning the medium for content, but any content is incidental to the real message. The real message, he insisted, is in the medium itself, which rewires us neurologically. As we allow our devices to pull us into the cyberworld, we become isolated by detaching ourselves from the real world.

			When we delve into the internet or connect to our devices, we are not consumers. Rather, we are products—raw material for advertisers—as we let the whole world know what we like and what we don’t like, who we know, where we are located, our habits, our dreams, our desires. We may offer such data in a quest to be connected with others. But we don’t realize how that information is also pure gold for developers of artificial intelligence who can use it to develop algorithms that predict and modify our behaviors, and even program behaviors into us that actually isolate us further. No medieval wizard or alchemist could have imagined such a boon for his designs or such an infrastructure to empower him.

			People are now more easily separated through social pressures that involve shunning and vilification, often magnified through propaganda that is exponentially amplified through Big Tech and Big Media. In the meantime, all these drivers of social decay result in institutional decay, which further contributes to a dangerous state of atomization. The subversion of education is key because education is upstream from all the other institutions, including our legislatures, courts, media, the arts, the corporate world, finance, medicine, and even the military.

			Once that “march through the institutions” is complete, then the primordial institutions that shelter our private lives—family, faith, and community—are set to come under direct attack. So if our isolation continues unchecked, it easily becomes a tool to dismantle freedom, no matter the intentions of those who act to dismantle it. Nothing is left but the vast mass state directing the lives of individuals, all virtually separated from one another.

			Victory in the war against tyranny depends more than anything else on understanding how imposed loneliness works on our psyches and how it is an indispensable tool of totalitarianism. Once comprehended, we can begin to neutralize its effects and defend ourselves against its inherent machinery. But we must first examine some of the features and patterns of past totalitarian movements to put the puzzle together and detect ways to extricate ourselves from our current crises. So, let’s begin by learning from the radical utopian revolutions of history.





Part I

			The Political Uses of Loneliness

			“A tyrant puts all of his care into isolating people; he readily pardons the governed for not loving him, provided they do not love each other.” —Alexis de Tocqueville
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