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INTRODUCTION

THE GREAT WAVE—IT’S ONE OF THE BEST-KNOWN and most widely reproduced images on the planet, an image that embodies the feelings of dread and hope that come with swift, unpredictable change.

Created around 1831 by the brilliant Japanese artist Katsushika Hokusai, the image has been embraced by multiple generations and cultures, from middle-class art lovers in Edo (Tokyo) delighted to acquire a wood-block print for the price of a bowl of noodles, to the nineteenth-century artists in France who helped formulate European modernism, to graffiti artists and skateboarders who have turned the wave into an instantly recognizable emoji and meme. Hokusai’s print has been held up as a symbol of the Far East, the relationship between East and West, and the hazards of climate change and rising sea levels in the Anthropocene.

The Great Wave has been copied and reimagined, adapted, sampled, recycled, parodied, appropriated, and commodified. It now appears on surfboards, shower curtains, sneakers, umbrellas, watches, socks, scarves, towels, cuff links, coasters, and COVID masks. And, somehow, none of this merchandising has diluted the power of the original image, which continues to possess the resonance it did nearly two centuries ago.

The magic of Hokusai’s print resides in both its imaginative detail—the terrifying surge of the gigantic wave, looming over three small fishing boats like a huge, pouncing tiger—and its metaphorical clout. When it first circulated in mid-nineteenth-century Japan (which was just opening to the world, after decades of isolation), the image reflected that island nation’s anxieties about globalization: how the ocean, which had once protected Japan, was now a gateway for the invasion of foreigners and foreign ideas.

Today, The Great Wave once again embodies the dizzying turmoil and anxiety wrought by rapid change—this time, emotions belonging not to one nation but to an interconnected world, buffeted by political, economic, and technological upheaval.

The wave, of course, signifies the destructive power of nature and the chaotic forces of history that threaten to overwhelm us, sweeping away everything that feels familiar and safe. At first glance, that menacing wave is front and center in the print, but the viewer’s eye is then drawn to the tiny image of Mount Fuji, way off in the distance, on the horizon line, tucked under the curl of the wave by a trick of perspective. Indeed, we are reminded that the formal title of this print is actually Under the Wave off Kanagawa[1] and that it was published as part of Hokusai’s popular wood-block series Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, which offered three dozen portraits of the sacred mountain, beloved in Japan by poets, painters, and pilgrims and revered as a symbol of order and calm. The series was so popular that an extra ten prints were added to the sequence.

The images in Thirty-Six Views show groups of people and solitary individuals going about their daily lives—tending to their fishing boats and rice fields, sawing lumber and repairing roofs. Pilgrims and travelers make their way up mountains and across bridges, while those with a bit of leisure time take in a theater performance or enjoy some time in the country. Nature in these prints is beautiful yet menacing: Sudden changes in the weather threaten to blow people’s lives off course, while the sea remains a source of sustenance but also peril.

By juxtaposing the ominous swell of the ocean with the serene presence of Mount Fuji in The Great Wave, Hokusai captured both the risks of daily life and the possibility of transcendence, the dynamic between foreboding and harmony, motion and stillness, chaos and transformation.

THE GREAT WAVE OF change breaking over today’s world is sweeping away old certainties and assumptions and creating an inflection point of both opportunity and danger.

A confluence of crises, both immediate and long-term, has made the military acronym VUCA—meaning volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity—feel like a perfect description of the third decade of the third millennium. The term was used[2] at the Army War College in the late 1980s to describe a world that was more unpredictable than the bipolar one of the Cold War era, but it has come to feel increasingly resonant today, as one emergency—from COVID, to the January 6 insurrection, to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine—cascades into another, as an increasingly interconnected globe amplifies the “butterfly effect” famously described by Ray Bradbury in the story “A Sound of Thunder.”

Democracy is under threat in the United States, where Donald Trump and his Republican enablers are undermining trust in our electoral system and the rule of law. And democracy is under threat around the world, with the growth of extreme right-wing populism and the efforts of authoritarian regimes to assert their influence on the global stage. COVID killed more than 6.9 million people across the globe and accelerated an array of troubling dynamics—from social isolation to political polarization to growing inequalities of income, opportunity, and access to health care. And in 2023, new developments in artificial intelligence[3] caused some technology experts to call for a pause in the development of advanced AI, warning it “could represent a profound change in the history of life on Earth,” which its creators do not yet understand and cannot reliably control.

Looming over all of this, like Godzilla, is the dark cloud of climate change and its deadly consequences for the planet.

No wonder the present feels so bewildering and calamitous that many of us are reaching to dystopian fiction to describe our predicament—1984, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Neuromancer, 2001: A Space Odyssey, The Handmaid’s Tale, It Can’t Happen Here.

Potent new dynamics are at work in this VUCA-verse, where technology is creating new asymmetries of power, and the process of disruption is driving change in politics, business, and technology. People are losing faith in old, top-down systems, and decentralized models of organization are being embraced by activists and entrepreneurs alike. In this ecosystem, more and more energy is moving from the margins toward the center, from the grassroots upward, from start-ups, protesters, and outsiders—a kind of countermovement to Big Tech’s monopolistic consolidation of power and the efforts of authoritarian leaders to centralize power in their own hands.

The historian Melvin Kranzberg once observed that “technology is neither good nor bad,[4] nor is it neutral,” and the same might well be said of the growing influence of outsiders. Some have demonstrated their courage, resolve, and imaginative leadership, like Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelensky, a former actor and comedian (elected by a landslide in 2019) who rallied the free world around his country after Vladimir Putin launched an unprovoked invasion in early 2022. Others, like Donald Trump, are harrowing case studies in the hazards posed by ignorance, venality, and narcissism, combined with shamelessness and power.

The democratizing effects of the internet have given outsiders of every sort—from climate activists, to white nationalists, to would-be social media “influencers”—the ability to circumvent old-school gatekeepers. And this at a time when mistrust in the government and traditional sources of authority have been building since the economic meltdown of 2008, which fueled populist anger at institutions and elites.

These developments have created a vertiginous moment that has exposed our interdependent world’s profound vulnerabilities. Growing cracks appear in the post–World War II order and the ever-accelerating pace of social and technological change have created what Alvin Toffler described, five decades ago, as “future shock” and “adaptive breakdown.”[5]

But times of turmoil can also provide an opening for a reboot—for reassessing our priorities and operating principles. New ideas are more likely to gain traction during such periods, and newcomers are increasingly welcomed in once cloistered fields. In the early twenty-first century, outsiders are already revolutionizing science and medicine, while artists from once marginalized groups—including immigrants, African Americans, and women—are redefining literature, theater, music, and painting.

Times of tumult and chaos,[6] the scholar Gershom Scholem once observed, can create “plastic hours”—“namely, crucial moments when it is possible to act. If you move then, something happens.” What Scholem meant, his biographer George Prochnik explained, is that there are interludes when history is in volatile flux, “when migrations of peoples and changing political alliances dissolved the status quo,” and “radical transformation” becomes a possibility.

IN FACT, HISTORY IS punctuated by stories of renewal, often in the midst of a war or crisis. For instance, in the 1930s, faced with a country reeling from the Great Depression—failing banks, bread lines, unemployment of nearly 25 percent—and the rise of Hitler abroad, Franklin D. Roosevelt went big with the New Deal, which not only rescued the flailing economy but reimagined the government’s social contract with the public and helped restore faith in democratic institutions.

To use today’s plastic hours to make essential course corrections, we must act quickly and decisively—not succumb to hand-wringing or denial or fatalism, those reflexive reactions in this age of information overload and outrage fatigue, when the 24-7 news cycle threatens to overwhelm us on a daily, even hourly basis, triggering cynicism and numbness. As a harrowing 2023 report from the UN’s panel on climate change warned, “there is a rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure a liveable and sustainable future” by immediately making “deep, rapid, and sustained” reductions in fossil fuel consumption.[7]

A similar urgency attends the crisis faced by American democracy today: whether we vote to affirm the Constitution and the rule of law, and the ideals of freedom and equal justice, or become an increasingly transactional and authoritarian state that defies the will of the people and tramples decades of progress made in civil rights and social justice.

That crisis is embodied in the person of the twice-impeached, four-times-indicted former president Donald Trump, who tried to overturn the 2020 election and incited a violent insurrection against the government. But it is hardly confined to him, as the Republican Party has doubled down on his lies and efforts to sow mistrust in democratic institutions. This contagion is so virulent that in mid-2023, a third of the country believes Trump’s lie that the 2020 election was stolen from him; an estimated 16 percent buys into the deranged conspiracy theories of QAnon[8]; and an estimated 7 percent believes violence[9] is  justified to restore Trump to the White House. Such developments point to how far today’s emergency extends beyond politics—how it goes to our very ability to process reality, to tell the difference between fact and fiction, between truth and fantasy.

This book will look at how we got to this surreal point in time, and what happened during earlier hinge moments in history, when social and economic changes, coupled with groundbreaking advances in technology, disrupted old paradigms and led to both social upheaval and path-breaking innovation. It will examine the larger dynamics undermining traditional sources of authority today, the accelerating migration of once fringe or radical ideas into the mainstream, and the struggle, across the political spectrum and across the globe, to define this watershed moment.

The stakes could not be higher: whether we surrender to the gathering chaos or find a way forward to protect democratic values and institutions and create a more equitable and sustainable future.
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CHAPTER 1

A HINGE MOMENT:

Morbid Symptoms, Cascading Crises, and a Looming Paradigm Shift

…


When you want to know how things really work, study them when they’re coming apart.

—WILLIAM GIBSON, Zero History



IN 1930, WHILE IMPRISONED BY MUSSOLINI’S FASCIST regime in Italy, the philosopher Antonio Gramsci wrote this in his prison notebooks: “The crisis consists precisely[1] in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”

The world he was writing about had just plunged into the Great Depression; the Far Right was on the rise in Europe, emboldened by Mussolini’s ascent in Italy; the Communist Party had taken a hard turn toward totalitarianism; and in Germany, a rabble-rouser named Adolf Hitler—who had been dismissed by intellectuals as a “pathetic dunderhead”[2]—had made the Nazi Party a powerful new force in politics. Increasingly extreme political views, growing polarization, violence in the streets, and the decay of traditional institutions—these were among the “morbid symptoms” Gramsci saw developing in response to the social and economic inequalities that had multiplied in the wake of World War I and the Depression. People had grown increasingly disillusioned with their political representation, leading to a “crisis of authority”—a power vacuum that Mussolini would exploit, turning Italy into a police state and installing himself as dictator. Gramsci anticipated the dangers of this rising tide of fascism, but he also wanted to believe that, given time and political will, a post-interregnum future might one day be realized—a new era in which the morbid symptoms of hate and fear had been beaten back and a new, more progressive vision of society might begin to emerge.

There are distinct parallels between what Gramsci described in 1930 and our world today. 2020 was an annus horribilis—a dumpster fire of a year, a Twilight Zone marathon, as the COVID pandemic raged uncontrolled across the globe. 2021 opened with the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol—a near-death experience for American democracy, which continues as the Republican Party doubles down on Donald Trump’s lies and contempt for the rule of law. And 2022 brought back nightmares from the twentieth century as Vladimir Putin launched a brutal, unprovoked war on Ukraine, which overnight turned a peaceful country in the middle of Europe in the twenty-first century into a hellscape of bombed-out buildings and dead and wounded civilians.

Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and Xi Jinping’s embrace of strongman tactics in China—as well as the two dictators’ burgeoning alliance—are reminders of the growing threat of authoritarianism around the world. Iranian authorities have implemented a brutal crackdown on protesters. In Afghanistan, the Taliban has banned university and secondary school education for women and girls. Increasingly autocratic leaders in countries like Hungary and Turkey have exploded democratic norms. And in Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu moved to overhaul the judiciary in ways that would boost the power of his far-right coalition and dangerously undermine democratic checks and balances.

Freedom declined[3] around the world for the seventeenth consecutive year, a 2023 Freedom House report found, with a deterioration in political rights and civil liberties in thirty-five countries. The watchdog group also pointed out[4] that authoritarian leaders “are actively collaborating with one another to spread new forms of repression and rebuff democratic pressure,” while longtime democracies are being threatened from within by “illiberal forces, including unscrupulous politicians willing to corrupt and shatter the very institutions that brought them to power.”

It’s a stark and chilling reversal[5] of Francis Fukuyama’s naïve declaration in 1989 that the unraveling of the Soviet Union meant “the end of history” and the “universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.” By the third decade of the twenty-first century, the new zeitgeist-y phrase was “permacrisis”[6]—chosen as “word of the year” by Collins Dictionary in 2022—meaning “an extended period of instability and insecurity, especially one resulting from a series of catastrophic events.”

In more and more countries, extreme ideas are surging into the mainstream. Far Right movements have gained new traction by weaponizing recent social dynamics, including (1) inequalities of income and opportunity that snowballed since the financial crash of 2008, stoking anger at experts and elites; (2) unease with the social, cultural, and demographic changes of recent decades, channeled by nihilistic leaders like Donald Trump into racist, misogynistic, and anti-LGBTQ+ bigotries; and (3) escalating resentment of globalism and European Union policies, which has led to a wave of growing nationalism and anti-immigrant hate.

At the same time, some analysts see the 2020s as an inflection point in history that could open a door not backward into the darkness of the mid-twentieth century but outward toward what the journalists John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge have described as a “more united, more interconnected”[7] future. That is, if Putin’s invasion acts as an alarm bell and members of the Western alliance not only remain united behind Ukraine in defending democracy and the values of pluralism and freedom but also strengthen their economic and political ties to safely navigate a new era’s shifting geopolitics.

Indeed, the German chancellor, Olaf Scholz, declared in 2022[8] that with the Russian invasion of Ukraine the world was “facing a Zeitenwende: an epochal tectonic shift,” marking an end to the post–Cold War period in which Europe and the United States reaped the profits of “an exceptional phase of globalization” while taking for granted the transatlantic security architecture built more than half a century ago. Scholz condemned “Russia’s revanchist imperialism” and declared that it was “Germany’s historical responsibility” to ensure Putin “does not turn the clocks back.” He also announced that Germany[9] would boost its military spending by €100 billion—strengthening its role in NATO and reversing its decades-long emphasis on diplomacy and détente over defense.

By the end of the first year of the war, Putin’s invasion had produced the opposite of what he wanted: Not only was the sorry state of his military exposed, but his senseless war had awakened a somnolent and divided West and strengthened NATO and the EU, which worried that the Russian invasion could mark a chilling return to what the historian Yuval Noah Harari calls “the law of the jungle,”[10] in which “it again becomes normative for powerful countries to wolf down their weaker neighbours.” The usually fractious and bureaucracy-ridden EU moved with remarkable speed and unity to take collective action against Russia with sanctions and the delivery of weapons to Ukraine. Traditionally nonaligned Finland joined NATO in April 2023, and Sweden is set to do the same, while Switzerland broke its long tradition of neutrality to join the EU in imposing sanctions on Russia. Europe even began a serious reevaluation of its long-term strategic goals, with countries vowing to end their dependence on Russian gas, oil, and coal and to work toward being energy self-sufficient—and greener, too.

ERAS ON THE CUSP of consequential change tend to exhibit the sorts of dissonances that Thomas S. Kuhn, in his groundbreaking book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), identified as signs of the beginning stages of a paradigm shift. During such periods, old frameworks can no longer plausibly explain or accommodate new developments, and when those “anomalies” persist or multiply, a sense of crisis ensues, leading, eventually, to a revolution of sorts—the development of a new set of coordinates for mapping the world.

The multiplying uncertainties of today’s world, its “precarity” (to use a word that has migrated from academia to mainstream usage in recent years), stem from rapid economic and political shifts and the growing disruptive power of what the political scientist Ian Bremmer calls “rogue actors,”[11] a small group of individuals who head up countries or institutions over which they exert virtually complete control and who make “decisions of profound geopolitical consequence.” Bremmer, who is president of the research and consulting firm Eurasia Group, says that such leaders are surrounded by yes-men and “don’t get great information, especially about the second and third order effects of the decisions they take”—which can result in arbitrary policy-making and, potentially, momentous mistakes. Among the “rogue actors” Bremmer names are Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, and Kim Jong Un, as well as business leaders like Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk, who control “immensely powerful global platforms that operate with some level of sovereignty outside of the power purview even of governments.”

Technology and globalization have amplified the volatility of today’s interregnum, but many of the primary drivers of instability have long been hallmarks of times of transition. In a 1921 essay, the medieval historian James Westfall Thompson compared the traumatic period following the end of World War I with the period following the Black Death in Europe in the mid-fourteenth century: “It is surprising to see[12] how similar are the complaints then and now: economic chaos, social unrest, high prices, profiteering, depravation of morals, lack of production, industrial indolence, frenetic gaiety, wild expenditure, luxury, debauchery, social and religious hysteria, greed, avarice, maladministration, decay of manners.”

Beset by war, hunger, and the devastating Black Death, the late Middle Ages were marked by a widening gap between rich and poor (which explains why the legend of Robin Hood became so popular), pervasive bigotry and anti-Semitism, and mounting pessimism and discontent. In her 1978 book, A Distant Mirror, the historian Barbara Tuchman noted that the rich in fourteenth-century Europe had a fondness for ostentatious clothing, palatial housing, and extravagant hobbies (some French nobles would carry “a favorite falcon,[13] hooded, on the wrist wherever they went, indoors or out,” to church or to meals). Meanwhile, the poor struggled to feed their families as they were forced to pay higher and higher taxes: “The peasant owed fees[14] for everything he used: for grinding his grain in the lord’s mill, baking his bread in the lord’s oven, pressing apples in the lord’s cider press, settlement of disputes in the lord’s court.”

Outsiders gradually began to develop what Tuchman described as “self-consciousness as a class,”[15] a sense of themselves as the “people”: “Christ was often portrayed as a man of the people and shown in frescoes and carvings surrounded by an artisan’s or peasant’s tools—hammer, knife, ax, and wool-carder’s comb—instead of by the instruments of the Crucifixion. In Florence, the workers called themselves il popolo di Dio. ‘Viva il popolo!’ was the cry of the revolt of the Ciompi in 1378.”

As the Middle Ages wound toward their end, it became increasingly difficult to ignore the glaring cognitive dissonance between the professed ideals of the church and its real-life avarice and corruption, between the chivalric code of honor and the reality of knights engaging in slaughter, plunder, and torture. The suffering caused by the Black Death magnified this sense of disjunction and began to undermine trust in the existing order, while stoking the realization that challenges to authority were actually possible.

“Once people envisioned the possibility[16] of change in a fixed order,” Tuchman wrote, “the end of an age of submission came in sight; the turn to individual conscience lay ahead. To that extent the Black Death may have been the unrecognized beginning of modern man.”

ANOTHER PERIOD OF POLITICAL and social turmoil reminiscent of today’s era of uncertainty occurred at the end of the nineteenth century—during the late stages of what Mark Twain called the Gilded Age. People were grappling with America’s rapid transition from a largely rural, agricultural nation into the world’s leading manufacturing power, in addition to increasingly globalized commerce and new technologies that were transforming communication—the first commercial telephone services were established in the United States in the late 1870s; the first commercial radio broadcasts followed a couple of decades later.

During those years, there was a surge of anti-immigrant fervor in the United States—directed in particular against new arrivals from China and eastern and southern Europe—fueled by prejudice and competition over jobs. At the same time, rights guaranteed to African Americans through the Reconstruction Amendments (the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, adopted and ratified between 1865 and 1870) were being rolled back by southern states, which, as federal troops departed, passed Jim Crow laws implementing segregation and disenfranchising African Americans through poll taxes and other voter suppression tactics. This was a hinge moment in which an ambivalent government’s failure to decisively vanquish Confederate holdouts and attitudes led to more than a century in which African Americans were willfully denied equality. This systemic racism persists to this day, as MAGA Republicans try to roll back the progress made in civil rights, and the Supreme Court—with a 6–3 conservative supermajority—undermines affirmative action and LGBTQ+ rights, in addition to eliminating the constitutional right to abortion and narrowing the reach of key environmental regulations.

Another trait shared by the Gilded Age and the opening decades of the twenty-first century is skyrocketing income inequality; then as now, “fewer have more,” to quote a phrase used to describe the late Roman Empire. Money bought political influence during the Gilded Age, and big business and corruption thrived. Robber barons, who presided over monopolies in steel, oil, and railroads, reveled in conspicuous consumption. Instead of competing with one another in a race to space like today’s billionaires, these nineteenth-century magnates outfitted private railroad cars and vied to build the most ostentatious of mansions: Biltmore, one of seven Vanderbilt family homes, had thirty-five bedrooms, forty-three bathrooms, and sixty-five fireplaces. And this at a time when only 45 percent of American workers earned annual wages above the poverty line of $500 in 1890[17] and many labored around the clock in hazardous sweatshop conditions. By 1890, one study estimated,[18] the wealthiest 1 percent of American families owned 51 percent of the nation’s property, while the bottom 44 percent owned only 1.2 percent.

In Nebraska, there were labor and farm protests against “the money power” and “organized wealth.” One popular children’s song of the day went, “When brokers are freed[19] from all their harm / And lobbyists are dead / The banker’ll bow unto the farm / And come to us for bread.” Walt Whitman turned from celebrating[20] America to expressing his fears that the nation was coming to resemble the countries of the Old World with “vast crops of poor, desperate, dissatisfied, nomadic, miserably-waged populations”—a state of affairs that would suggest “our republican experiment, notwithstanding all its surface-successes, is at heart an unhealthy failure.”

The Gilded Age did not crash and burn all at once. Rather, there were decades of gathering discontent among outsiders who had missed out on the country’s prosperity—farmers, factory workers, the poor and excluded. Labor unions and the Farmers’ Alliance gained more support as inequities mounted; during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, there were an estimated twenty thousand strikes and lockouts and increasingly violent confrontations with police[21] and company enforcers.

Investigative journalism by writers like Ida Tarbell, Upton Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, and Jacob Riis shined a light on the sufferings of the poor and disenfranchised. Their reporting also focused public attention on political corruption and unfair business practices and spurred the participation of middle-class Americans in reform efforts on the municipal and state levels.

Because of internal schisms and the inertial power of the two-party system, the left-leaning People’s Party, founded in the early 1890s, was short-lived, but the American public supported many of its demands, like a graduated income tax, government ownership of the railroads, improved public education, and reforms that would curtail the power of lobbyists and political bosses. Over the ensuing years, much of the party’s agenda would be embraced by such reform-minded politicians as William Jennings Bryan, Teddy Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wilson.

And so, as the wheel of history turned, the wretched excesses of the Gilded Age started to give way to what we now call the Progressive Era—years in which efforts were made to create a fairer and more responsive government that might address the myriad problems created by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and political corruption. A government that began using antitrust legislation to rein in the monopolies that had gobbled up everything in sight during the Gilded Age, and implemented rules and regulations to provide at least some oversight on matters ranging from workplace safety, to environmental protections, to banking practices.

TRANSITIONS FROM ONE ERA to another can be gradual or abrupt, or can even lead to unexpected reversals. The short seventeenth-century period during which England was a republic began after the execution of the unpopular Charles I in 1649, but quickly led to a restoration of the monarchy with the return from exile of his son Charles II in 1660. While only eleven years long, this interregnum (between the reigns) was bloody and consequential, with the zealous Puritan Oliver Cromwell waging brutal military campaigns against Scotland and Ireland.

Other interregnums span decades and result in sweeping changes to the global landscape. Take, for instance, the period between the two world wars in the twentieth century. The first not only left Europe devastated and broken—with, it’s been estimated, twenty million deaths and twenty-one million wounded—but also destroyed the old order of monarchies and empires. As the scholar Sheri Berman writes, “The war brought those systems crashing down,[22] effectively destroying Europe’s political foundations. Between 1917 and 1920, a wave of democratization eliminated monarchies in Russia, Germany, and Austria-Hungary, and cleared away the remaining hindrances to democracy in other parts of Europe. Yet the era of monarchical dictatorship did not give way to a new era of democratic stability. Instead, communists, anarchists, fascists, authoritarians, and democrats battled to determine Europe’s fate throughout the interwar period.”

Extremists on both the right and the left flourished in France and Germany’s Weimar Republic, and assassinations, anarchist insurrections, and church burnings erupted in Spain. The collapse of the Continent’s empires brought more organized violence. With the demise of the Ottoman Empire, Berman observes, “the emerging Turkish state carried out a systematic campaign of genocide and ethnic cleansing against millions of Armenians, Greeks, Assyrians, and others perceived as non-Turkish.” Meanwhile, the breakup of the Russian, German, and Austrian-Hungarian empires led to the creation of new nations with hastily drawn borders that grossly failed to correspond to residents’ political and cultural sympathies, igniting further tribal tensions, nationalist grievances, and the persecution of minorities.

Along with political instability, the conclusion of World War I bequeathed a host of economic woes. Germany’s economy was crippled by the billions in reparations and restitution it was forced to pay Britain, France, and the other allies by the punitive and bitterly resented Treaty of Versailles. Inflation spiraled to dizzying heights not just in Germany but in much of Europe, and international trade shrank as an increasingly isolationist United States erected new trade barriers and tariffs and other countries retaliated with their own.

The head-swiveling dislocations created by World War I and the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918–1919 (which, in itself, claimed an estimated fifty million lives) compounded the already tectonic changes wrought by industrialization, which had left many people with a bad case of what the French sociologist Émile Durkheim called “anomie”—a state of alienation and estrangement that often occurs during times when old norms are mutating and the sense of communal belonging breaks down.

To Hannah Arendt, this sort of social atomization made lost, lonely individuals highly susceptible to violent nationalism and authoritarian movements. In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), she wrote that the kind of loyalty demanded by leaders like Stalin and Hitler “can be expected only[23] from the completely isolated human being who, without any other social ties to family, friends, comrades, or even mere acquaintances, derives his sense of having a place in the world only from his belonging to a movement, his membership in the party.”

Arendt, as usual, was writing as both a brilliant historian and a prescient analyst. Though it was published more than half a century before social media sealed us in insulated filter bubbles, The Origins of Totalitarianism explains why so many people, feeling dislocated in today’s world of seismic change, fall prey to the lies of autocrats. It explains why Trump’s rhetoric of fear and dispossession took root among voters who felt marginalized by changing cultural values, new economic hardships, and the perceived loss of their own status.

COVID BOTH SHINED A bright, unforgiving light on existing problems—like the failures of government institutions to competently serve and protect the public—and amplified those woes. It made people increasingly aware of the precariousness of life—mortality, of course, as well as the sudden prospect of losing one’s job during the lockdown, losing health insurance, or being unable to make mortgage or student loan payments. One 2020 study found[24] that 52 percent of Americans under the age of forty-five became unemployed, were put on leave, or had their work hours reduced because of COVID. As a result, the pandemic heightened the rage that had been building for years among members of the working and middle classes, who found that stagnating wages and vanishing social mobility had put the tent poles of the American dream (a steady job, a house, college for the kids) increasingly out of reach.

COVID would unleash a torrent of changes—some immediately apparent; others that continue to unfurl, triggering side effects of their own. For instance, the adoption of work-from-home protocols during the pandemic led to the embrace of remote work models, and the decision of many businesses, post-crisis, to implement hybrid systems with employees returning to their office cubicles only three or four days a week. This made the suburbs more alluring and dealt cities a serious blow—tanking commercial real estate, and depriving local businesses of foot traffic and regular customers. A February 2023 report[25] from Bloomberg.com found that workers coming into New York City were spending $12.4 billion less a year than they did before COVID. Columbia Business School professor Stijn Van Nieuwerburgh compared the disruptions associated with remote work to those produced by the Industrial Revolution: “For all of human history,[26] the place where you live and the place where you work were intricately tied to each other. Now we’ve severed that relationship, and it’s a revolution which will impact not only the value of real estate, but how we organize society.”

Meanwhile, COVID and two years of isolation begat more alienation, anomie, and atomization. Stuck at home during the pandemic,[27] people became addicted to “doomscrolling” and spent an average of eight hours a day streaming television and movies. Time melted like the liquefying clocks in the famous Dalí painting, with days and weeks running together into
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