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FOREWORD
BY
ARNOLD
KLING

MARTIN GURRI SAW IT COMING

I read the first edition of The Revolt of the Public in early January of 2016, after

Virginia Postrel cited it in her column. " Since then, it has been the book that I
recommend whenever I am in a conversation that turns to the Trump
phenomenon or the disturbing state of politics in general.

Because Martin Gurri saw it coming. When, without fanfare, he self-published
the first edition as an e-book in June of 2014, he did not specifically name
Donald Trump, or Brexit, or the oddball political figures and new fringe parties
that have surged all over Europe. But he saw how the internet in general and
social media in particular were transforming the political landscape.

THE RATHER-GATE EXAMPLE

The first edition told a story of elites losing their ability to control the narrative
and protect their reputations. I like to illustrate by using an example that he did
not include—an incident known as Rather-gate.

T “Democracy’s Destabilizer: TMI,” Bloomberg View, December 28, 2015.



FOREWORD

In 2004, venerable newsman Dan Rather delivered a story on CBS’s 60 Minutes
that purported to show that George W. Bush had used political connections to
evade real military service in the 1960s. But, a participant in the far-right internet
discussion group Free Republic, writing under the pseudonym “Buckhead,”
claimed that one of the documents used by CBS was fraudulent. He pointed out
that the document used a proportionally-spaced font that was typically not
available when the memorandum was supposedly written. Instead, it was likely
typed on a computer using word processing software from Microsoft that only
became available decades afterward. His analysis quickly spread, serving to
discredit the CBS story and Dan Rather as a reporter.

Before the internet, ordinary individuals would not have had access to sufficient
information to second-guess an investigation conducted by a major news
organization. Nor would someone lacking any sort of formal credentials have
been able to disseminate his findings as widely and rapidly as they were
disseminated in the Rather-gate scandal. The World Wide Web gave a single
anonymous individual the ability to humiliate a powerful media conglomerate
and one of its most famous reporters.

In the 1960s, the US government was able to hide important information about
its involvement in the failed attempt to depose Fidel Castro (the “Bay of Pigs
Invasion” of 1961) and about the difficulties it was facing in Vietnam. Today, a
similar embarrassment likely would be exposed via YouTube or WikiLeaks. The
public has access to information that it did not have fifty years ago, about
matters ranging from police shootings to hurricane relief efforts to lurid details
of celebrities’ sexual misconduct.

With his eyes on this altered media space, Martin Gurri saw what was coming.
He saw that the elites would be increasingly despised, as more of their mistakes



and imperfections became exposed. He saw that the elites would respond to the
public with defensiveness and contempt, but that this would only make the
public more hostile and defiant toward authority. He saw that the public’s new-
found power does not come with any worked-out program or plan, and as a
result it poses the threat of nihilism. If the existing order is only torn down, not
replaced, the outcome could be chaos and strife.
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With his eyes on this altered media space, Martin Gurri saw what was coming.
He saw that the elites would be increasingly despised, as more of their mistakes
and imperfections became exposed. He saw that the elites would respond to the
public with defensiveness and contempt, but that this would only make the
public more hostile and defiant toward authority. He saw that the public’s new-
found power does not come with any worked-out program or plan, and as a
result it poses the threat of nihilism. If the existing order is only torn down, not
replaced, the outcome could be chaos and strife.

AN IMPORTANT NEW CHAPTER

This edition of The Revolt of the Public contains a major new chapter, called
“Reconsiderations,” which covers events that have unfolded since the first
edition was issued. I recommend reading this chapter twice, once before you
begin the rest of the book and once afterward. Writing with greater assurance,
passion, eloquence, and urgency, Martin Gurri in “Reconsiderations” spells out
the lessons of these events and delivers an important warning about the future.

These days, even though hardly anyone anticipated the way that Donald Trump
would turn American politics upside-down, many pundits claim to have the
explanation. But Martin Gurri’s analysis is the most credible, because he locates
it within a trend affecting much more than just one election in the United States.
He is able to link the Trump phenomenon to the collapse of the establishment in
many other countries. Merely within the last few years, we have seen the revolt
of the public play out in Greece, Spain, France, Germany, Italy, Great Britain,
Hungary, the Philippines . . . you name it.

And let me repeat the other factor that makes this book’s analysis of the Trump
phenomenon particularly credible: Martin Gurri saw it coming.



DEMOCRATIZED INFORMATION

Reading this book made me realize that democratized information poses a
dilemma for modern society. If the public loses patience and respect for
government, the result would be disintegration. If elites choose to dig in, they are
likely to resort to repression.

To avoid these extreme outcomes, both elites and the public have to change.
Elites will have to cede authority and permit more local variation and
experimentation. The public will have to be more tolerant. Imperfections and
bad outcomes should not be taken as proof of conspiracy or evil intent. We
should pay less heed to those who only can pour out condemnation and blame.
We should show greater appreciation for those who make constructive attempts
to experiment and fix.
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PRELUDE
TO

A
TURBULENT
AGE

Can there be a connection between online universities and the serial insurgencies
which, in media noise and human blood, have rocked the Arab Middle East? I
contend that there is. And the list of unlikely connections can easily be
expanded. It includes the ever faster churning of companies in and out of the
S&P 500, the death of news and the newspaper, the failure of established
political parties, the imperial advance across the globe by Facebook and Google,
and the near-universal spread of the mobile phone.

Should anyone care about this tangle of bizarre connections? Only if you care
how you are governed: the story I am about to tell concerns above all a crisis of
that monstrous messianic machine, the modern government. And only if you
care about democracy: because a crisis of government in liberal democracies like
the United States can’t help but implicate the system.

Already you hear voices prophesying doomsday with a certain joy.

I am no prophet, myself. Among the claims I make in this book is that the future



is, and must be, opaque, even to the cleverest observer. Consider the CIA and the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, or the Fed and the implosion of Lehman
Brothers in 2008. The moment tomorrow no longer resembles yesterday, we are
startled and confused. The compass cracks, by which we navigate existence. We
are lost at sea.

But we can speak of the present. And I think it demonstrable that an old,
entrenched social order is passing away even as I write these words—one rooted
in the hierarchies and conventions of industrial life. Since no substitute has
appeared on the horizon, we should, as tourists flying into the unknown, fasten
our seatbelts and expect turbulence ahead.

INFORMATION IS COOL, SO WHY DID IT EXPLODE?

I came to the subject in a roundabout way. I was interested in information. The
word, admittedly, is vague, the concept elusive. Information theory finds
“information” in anomaly, deviation, difference—anything that separates signal
from noise. But that’s not what I cared about.

Media provided my point of reference. As an analyst of global events, my source
material came from parsing the world’s newspapers and television reports. That
was what I considered information. I also held the belief that information of the
sort found in newspapers and television reports was identical to knowledge—so
the more information, the better. This was naive of me, but if I say so,
understandable. Back when the world and I were young, information was scarce,
hence valuable. Anyone who could cast a beam of light on, say, Russia-Cuba
relations, was worth his weight in gold. In this context, it made sense to crave
more.

A curious thing happens to sources of information under conditions of scarcity.
They become authoritative. A century ago, a scholar wishing to study the topics
under public discussion in the US would find most of them in the pages of the
New York Times. It wasn’t quite “All the news that’s fit to print,” but it delivered
a large enough proportion of published topics that, as a practical proposition,
little incentive existed to look further. Because it held a near monopoly on
current information, the New York Times seemed authoritative.

Four decades ago, Walter Cronkite concluded his broadcasts of the CBS Nightly



News with the words, “And that’s the way it was.” Few of his viewers found it
extraordinary that the clash and turmoil of billions of human lives, dwelling in
thousands of cities and organized into dozens of nations, could be captured in
three or four mostly visual reports lasting a total of less than 30 minutes. They
had no access to what was missing—the other two networks reported the same
news, only less majestically. Cronkite was voted the most trusted man in
America, I suspect because he looked and sounded like the wealthy uncle to
whom children in the family are forced to listen for profitable life lessons. When
he wavered on the Vietnam War, shock waves rattled the marble palaces of
Washington. Cronkite emanated authority.

It took time to break out of my education and training, but eventually the thought
dawned on me that information wasn’t just raw material to exploit for analysis,
but had a life and power of its own. Information had effects. And the first
significant effect I perceived related to the sources: as the amount of information
available to the public increased, the authoritativeness of any one source
decreased.

The idea of an information explosion or overload goes back to the 1960s, which
seems poignant in retrospect. These concerns expressed a new anxiety about the
advance of progress, and placed in doubt the naive faith, which I originally
shared, that data and knowledge were identical. Even then, the problem was
framed by uneasy elites: as ever more published reports escaped the control of
authoritative sources, how could we tell truth from error? Or, in a more sinister
vein, honest research from manipulation?

Information truly began exploding in the 1990s, initially because of television
rather than the internet. Landline TV, restricted for years to one or two channels
in a few developed countries, became a symbol of civilization and was dutifully
propagated by governments and corporations around the world. Then came cable
and the far more invasive satellite TV: CNN (founded 1980) and Al Jazeera
(1996) broadcast news 24 hours a day. A resident of Cairo, who in the 1980s
could only stare dully at one of two state-owned channels showing all Mubarak
all the time, by the 2000s had access to more than 400 national and international
stations. American movies, portraying the Hollywood approach to sex, poured
into the homes of puritanical countries like Saudi Arabia.

Commercial applications for email were developed in the late 1980s. The first



server on the World Wide Web was switched on during Christmas of 1990. The
MP3—destroyer of the music industry—arrived in 1993. Blogs appeared in
1997, and Blogger, the first free blogging software, became available in 1999.
Wikipedia began its remarkable evolution in 2001. The social network Friendster
was launched in 2002, with MySpace and LinkedIn following in 2003, and that
thumping T.rex of social nets, Facebook, coming along in 2004. By 2003, when
Apple introduced iTunes, there were more than three billion pages on the web.

Early in the new millennium it became apparent to anyone with eyes to see that
we had entered an informational order unprecedented in the experience of the
human race.

I can quantify that last statement. Several of us—analysts of events—were
transfixed by the magnitude of the new information landscape, and wondered
whether anyone had thought to measure it. My friend and colleague, Tony
Olcott, came upon (on the web, of course) a study conducted by some very
clever researchers at the University of California, Berkeley. In brief, these clever
people sought to measure, in data bits, the amount of information produced in
2001 and 2002, and compare the result with the information accumulated from
earlier times.

Their findings were astonishing. More information was generated in 2001 than
in all the previous existence of our species on earth. In fact, 2001 doubled the
previous total. And 2002 doubled the amount present in 2001, adding around 23
“exabytes” of new information—roughly the equivalent of 140,000 Library of

Congress collections.! Growth in information had been historically slow and
additive. It was now exponential.

Poetic minds have tried to conjure a fitting metaphor for this strange
transformation. Explosion conveys the violent suddenness of the change.
Overload speaks to our dazed mental reaction. Then there are the trivially
obvious flood and the most unattractive firehose. But a glimpse at the chart
above should suggest to us an apt metaphor. It’s a stupendous wave: a tsunami.

HOW WALTER CRONKITE BECAME KATIE COURIC AND THE
AUDIENCE BECAME THE PUBLIC

What was the character of the change imposed by this cataclysmic force, this



tsunami, as it swept over our culture and our lives? That was the question posed
to those of us with an interest in media, research, and analysis. A number of
partial answers presented themselves, before I could truly grasp the big picture.
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From a professional perspective, I realized that I couldn’t restrict my search for



evidence to the familiar authoritative sources without ignoring a near-infinite
number of new sources, any one of which might provide material decisive to my
conclusions. Yet, despite the arrival of Google and algorithmic search, I found it
humanly impossible to explore that near-infinite set of new sources in any but
the most superficial way. However I conducted my research, whatever sources I
chose, I was left in a state of uncertainty—a permanent condition for analysis
under the new dispensation.

Uncertainty is an acid, corrosive to authority. Once the monopoly on information
is lost, so too is our trust. Every presidential statement, every CIA assessment,
every investigative report by a great newspaper, suddenly acquired an arbitrary
aspect, and seemed grounded in moral predilection rather than intellectual rigor.
When proof for and against approaches infinity, a cloud of suspicion about
cherry-picking data will hang over every authoritative judgment.

And suspicion cut both ways. Defenders of mass media accused their vanishing
audience of cherry-picking sources in order to hide in a congenial information
bubble, a “daily me.”

Pretty early in the game, the wave of fresh information exposed the poverty and
artificiality of established arrangements. Public discussion, for example, was
limited to a very few topics of interest to the articulate elites. Politics ruled
despotically over the public sphere—and not just politics but Federal politics,
with a peculiar fixation on the executive branch. Science, technology, religion,
philosophy, the visual arts—except when they touched on some political
question, these life-shaping concerns tended to be met with silence. In a similar
manner, a mediocre play watched by a few thousands received reviews from
critics with literary pretensions, while a computer game of breathtaking technical
sophistication, played by millions, fell beneath notice.
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Importance measured by public attention reflected elite tastes. As newcomers
from the digital frontiers began to crowd out the elites, our sense of what is
important fractured along the edges of countless niche interests.

The shock of competition from such unexpected and non-authoritative quarters
left the news business in a state of terminal disorientation. I mentioned the
charge of civic irresponsibility lodged against defecting customers. We will
encounter this rhetorical somersault again: being driven to extinction is not just a
bad thing but morally wrong, sometimes—as with the music industry’s
prosecution of its customers—criminally so. Yet the news media wasn’t averse
to sleeping with the enemy. The most popular blogs today are associated with
newspaper websites, for example, while the New York Times’s paywall discreetly
displays orifices which can be penetrated through social media.

Such liaisons beg the question of what “news” actually is. The obvious answer:
news is anything sold by the news business. In the current panic to cling to some
remnant of the audience, this can mean anything at all. On the front page of the
gray old Times, I’'m liable to encounter a chatty article about frying with propane



gas. CNN lavished hours of airtime on a runaway bride. The magisterial tones of
Walter Cronkite, America’s rich uncle, are lost to history, replaced by the ex-
cheerleader mom style of Katie Couric.

One reason the notion of “citizen journalism” never got off the ground was the
fundamental confusion about what the professional journalist is expected to do,
other than squeeze out content like a milk cow.

No part of the news business endured a more humiliating thrashing from the
tsunami than the daily newspaper, which a century before had been the original
format to make a profit by selling news to the public. True confession: I grew up
reading newspapers. For half my life, this seemed like a natural way to acquire
information. But that was an illusion based on monopoly conditions.
Newspapers were old-fashioned industrial enterprises. Publishing plants were
organized like factories. “All the news that’s fit to print” really meant “All the
content that fits a predetermined chunk of pages.”

In substance, the daily newspaper was an odd bundle of stuff—from government
pronouncements and political reports to advice for unhappy wives, box scores,
comic strips, lots of advertisements, and tomorrow’s horoscope. Newspapers
made tacit claims which collapsed under the pressure of the information tsunami.
They pretended to authority and certainty, for example. But the fatal flaw was
the bundling, because it became clear that we had entered on a great unraveling,
that the tide of the digital revolution boiled and churned against such artificial
bundles of information and “disaggregated”: that is, tore them apart.

(My 93-year-old mother has kept her subscription to the Washington Post strictly
because she loves the crossword puzzles. I have shown her websites teeming
with crossword puzzles, but she remains unmoved. My mother wants her bundle,
and belongs to the last generation to do so.)

Information sought a less grandiose, less industrial level of circulation. The
question was who or what determined that level. Every possible answer spelled
misery for the daily newspaper, but the pathologies involved, I thought, reached
far deeper than one particular mode of peddling information, and implicated the
relationship between elites and non-elites, between authority and obedience.
That passive mass audience on which so many political and economic
institutions depended had itself unbundled, disaggregated, fragmented into what



I call vital communities: groups of wildly disparate size gathered organically
around a shared interest or theme.

These communities relied on digital platforms for self-expression. They were
vital and mostly virtual. The topics they obsessed over included jihad and cute
kittens, technology and economics, but the total number was limited only by the
scope of the human imagination. The voice of the vital communities was a new
voice: that of the amateur, of the educated non-elites, of a disaffected and unruly
public. It was at this level that the vast majority of new information was now
produced and circulated. The intellectual earthquake which propelled the
tsunami was born here.

Communities of interest reflected the true and abiding tastes of the public. The
docile mass audience, so easily persuaded by advertisers and politicians, had
been a monopolist’s fantasy which disintegrated at first contact with alternatives.
When digital magic transformed information consumers into producers, an
established order—grand hierarchies of power and money and learning—went
into crisis.

I have touched on the manner of the reaction: not worry or regret over lost
influence, but moral outrage and condemnation, sometimes accompanied by
calls for repression. The newly articulate public meanwhile tramped with muddy
boots into the sacred precincts of the elites, overturning this or that precious
heirloom. The ensuing conflict has toppled dictators and destroyed great
corporations, yet it has scarcely begun.

I’d been enthralled by the astronomical growth in the volume of information, but
the truly epochal change, it turned out, was the revolution in the relationship
between the public and authority in almost every domain of human activity.

| CHRISTEN THE NEW AGE AND OTHER DEFINITIONAL ILLUSIONS

This book is not a history of the revolution, since it’s much too early for that.
Thoughtful interpretations of the genesis and nature of the change have been
written by Yochai Benkler, Clay Shirky, and Glenn Reynolds, among many

others.® If you wish to understand the world being formed outside your
windowpane, let me introduce you to this growing body of work, then step aside.



Nor am I propounding some world-historical argument for or against the new
order. Using terms for analytic style coined by Isaiah Berlin and borrowed by
Joseph Tetlock in his famous study of expert political judgment, I’'m afraid that I
am a “fox” rather than a “hedgehog.” No matter what I believe to be true, there
always seems to be another side to the question. If you were to put me to the
torture, I’d probably confess that this is my analytic ideal: to consider the
question from as many relevant perspectives as the mind can hold.

Understanding 9/11 from the point of view of Al Qaeda incurs, for the analyst,
the risk of “going native” and losing his moral equilibrium. That sort of thing
happens with distressing regularity in academia, and even in government. But
pretending that there is only one point of view aborts even the possibility of
analysis. For that, all you need is an original prejudice and a sufficiently narrow
mind.

The story I want to tell is simple but has many conflicting points of view. It
concerns the slow-motion collision of two modes of organizing life: one
hierarchical, industrial, and top-down, the other networked, egalitarian, bottom-
up. I called it a collision because there has been wreckage, and not just in a
figurative sense. Nations which a little time ago responded to a single despotic
will now tremble on the edge of disintegration. I described it as slow motion
because the two modes of being, old and new, have seemed unable to achieve a
resolution, a victory of any sort. Both engage in negation—it is as a sterile back-
and-forth of negation that the struggle has been conducted.

So I am writing this book because I fear that many structures I value from the
old way, including liberal democracy, and many possibilities glimmering in the
new way, such as enlarging the circle of personal freedom, may be ground to
dust in that sterile back-and-forth.

The book’s temper is reflective. It was written out of a desire to understand. The
structure should be intuitive, or so I fervently hope. The chapters are self-
standing but thematically connected. Each represents a mystery to be penetrated
in this most mysterious of conflicts. Heroes and villains will appear, and because
life is meant to be lived rather than analyzed, I have no qualms about saying who
I think is which. There will be a scarcity of saints but an abundance of martyrs.
That is the way of our moment in time.



To tell my story I must use my own words, but if I am to communicate
successfully with you, the reader, you must understand what I mean by them.
Terms like the public and authority are not simple, and require much thinking
about. A goal of this book is to flesh out the reality which these terms represent
—yet, for obvious reasons, I can’t just spring their meaning at the end, like the
punchline of a joke. Let me, instead, offer quick—and-dirty characterizations to
get the story started, and we can see how these hold up as we go along.

First, the public. It’s a singular noun for a plural object. I usually refer to the
public as “it,” but sometimes, in a certain context, as “them.” Whether one or the
other is correct, I leave for grammarians to decide. Both fit.

We’ll explore later what the public is not. My understanding of what the public
is I have borrowed entirely from Walter Lippmann. Lippmann was a brilliant
political analyst, editor, and commentator. He wrote during the apogee of the
top-down, industrial era of information, and he despaired of the ability of
ordinary people to connect with the realities of the world beyond their immediate
circle of perception. Such people made decisions based on “pictures in their
heads”—crude stereotypes absorbed from politicians, advertisers, and the media
—yet in a democracy were expected to participate in the great decisions of
government. There was, Lippmann brooded, no “intrinsic moral and intellectual
virtue to majority rule.”

Lippmann’s disenchantment with democracy anticipated the mood of today’s
elites. From the top, the public, and the swings of public opinion, appeared
irrational and uninformed. The human material out of which the public was
formed, the “private citizen,” was a political amateur, a sheep in need of a
shepherd, yet because he was sovereign he was open to manipulation by political
and corporate wolves. By the time he came to publish The Phantom Public in
1927, Lippmann’s subject appeared to him to be a fractured, single-issue-driven
thing.

The public, as I see it [he wrote], is not a fixed body of individuals. It
is merely the persons who are interested in an affair and can affect it

only by supporting or opposing the actors.*

Today, the public itself has become an actor, but otherwise Lippmann described
its current structure with uncanny accuracy. It is not a fixed body of individuals.



It is composed of amateurs, and it has fractured into vital communities, each
clustered around an “affair of interest” to the group.

This is what I mean when I use the word “public.”

Now, authority, which is a bit more like beauty: we know it when we see it.
Authority pertains to the source. We believe a report, obey a command, or accept
a judgment because of the standing of the originator. At the individual level, this
standing is achieved by professionalization. The person in authority is a trained
professional. He’s an expert with access to hidden knowledge. He perches near
the top of some specialized hierarchy, managing a bureaucracy, say, or
conducting research. And, almost invariably, he got there by a torturous process
of accreditation, usually entailing many years of higher education.

Persons in authority have had to jump through hoops of fire to achieve their lofty
posts—and feel disinclined to pay attention to anyone who has not done the
same.

Lasting authority, however, resides in institutions rather than in the persons who
act and speak on their behalf. Persons come and go—even Walter Cronkite in
time retired to utter trivialities—while institutions like CBS News transcend
generations. They are able to hoard money and proprietary data, and to evolve an
oracular language designed to awe and perplex the ordinary citizen. A crucial
connection, as I said earlier, exists between institutional authority and monopoly
conditions: to the degree that an institution can command its field of play, its
word will tend to go unchallenged. This, rather than the obvious asymmetry in
voice modulation, explains the difference between Cronkite and Katie Couric.

With this rough sketch in hand, I’'m ready to name names. When I say
“authority,” I mean government—office-holders, regulators, the bureaucracy, the
military, the police. But I also mean corporations, financial institutions,
universities, mass media, politicians, the scientific research industry, think tanks
and “nongovernmental organizations,” endowed foundations and other nonprofit
organizations, the visual and performing arts business. Each of these institutions
speaks as an authority in some domain. Each clings to a shrinking monopoly
over its field of play.



I have one more characterization to propose.

The new age we have entered needs a name. While the newness of the age has
often been remarked upon by many writers, and by now is almost a cliché, very
little effort, strangely enough, has been invested in christening it. Tony Olcott
writes of a “networked age,” but I think he means the phrase to be descriptive
rather than titular—and it’s inadequate in any case. “Digital age” is lame,
“digital revolution” better and I will use it in some contexts, but it implies
change by means of a single decisive episode, and fails to communicate the
grinding struggle of negation which I believe is the central feature of our time.
An earlier candidate of mine, “age of the public,” I discarded for the same
reason. The old hierarchies and systems are still very much with us.

So let me return to my original point of departure: information. Information has
not grown incrementally over history, but has expanded in great pulses or waves
which sweep over the human landscape and leave little untouched. The invention
of writing, for example, was one such wave. It led to a form of government
dependent on a mandarin or priestly caste. The development of the alphabet was
another: the republics of the classical world would have been unable to function
without literate citizens. A third wave, the arrival of the printing press and
moveable type, was probably the most disruptive of all. The Reformation,
modern science, and the American and French Revolutions would scarcely have
been possible without printed books and pamphlets. I was born in the waning
years of the next wave, that of mass media—the industrial, I-talk-you-listen
mode of information I’ve already had the pleasure to describe.

It’s early days. The transformation has barely begun, and resistance by the old
order will make the consequences nonlinear, uncertain. But I think I have already
established that we stand, everywhere, at the first moment of what promises to
be a cataclysmic expansion of information and communication technology.

Welcome, friend, to the Fifth Wave.
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HODER
AND
WAEL
GHONIM

I met Hossein Derakhshan, better known by his blogname “Hoder,” at a
bloggers’ convention in Nashville, Tennessee. We sat around a lunch table with
other attendees and ate enormous barbecue sandwiches. Hoder was 30 but
looked even more youthful than that, an amiable young man with sparkling dark
eyes and a ready smile.

The media always referred to him as the Iranian “blogfather,” so it’s natural that
we talked about the internet, and blogging, and Iran. I asked whether the blog he
wrote in both Farsi and English, Editor: Myself, was blocked by the Iranian
government. He assured me with a grin that he had ways to get his message into
the mother country.

Hoder was technically savvy: that was his claim to fame. But, for an Iranian and
a supposed dissident, I found him surprisingly naive in political matters. He felt
great anger toward the United States and the Bush administration. Part of that
was personal: he had become a Canadian citizen, and getting across the border
when your name was “Hossein Derakhshan” and you fit the wrong profile for
age and sex was, at the time, a humiliating process. But he was full of strange
ideas about neocons conspiring with other Iranian exiles whom he didn’t like.



Hoder had just begun his curious and confused trajectory, from anti-regime
dissident to frenetic supporter of Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s
nuclear posture. My brutally honest assessment of the man: a very likeable
person, possessed of a very ordinary intellect.

That was in 2005, a year and a half before his visit to Israel and three years
before he entered into his private Calvary, for reasons that are worth considering.

A TWENTY-SOMETHING IN TORONTO OPENS A NEW CONTINENT OF
EXPRESSION FOR IRANIANS

Hoder really was an ordinary person, an insignificant man in relation to the great
events which, during his lifetime, troubled his country and the world. He was not
a politician, not a revolutionary, not a genius, not a scholar—not an authority of
any sort. He represents a type we’ll encounter often in this story of the struggle
between grand hierarchies and the public: the gifted amateur, propelled to
unexpected places by the new information technology.

He was four years old when Ayatollah Khomeini and the Islamic revolution
swept to power in Tehran. That was the only government he knew before he
departed into exile, and it came to define his life, for and against. Since that
government played the role of villain in this specific story, it would be useful to
linger over its characteristics for a moment.

In theory, the Iranian regime is a Platonic republic, with wise guardians
protecting the moral and material welfare of all. In practice, it resembles a sterile
hybrid begot on the mafia by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The men
in charge monopolize all the power and much of the wealth of the country. They
claim to be revolutionary, and once really were, in the worst way. Decades ago,
however, most of them settled into big mansions, bought expensive cars, and
became an entrenched ruling class at home, while pursuing ancient Persian
ambitions in the region and the world.

They control the resources of a nation that is large, populous—80 million
according to the CIA Factbook—and rich in oil. Iran is the big boy of the greater
Middle East, though for ethnic and religious reasons its influence has never been
proportional to its size and strength: a wall of mutual hostility and disdain
divides Persian from Arab. The rulers of the Islamic Republic consider the



global status quo to be a naked injustice to Iran. They crave a place in the sun.

Recent history has seen cycles of superficial reforms to open up the system,
followed by hardened repression. The inner core of the regime, that is, the
people and institutions who really hold the levers of power in Iran—the clerics,
the militia, the revolutionary courts—remained unreformed and unreformable.
But it was during one of the moments of relative calm that the young Hoder
began his career as an observer of the digital universe, writing for a reformist
newspaper which was soon after closed by the courts.

By 2000, he was in Canada. Because he wished to start a blog, he tinkered with
code and in September 2001 succeeded in adapting blogging software to the
requirements of Farsi script. This minor innovation by an ordinary twenty-
something was to have long repercussions, not just for Hoder’s life but for public
expression in Iran. Iranians took to blogging with abandon. At a time when Arab
countries had only a handful of blogs, almost all of them in English, Iran’s
“Blogistan” quickly reached tens of thousands of active sites and continues to
grow to this day. Most Iranian blogs were trivial personal diaries. That happened
to be the case in every country on earth. Many blogs, however, commented on
political news, advocated feminism, or criticized the obvious corruption of
regime officials.

The phenomenal expansion of Iran’s blogosphere was a nonlinear event, possible
only under the conditions of the Fifth Wave. A space abruptly opened for
expression that was not under the absolute control of the censor. Vital
communities formed online, splintered along the usual divergence of interests
but sharing a common wish to defend and expand that virtual public space
against the predations of the regime.

In consequence, the ruling class confronted what has come to be called “the
dictator’s dilemma”—a frequent affliction of authority in the new environment.
The dilemma works this way. For security reasons, dictators must control and
restrict communications to a minimum. To make their rule legitimate, however,
they need prosperity, which can only be attained by the open exchange of
information. Choose.

Along a spectrum of possible choices, North Korea, for example, stands at the
restrictive extreme. Three generations of North Korean dictators have bet big on



famine and poverty in exchange for silence and control. As we’ll see, the
Egyptian dictator, Hosni Mubarak, lost power in part because of his vacillations
on this question. He wanted to toggle between communication and control, but
instead betrayed his own panic and an old man’s ignorance of the information
sphere.

2.1 Map of “Blogistan,” Iran’s blogging universe !

Iran’s rulers chose differently. Formally at least, they embraced blogging and the
internet. They promoted connectivity (though keeping bandwidth artificially
low), and encouraged regime supporters to get online—an attempt to nullify the
anti-regime unity of the online communities. Whole swaths of Blogistan are thus



dedicated to “conservative” political and religious views. High government
figures are expected to communicate online. The most famous blogger in the
country is ex-president Ahmadinejad.

Of course, the regime also blocked many websites, and currently holds the world
record for bloggers thrown in jail. At least one of them died from the
admonishments of his wise Platonic guardians.

In a very nonlinear but, I believe, real way, all of these contortions had been
forced on the brutal authoritarians of Iran by an insignificant young man
tinkering with code in Toronto, Canada.

AN INSIGNIFICANT MAN THREATENS THE SANCTITIES OF A VERY
LARGE NATION

It was the surprised discovery by the West of the Iranian blogosphere that raised
Hoder to the status of a minor celebrity. He was invited to an endless round of
conferences to speak about that shadowy realm, the internet, which he did with
some zest and skill. By the time I ran across him in Nashville, he seemed less a
blogfather than an orphaned techno-gypsy, drifting from conference to
conference. In January 2007, he attended a conference in Tel Aviv, Israel. He
knew perfectly well this barred his return to Iran, but gave idealistic reasons for
the visit. Then, in the fall of 2008, Hoder travelled to Tehran. And so it happened
that, on the first day of November, the Iranian authorities at last caught up with
the insignificant man: they arrested Hoder at his father’s home and ushered him
into Evin prison, an unfriendly place within the Islamic Republic’s merciless
penal system.

Two years passed before his trial. An additional eight months lapsed before the
Alice-in-Wonderland sentence was announced: 19% years of incarceration for the
crime of blogging.

Idle to speculate why Hoder returned to Iran: he was, as I noted, of a naive and
unrealistic temperament. Far more useful—far more honest and to the point, if
we wish to understand the character of the age in which we now live—is to aim
our questions about this wanton injustice at the men who perpetrated it. Why did
they arrest Hoder? Why the inordinate punishment? What did they, in full
possession of great power and authority, fear from this ordinary person? What



did they hope to gain by burying him alive in Evin prison?

On the surface, these questions may appear no less naive than Hoder himself. By
Western standards, the Islamic republic was a lawless and despotic government.
Despots punish those who express politically unorthodox views or engage in
offensive behavior. Hoder fit that profile on both counts.

Moreover, repression aimed at internet dissidents has become so commonplace
that it hardly excites attention. Throwing bloggers in prison seems to be the way
of the world: it isn’t news. In February 2007, for example, an Egyptian court
condemned blogger Abdel Kareem Nabil Suleiman, who was all of 22 at the
time, to four years in prison for “insulting the president” and “vilifying Islam.”
That was under the old Mubarak regime. In June 2013, another court in Egypt
condemned blogger Ahmed Douma to six months’ imprisonment, also for
insulting the president. That was under the new elected government formed by
the Muslim Brotherhood. I cite these two men as random bookends: other

Egyptian bloggers were persecuted and jailed in between. 2

China employs a veritable army of internet censors and is the only nation in
serious competition with Iran over the all-time record for bloggers jailed. In
Cuba, dissident blogger Yoani Sanchez was thrown in the back of a car and
beaten by agents of the regime. In Vietnam, blogger Nguyen Hoang Vi was
knocked off a motorcycle, had the windows of her car smashed, and was stripped
and subjected to a body search by the police, before being arrested. And in Iran,
Hoder was only one of many bloggers abused and jailed during a hardening of

the regime in recent years. -

Life is bad if you’re a blogger in many parts of the world. That can be the simple
story of Hoder’s private Calvary. He angered the wrong people in the wrong
country, then, inexplicably, he put himself in their hands.

This account is accurate enough but superficial. It asks us to accept as given
many things we could well question: for example, that powerful authoritarians
are angered by, or fearful of, information. Yet the relationship between power
politics and information is, and always has been, opaque. The cause for anger or
fear in a person of great material authority confronted with information generally
—with information as information—is thus never a given, I maintain, but rather
is a mystery in need of analysis and interpretation. This is very much the case



when “information” is represented by an insignificant man posting his thoughts
on a blog.

Along with countless trivial subjects, Hoder posted his opinions of the Iranian
regime, for and against. But he had no standing in Iranian politics, no political
standing anywhere. He wasn’t really much of a dissident, in any sense of that
word. His one claim to influence was technological: almost accidentally, he had
opened a space for public discussion and made it available to ordinary Iranians.
And, being an idealist, he had become a sort of traveling salesman on behalf of
blogging and self-expression.

A way forward into the mystery, then, would be to hypothesize that for Iran’s
rulers, Hoder—blogfather, blogger—stood for something larger and more
threatening than himself. In fact, he stood for the loss of monopoly over
information, the loss of an absolute control over public communications.

My preferred method of analysis—I have said this before—is to examine a story
from every possible perspective. Understandably, Hoder’s story is always
presented by news media and human rights activists from the perspective of the
youthful victim. But to penetrate to the heart of this particular mystery, to make
sense of the terms of the asymmetric struggle between great power and mere
information, we must shift our point of view to that of the unattractive mongrels
—half gangsters, half ideologues—enthroned at the top of the political pyramid
in Iran.



2.2 Hoder at the eternal conference Hossein Derakhshan © 2004

A good place to start is with the formal charges lodged against Hoder. These
formed a confused hodge-podge of accusations, including making propaganda
against the Islamic Republic and “cooperating with enemy states,” a reference to
the visit to Israel. The most revealing charge, however, was “insulting the
sanctities” of the Iranian nation. No doubt religion was meant, but the words
expressed a more profound and generalized concern by the authorities, and show
us the way into their perspective.

Bloggers, and in general all dabblers in digital communication, are often accused
of insulting sacred things: presidents, religion, property rights, even the
prerogatives of a democratic majority. They speak when there should be silence,
and utter what should never be said. They trample on the sanctities, in the
judgment of the great hierarchical institutions which for a century and half have
controlled, from the top down, authoritatively, the content of every public
conversation. The idea is not that some forbidden opinion or other has been



spoken. It is the speaking that is taboo. It’s the alien voice of the amateur, of the
ordinary person, of the public, that is an abomination to the ears of established
authority.

So to arrive at the destination mapped out by our hypothesis, we must set aside
the salient characteristics of the men in charge in Tehran. What matters is not
that they are thugs, or that they oppress their own countrymen. That simply
speaks to the range of actions open to them. The meaningful bit is that they
belong to a larger class or category of people, found in every country and in
most walks of life, who long ago persuaded themselves that they alone have the
authority and legitimacy to speak and act within their own domains. This—not
from selfish motives, no, not in the least—for the good of humanity. Their
authority rests on the moral order of the world. Any challenge, however
insignificant, isn’t just a potential threat to them but a violation of that order, a
perversion which must be crushed utterly in the name of all that is good and true.

With regard to Hoder and his 19%-year sentence, what counted was less any
political dissidence on his part than the perception by the men in authority in
Iran that the young blogger was a moral monstrosity.

Democratically elected governments have reacted in the same way. Turkish
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan is his country’s most popular politician in
generations, having comfortably won several national elections. His influence
and that of his party has spread to a soft, but effective, control of mass media.
Erdogan speaks and acts within an echo chamber of great authority—
legitimately so, by democratic standards.

When protests broke out in Istanbul over government plans to build a shopping
mall on the site of a park, then spread throughout Turkey and acquired a definite
anti-Erdogan edge, the Turkish news media ignored the events. CNN Turkey,
partly owned by Turkish interests, famously showed a documentary about
penguins. (The visual joke of protesting penguins spread through the web with
astounding rapidity.) The authorities had decreed silence. Anti-government
forces—the protesting public—turned to Twitter to exchange information, with a
preference for vivid photos showing the size of demonstrations and, more
importantly, the violence of the police in repressing them. These images were
persuasive. The West’s perception of Turkey as a benign Muslim democracy
suffered a sharp jolt.



Erdogan headed a democratically elected government. His presence on Twitter
had attracted 2.5 million followers. But when he spoke about the June 2013
protests, it was not as a democrat or a participant in social media. His was the
voice of authority, in the grip of moral outrage no different from that
experienced by the despots in Tehran: “There is a curse called Twitter, all sorts
of lies are there. This thing called social media is a curse on societies.” Turkish
tweeters had insulted the sanctities. Dozens were arrested. A few days later,
Erdogan’s minister of interior announced that “provocations on social media”

were to be targets of criminal investigation. °

This visceral repugnance, amounting almost to nausea, toward the intrusion of
the public into the domain of authority, is by no means restricted to government.
I noted that people in the news business have converted the economic failure of
the daily newspaper into a danger not just to their own livelihoods, but to the
fabric of democratic life. When, for example, Nicholas Kristof brooded on the
“decline of traditional news media” which pays his salary, he evoked a dismal

future of “polarization and intolerance.” ©

The classic case of insulting corporate sanctities involved the file-sharing
program, Napster. The story of Napster is that of Shawn Fanning, prototype of
the many young men, like Hoder, who stumbled on a formula to leverage
information technology in ways that threatened the established order. Fanning
released the first version of Napster in June 1999. He was 18, an unknown
teenager without money or business connections, yet the shock of that beta
release would send the profits of a mighty industry on a downward spiral, from
which it would never recover.

Napster invited Fanning’s fellow teenagers to exchange song files without first
stopping at the cash register to pay the recording companies.

The noise of condemnation by defenders of the music and allied industries was
Erdogan-worthy. In a Friend of the Court statement for the 2001 lawsuit against
Napster, Jack Valenti, head of the Motion Picture Association of America,
portrayed the corporate interests he represented as “the backbone of America’s
creative community” and the Napster business model as “theft.” “If the courts
allow Napster and services like it to continue to facilitate massive copyright
infringement,” he added pointedly, “there is a grave risk that the public will



begin to perceive and believe that they have a right to obtain copyrighted
materials for free.”

The best summation was delivered by Hilary Rosen, head of the Recording
Industry Association of America: “What Napster is doing . . . is legally and
morally wrong.” The immoral act in question, let’s recall, consisted of teenagers

exchanging music files. ’

Few incidents better illustrate the pervasiveness of authority as a belief system
which anoints the chosen few, or the implacable fury of the anointed against a
trespassing public. If Jack Valenti had had the power to convict Shawn Fanning
to 19% years in a Federal penitentiary, I’m fairly certain he would have done so.

A BURNING MAN ON FACEBOOK LIGHTS THE WAY FOR POLITICAL
CHANGE IN TUNISIA

You could object that this has been a tragic tale, signifying nothing. Even if
Hoder threatened the Iranian authorities on the plane of morality, little was
changed down here on planet Earth. The Islamic Republic rolled on, dictatorial
as always, still ruled by unpleasant men. Hoder agonized in Evin prison for four
years until he was pardoned in November 2014 by Ali Khamenei, Supreme
Leader of Iran. His 19%-year sentence remains the longest ever pronounced
against a blogger in Iran.

The gap between online freedom and political change was never crossed—
possibly, never can be crossed, because of the fundamental mismatch between
virtuality and reality.

These objections loop back to the mysterious relationship between political
power and information. The word used for power is “hard,” while information is
supposed to be “soft”—so it all seems like a game of Rock—Paper—Scissors, with
scissors eternally cutting paper and no other structural outcome possible. Brute
force beats smart talk, forever. Such a null effect interpretation of the Fifth Wave
has been proposed by certain scholars, and those of us who observed digital
activists being abused and imprisoned over the years could only wonder whether
the contrarians were right.

I’1l return to the power—information equation in a little more depth soon enough,



when I relate the story of Homo informaticus. Here and now, I want to bring up,
for your consideration, real events, hard events, which were variously—and, yes,
mysteriously—entangled in webs of information.

The first is the least persuasive, but it concerns Hoder’s country, Iran, and so
deserves mention. The huge protests which erupted in Tehran and elsewhere in
that country following the contested presidential elections of June 2009 soon
bloomed into the anti-regime Green Movement, and received instant media
acclaim as a “Twitter Revolution.” In a rare moment of techno-euphoria, the
starched-collar worthies of the State Department intervened with Twitter to
postpone a planned shutdown, ostensibly so the revolutionary tweets could
continue.

The best information available, however, suggested that relatively few Twitter
users could be found inside Iran—the immense spike in traffic during the
protests was generated by émigrés and others outside the country. The Green
Movement was almost certainly not a Twitter revolution or reliant on social
media, although it was certainly a digitally-assisted revolt: protesters used cell
phone texts and videos to powerful effect.

But the main lesson here was the violent repression of the Green Movement by
regime militia. Scissors cut paper. While it was really impossible to say, as I did
with Hoder’s incarceration, that nothing had changed, the political facts on the
ground in Iran remained fundamentally the same: for the next four years,
Ahmadinejad and his faction ruled.

Matters turned out differently in Tunisia with the uprising of December 2010-
January 2011. Less than three weeks after the first anti-regime protests, the
country’s president of very long standing, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, fled to Saudi
Arabia. The question, for us, is the degree to which the Fifth Wave of
information was implicated in this outcome.

The catalyst for the Tunisian uprising came in the form of a truly insignificant
man: Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor in the provincial town of Sidi Bouzid,
who set himself on fire in despair over humiliations he had endured at the hands
of regime officials, and later died of his burns. You will note that I wrote
“catalyst” rather than “cause”: even the simplest human events constitute
complex systems ruled by nonlinearities. Within such systems, teasing out a



single episode and proclaiming it the prime mover makes as much sense as to
pick a grain of sand and calling it “the beach.”

2.3 Man on fire: Mohamed Bouazizi, December 16, 2010 Photo © 2011 ievolve.org /ZUMA Press

This tangle of causation is why analysts who get paid big bucks to play the part



of prophet invariably get the future wrong—or at least, whenever tomorrow fails
to resemble yesterday.

The trajectory by which Bouazizi became a cause—in both senses of that word
—deserves a bit of reflection. Nine months before his fatal moment, another
street vendor called Abdesslem Trimech, from the provincial town of Monastir,
set himself on fire over his mistreatment by the government, and later died. No
protests ensued. In fact, nothing at all happened. Trimech, I imagine, was
mourned by family and friends, but otherwise remained obscure and
inconsequential.

Trimech was a different man acting in a different time and place from Bouazizi.
True enough. But another significant difference leaps out, if we wish to
understand why these two similar deaths had such dissimilar effects. Bouazizi
burned to death in front of a camera. For as long as digital images hold true, we
will watch him explode into flames, still walking, at a nondescript public square.
This image was impossible to absorb without feeling pain and horror. Without
words, seemingly untainted by special pleading, it told the story of a man driven
by his rulers beyond the last measure of despair. The photos of Bouazizi’s self-
immolation were posted on Facebook, and aroused strong emotions in and out of
Tunisia. In contrast, the unphotographed Trimech died a faceless shadow.

Tunisia’s revolution demonstrated one decisive change between the old and new
information dispensations. The industrial age depended on chunky blocks of text
to influence government and opinion. The new digital world has preferred the
power of the visual. What is usually referred to as new media really means the
triumph of the image over the printed word.

But another observation to take away from events in Tunisia is that the divide
between old and new media is largely fictitious. It may be useful to speak of the
internet or social media and contrast these with mass media, but what exists in
reality is a single, deeply matrixed information sphere.

Al Jazeera, for example, is a digital satellite TV channel aimed at a mass
audience. It’s new and it’s old. Both sides of the Tunisian conflict believed, with
good reason, that Al Jazeera influenced the outcome by favoring the insurgency
in its coverage. That could be considered a case of Big Media “setting the
agenda.” But most of Al Jazeera’s Tunisia footage came from cell phone videos,



taken by the public on the spot and communicated via Facebook. They were then
re-posted online—on Al Jazeera’s website, on YouTube, and on thousands of
niche sites. So this was also a case of new media driving news coverage.

The point I want to drive home is that there is now massive redundancy in the
transmission of information. That’s another change from the old ways. You can
jam Al Jazeera’s signal, but you can’t jam YouTube. You can shut down the
internet—as Egyptian authorities did when they faced their own uprising—but
you can’t shut down the information sphere.

A GOOGLE EMPLOYEE IN DUBAI SCHEDULES AN EGYPTIAN
REVOLUTION AS A FACEBOOK EVENT

The success of the Tunisian uprising reversed the polarities of power as we have
so far observed them. A mostly disorganized public toppled a regime which had
ruled with unquestioned authority for 23 years. Paper beat scissors, somehow.
Many factors played into this outcome, but I will venture to say, without straying
into controversy, that one important factor was the effect of the information
sphere—on the global public, on the Tunisian public, and on the Tunisian
authorities themselves. Much of the information coming out of Tunisia during
the protests reflected the work and the will of the public.

Still, there’s no doubt that the turmoil in that country began spontaneously, on
the streets. That was not the case with the last event I want to consider. It
originated online, as a virtual invitation to revolution scheduled on Facebook
Events.

If you were to ask me to name the most significant geopolitical transformations
since the fall of the Soviet Union, the 2011 uprising in Egypt, which followed
close on the heels of Tunisia’s and repeated the same pattern, would rank very
near the top. Egypt is the most powerful and influential country in the Arabic-
speaking world. The fall of the old regime there sent shocks and aftershocks into
the region, the effects of which are still in play today. Many good accounts, from
both Western and Egyptian perspectives, have been written about this sudden
turning of the hinge of fate—I have no wish to add another.

Here’s what I intend to do: to touch on three brief moments of that uprising,
which reflect how supposedly “hard” political events were shaped by soft



information.

The first and last moment, the alpha and omega, share the same protagonist:
Wael Ghonim, a young Egyptian whose talents lacked even a name a generation
ago. Ghonim was Google’s head of marketing for the Middle East, and had
moved to Dubai, a sort of Disney World of emirates, for his work. He was 29
when he created his Facebook page, 30 when he was kidnapped off the streets of
Cairo by anonymous agents of the regime. I hesitate to call him ordinary or
insignificant, as I have done with Hoder and others. Even before he provided the
spark for the revolt, his life had not been a typical one for an Egyptian.

Ghonim himself, however, had decided opinions on the matter. He posted on his
site that he had no wish to “start a revolution or a coup,” and did not view
himself as “a political leader of any sort.” He then went on:

...I’m an ordinary Egyptian who cheers the Ahly team, sits at the local
café, and eats pumpkin seeds . . . and who becomes miserable when
our national team loses a game . . . the bottom line is that I just want

to be proud that I'm Egyptian . . . °

And it is true that, in the decisive TV interview given after his release, he was
perceived by many ordinary Egyptians as one of them: a decent young man,
humble in demeanor, markedly different from the pompous officials, angry
revolutionaries, and otherwise peculiar personalities prevalent in Egypt’s
politics.

Let us agree, then, that Wael Ghonim was an extraordinary ordinary person. He
forged, on Facebook, a vital community which helped lead the charge during the
early phase of the events of January—February 2011. His own telling of those
events, the autobiographical Revolution 2.0, I recommend to anyone who wants
to understand, from a very human perspective, the destructive effects of new
information on a fossilized political system. Ghonim may have been the closest
digital equivalent to Walter Cronkite: mediator to a disparate virtual public,
whose authority was earned daily from below rather than accredited for all time
from above.

He called his Facebook page “We Are All Khaled Said.” The name signified a
person, an event, and an image. Khaled Said was a young Alexandrian who, for



reasons that remain obscure, was savagely beaten to death by thugs in the
employ of the Mubarak regime. Such abuses took place with impunity and in
public silence. Khaled Said was different, however. He had been a nice-looking,
middle class young Egyptian, first of all. More importantly, his family, using a
cell phone camera, had secretly photographed Said’s mangled face as he lay in
the morgue. The difference with earlier photos of the handsome, smiling young
man was appalling. In Egypt as in Tunisia, a powerful and disturbing image
stood at the starting-place of revolution.

Ghonim used the images, and the story of Khaled Said, to fuel what was
essentially a marketing campaign against regime injustice on his website.

At that point, Hosni Mubarak had been in power over 30 years—longer than Ben
Ali in Tunisia, much longer than Ahmadinejad in Iran. His rule had acquired a
monumental inevitability, and there was talk that the pharaoh’s crown would
pass to his son Gamal. The political system in Egypt rested on pure gangsterism,
lacking any ideological justification other than the authority of the men in
charge: they alone, it was claimed, possessed the expertise to maintain security,
grow the economy, and manage the complexities of a modern government.

In fact, the Egyptian government was less incompetent than it has since been
portrayed, but that carried little weight with Egyptians, most of whom detested
the regime for the everyday indignities and occasional brutality it visited on
them. The problem was inertia. Political change seemed impossible, because it
had never happened: and with such a dearth of hope, fear easily won the day.

I will pass over the marketing techniques applied by Ghonim to help members of
his community overcome the fear barrier. The fascinating details can be found in
Revolution 2.0. Instead, I want to move directly to a specific moment: January
14, 2011, when Ghonim, inspired by events in Tunisia, posted on the “Khaled
Said” page a call for protests for January 25, the “Police Day” holiday in Egypt.
Ghonim gave the event its name: “Revolution Against Torture, Poverty,
Corruption, and Unemployment.” And he created a Facebook Event for it.

Ghonim linked his call to revolution to other anti-regime websites and activists.
His aim was remarkably ambitious: nothing less than to bridge the gap between
virtual and real, and to do so in the domain of hard politics. From a Facebook
page, he sought to mobilize the Egyptian public against their government.



Consider the implications. If this leap was possible, the modes of organizing a
mass movement prevalent since the French Revolution would be superseded—
and attacking power and authority could become the work of amateurs, ordinary
people, the untutored public.

Not long ago, a revolutionary was a dedicated professional. To achieve his goal,
he needed an organization to conduct command and control, a published
program to explain the need for radical change, resting on an ideology which
persuaded and attracted large numbers of the public—who would then be formed
into a mass movement by means of command and control. Organization,
program, printing presses, ideology, mass command and control: this costly,
slow-moving machinery, with its need for hierarchy and obedience, could be
transcended by a single click of the mouse if Wael Ghonim won his bet.

Though he had scheduled a revolution, Ghonim specifically denied being a
revolutionary. He claimed to be an ordinary Egyptian.

koK 3k

Besides the obvious danger of regime repression, two technical obstacles might
have barred the way to his goal. Since these have been cited by writers who even
now doubt that web politics can be transferred to the real world, I want to deal
with them briefly. One obstacle pertained to the number of Egyptians Ghonim
could actually reach with Facebook. The other raised the question whether the
psychological distance between virtual and real was, under any circumstances,
simply too great to be crossed.

The problem of numbers was a significant one. Egypt lagged in internet
penetration, falling behind not just the West but also Iran and the wealthier Arab
countries of the Gulf. A previous online call for an “anti-terrorism”
demonstration, to be held on July 24, 2005, attracted a handful of well-to-do,
university-educated young Egyptians who were quickly and peaceably dispersed
by the authorities. It was more comic opera than protest. Internet penetration at
that time probably hovered between 7 and 10 percent.

By January 2011, internet penetration in Egypt exceeded 20 percent. You may
well ask whether, at that level, Ghonim’s message could have reached a large
enough segment of the public—and, more generally, whether we have any idea



what the minimal level of diffusion must be, for a message to enter the
consciousness of the public. The answer to both questions is: yes.

Roland Schatz, a brilliant commercial practitioner of agenda-setting theory, has
identified a level of media diffusion below which a message sinks without
notice, but above which it quickly rises to public attention. Schatz calls this
boundary the awareness threshold, and has estimated the tipping point at 15
percent of diffusion. Scholars have charted a similar trajectory for the adoption
of every kind of innovation, including new political beliefs. “Critical mass”
occurs at between 10 and 20 percent of adoption—the level at which enough
diffusion networks become “infected” by the virus of change to make the latter

self-sustaining, 1

The levels of internet and social media penetration in Egypt were consistent with
a potential to break through the awareness threshold. During the 2011 revolt, this
potential was realized. I believe Wael Ghonim won his bet. According to his own
numbers, by January 25, the day of the protest, over a million persons had
viewed his Facebook Event invitation, and around 100,000 had announced their
intention to participate. It has been argued that most January 25 demonstrators
weren’t there because of Facebook. That’s certainly true in terms of ultimate
motives, possibly true in a more proximate sense. But many—maybe most—
demonstrators were there because they had learned about the protests online.
They had toggled from soft information to the hard pavement of the streets of
Cairo, from virtual to real, from clever talk to pitched battles with the riot police.
Almost incidentally, on the way to political change, they had carried out a
revolution in Egypt’s information balance of power.

I should add that the regime clearly believed that “We Are All Khaled Said”
played an important part in the revolt. So did the protesters, who accorded
Ghonim a place of honor in Tahrir Square. So did Ghohim himself, with good
reason. When he asked protesters in Tahrir how they had found out about the
event, many answered “From ‘We Are All Khaled Said’” or other anti-regime
Facebook groups.

If that was the case, the issue of psychological distance was answered
empirically. It’s simply false to say that the public can’t make the leap between
virtual and real politics. The problem has been posed in terms of online “weak
bonds” as against real-life “strong bonds”—a proposition I will explore later in



greater depth. All we need to know about the “strong bonds” objection, in
connection with the Egyptian uprising, is that it applies only to the old mode of
forming a mass movement. If the protesters had sought to replace the regime
with a specific set of people, programs, and principles, the weak bonds of the
digital world would have been insufficient.

But that’s not what brought out the variegated Egyptian public to the streets.
They just wanted to get rid of Hosni Mubarak.

A VERY OLD MAN SHUTS DOWN THE WEB, THEN FALLS THROUGH
THE TRAP DOOR OF THE INFORMATION SPHERE

I want to make very clear what it is that I’'m claiming—and what I’'m not. I’'m
not saying that Ghonim and the internet caused Egypt’s revolution. Because
human beings aren’t billiard balls, the application of Newtonian mechanics to
political events invariably ends in confusion, and often in error. Ghonim and the
internet were one cause out of many. If you have eyes to see, that should be
remarkable enough.
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2.5 Wael Ghonim on Dream TV 12

I’m also not asserting the primacy of the internet, even under the conditions
created by the tsunami of new information. Primacy goes to that massively
redundant information sphere, which has absorbed new and old media alike.
Within the information sphere, in the age of the image, I’d imagine that the most
popular and persuasive medium is still television.

My second moment—chronologically the last—concerns the interview given on
February 7, 2011, by Wael Ghonim to Mona Al-Shazly of Dream TV. Let’s
unpack these elements.

Ghonim had just been released by the authorities after 11 days of detention in a
secret state security prison. He looked gaunt and pale. Dream TV was a privately
owned Egyptian channel, essentially the product of the dictator’s dilemma.
Hosni Mubarak wished to modernize Egypt. Modern countries boasted an
abundance of TV channels and content. Mubarak gambled that his regime could
control the information pouring out of new channels. The owners were beholden



to the regime, the content was heavily censored. However, compared to state-
owned television, this was indirect control. It was more tenuous. During the
recent political turbulence, private channels could pivot away from the regime’s
interpretation of events. Al-Shazly, the interviewer, made clear her sympathy
with the protesters.

Here was a confluence possible only in the information sphere: old media
mainstreaming a new media voice belonging to a central figure in a revolution.
Dream TV was no Al Jazeera: its audience consisted of entertainment-minded,
nonpolitical Egyptians.

At the time the program aired, the uprising had reached a crisis point. Six days
before, Mubarak had delivered a televised speech in which he cited his service to
the country and promised to step down at the end of his presidential term, in six
months’ time. Many protesters felt the old man should be allowed a dignified
exit. Others were wavering. Crowds at Tahrir Square grew smaller.

Ghonim’s raw, emotional performance on Dream TV has been credited with
turning the tide decisively in favor of the protesters. It was a testament to the
power of TV to capture and communicate sincerity: his sorrow when confronted
with photos of dead demonstrators was both compelling and painful to watch.
Before a mass audience, Wael Ghonim, that extraordinary ordinary person, gave
the revolutionaries a face that ordinary Egyptians could identify with. He
embodied information which changed the direction of political life in his
country. His interview went viral on YouTube, new media compounding the
effect of the old. The crowds in Tahrir swelled in size. Four days later, Hosni
Mubarak resigned from office.

The reality of the new environment is that the global information sphere, rather
than any one medium or platform, erupts into nearly every political conflict, and
not infrequently helps determine the outcome. Unlike, say, TV or Facebook, the
information sphere can’t be blocked by government. It’s too redundant.
Information leaks into the conflict anyhow.

This was demonstrated under almost laboratory conditions in Egypt on Friday,
January 28, 2011: the moment the government shut the door on its population’s



access to the internet. Mobile phone service was disrupted as well. Mubarak, on
the brink of the precipice, wanted to change sides on the dictator’s dilemma,
withdraw his gamble on modernity. He imagined he could push Egypt back into
the past, to the comfortable days before the Fifth Wave.

The reason why Mubarak’s minions shut down the web was no mystery. They
were afraid of it. The causes of this fear—which they never explained or even
admitted—hinted at a revolution much deeper and more disruptive of existing
human relations than any purely political upheaval. Starting with the
octogenarian Mubarak, the people who ran the regime had come to power during
the industrial age of information. They had been lords and masters of what could
and could not be said in newsprint, what could and could not be shown on
television. And they dimly comprehended the irreparable erosion of this
monopoly, the loss of control over the story Egyptians told about their rulers.

Demonstrations planned after Friday prayers in many Egyptian cities were the
immediate cause of the shutdown. But let’s inhabit the skins of the old men who
ruled Egypt on January 28. What were they thinking? Very likely, that they were
snatching away the means of communication and organization from the unruly
public: that they had flipped a switch and cut off the public’s voice. The internet
represented the enemy.

Yet streams of information still surrounded and invaded Egypt, beyond the
ability of political power to control.

Shutting down the web made history in the worst way. In Egypt and abroad, the
move communicated a feeling of crisis and panic in the regime. In exchange for
a political placebo, the government incurred real economic costs and alienated
powerful business interests. But the most important effect of the shutdown was
to create a silence—filled at once by Al Jazeera, which among its many agendas
had pursued a long-running campaign to de-legitimize Egypt’s ruling clique.
Here was redundancy with a vengeance.
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The dominance and influence of Al Jazeera’s coverage of the Egyptian uprising



has probably been exaggerated, but there’s no question that the channel
exemplified to many observers the power of the information sphere. The regime
certainly felt this way. Its agents dropped Al Jazeera’s signal from the Nilesat
satellite, and orchestrated the physical intimidation of Al Jazeera staff in Egypt.
These efforts collided with the redundancy factor and came to nothing. Other
Arab channels offered Al Jazeera space on their satellites, and much of Al
Jazeera’s footage came from amateurs who could not be shut down or
intimidated.

The channel kept the story of the uprising alive by streaming it to every corner
of the globe. From snowy Davos, Switzerland, where I was attending a
conference, I witnessed street violence in Cairo on my laptop, via Al Jazeera in
English. Many others there did the same. My guess is that Al Jazeera was
instrumental in framing the event to the world as a struggle between idealistic
youth and a vicious thugocracy. It led Western public opinion—including, it may
be, in the White House—to a tipping point favoring the end of Mubarak’s reign,
despite real fears about the consequences of instability in the cradle of the
Muslim Brotherhood.

YouTube amplified this sentiment, re-hosting video from Al Jazeera and other
broadcasters, as well as raw footage from cell phone cameras which somehow
found a path to the web. Unlike TV or live streaming, YouTube could select the
most visually dramatic moments, and make them searchable. It archived
spontaneity: a defiant young man suddenly gunned down by security forces, a
bizarre horse and camel charge by Mubarak supporters into the crowd at Tahrir
Square.

Virtually all YouTube videos favored the protesters. In the aggregate, the result
was a brilliant exercise in geopolitical persuasion, wholly uncoordinated, but the
more authentic and effective because of that.

The men who pulled the plug on the web must have known that they couldn’t
keep ordinary Egyptians from learning about events. Hundreds of TV channels
flooded the country’s airwaves. Possibly, they imagined they could reconquer
some control over the framing of images. If so, that was a generational mistake.
The images swirling around the uprising showed protesters as pro-democracy
underdogs, the heroes of the struggle. The public never lost its mighty voice. It
was in this context that Ghonim’s appearance on Dream TV delivered a decisive



blow to Mubarak’s hopes of clinging to power.

I began this chapter with the story of an insignificant man—the Iranian
blogfather, Hoder. In hindsight, with Egypt’s revolution and the “We Are All
Khaled Said” page in mind, we can see that, in their persecution of Hoder, the
Iranian authorities were motivated by self-preservation no less than moral
outrage. They worried about the practical political consequences of giving
ordinary people the means of public expression. Like all despots, they
understood the fine points of control.

I end the chapter by observing, yet again, the strange embrace between
information and power, now personified by the opposing figures of the drama in
Egypt: Wael Ghonim, the Google marketing man turned Facebook agitator, and
Hosni Mubarak, the air force pilot turned hard authoritarian. Together, they blew
away our Rock—Scissors—Paper theory, with its naive faith in the supremacy of
hard politics, and reaffirmed how information interacts with power in ways that
are open, unpredictable, mysterious.

Every step of Ghonim’s progress through the labyrinth of the Egyptian uprising
would have been impossible when his antithesis, Mubarak, first assumed the
presidency 30 years before. From the perspective of information, the two men
grew up in different countries. Neither, therefore, understood the other, but
Ghonim was a carrier of the Fifth Wave, an aggregator and connector, a drop of
rain in a global storm, while Mubarak in his moment of crisis could only grope
for a switch to turn out the light.

You don’t need to accept the idea that Facebook pages can defeat tanks and
bullets to perceive—faintly, like a pale shadow over the events in Egypt—a
cataclysmic transformation in human power relations.
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MY
THESIS

Consider this book a canvas. My job will be to depict the strange chaotic world
that was born with the new millenium and, I feel certain, will remain with us for
a little while longer. I’'m not a visionary prophesying doom, however, or a
scientific wizard forecasting the shape of things to come. I don’t know the
future, and I’m pretty sure they don’t either. If I describe the present accurately, I
will have achieved my goal.

Very little of what I have to say will be original: maybe only the composition.

If, after all these admissions, you were to ask me why you should read on, I
would respond: because the world I’ll describe is probably very different from
the one you think you’re living in. The problem is that there are so many
superficially dazzling aspects of the information tsunami. When I sit in my study
in Vienna, Virginia, and Skype with someone in Beirut, Lebanon—that’s
dazzling. It feels remarkable even as I’'m doing it. So, naturally enough, attention
has focused on the capabilities of digital platforms like Skype, Facebook, and
Google, on the proliferation of communication and collaboration around the
globe, or on the unprecedented growth in the volume of information. I
understand the fascination—my own journey started with these concerns.

But it turns out that fascination with surface glitter has obscured our view to
what is transpiring in the depths. There, human beings interact with platforms
and information, and are changed by the interaction, and the accumulated



changes have shaken and battered established institutions from companies and
universities to governments and religions. The view from the depths is of a
colossal many-sided conflict, the outcome of which, for good or evil, remains
uncertain. In fact, the outcome will largely depend on us. And because we still
think in categories forged during the industrial age—Iliberal and conservative, for
example, or professional and amateur—our minds are blind to many of the
clashes and casualties of this underground struggle.

This is the story I want to tell—the reality I aim to describe as accurately as I
can.

A WAR OF THE WORLDS, DEDUCED FROM THE DEVIL’S EXCREMENT

My thesis is a simple one. We are caught between an old world which is
decreasingly able to sustain us intellectually and spiritually, maybe even
materially, and a new world that has not yet been born. Given the character of
the forces of change, we may be stuck for decades in this ungainly posture. You
who are young today may not live to see its resolution.

Famous landmarks of the old regime, like the daily newspaper and the political
party, have begun to disintegrate under the pressure of this slow-motion
collision. Many features we prized about the old world are also threatened: for
example, liberal democracy and economic stability. Some of them will emerge
permanently distorted by the stress. Others will just disappear. Many attributes
of the new dispensation, like a vastly larger sphere for public discussion, may
also warp or break from the immoveable resistance of the established order.

In this war of the worlds, my concern is that we not end up with the worst of all
possible worlds.

Each side in the struggle has a standard-bearer: authority for the old industrial
scheme that has dominated globally for a century and a half, the public for the
uncertain dispensation striving to become manifest. The two protagonists share
little in common, other than humanity—and each probably doubts the humanity
of the other. They have arrayed themselves in contrary modes of organization
which require mutually hostile ideals of right behavior. The conflict is so
asymmetrical that it seems impossible for the two sides actually to engage. But
they do engage, and the battlefield is everywhere.



The perturbing agent between authority and the public is information. For my
description of the present to make sense, I will have to show how such a vague,
abstract concept can be wielded as a weapon in the war of the worlds.

Irreconcilable differences between old and new can be found in something as
seemingly trivial as naming conventions. The industrial age insisted on
portentous-sounding names of great seriousness and formality, to validate the
organizations which spoke with the voice of authority: “Bank of America,”
“National Broadcasting Corporation,” “New York Times.” Each of these three
names stood for a professional hierarchy which claimed a monopoly of
specialized knowledge. They symbolized a starched-collar kind of mastery, and
they meant to impress. Even the lowest-ranking person in these organizations,
the names implied, had risen far above the masses.

The digital age loves self-mocking names, which are a way to puncture the
formal stiffness of the established order: “Yahoo!,” “Google,” “Twitter,”
“Reddit,” “Flickr,” “Photobucket,” “Bitcoin.” Without having asked the people
in question, I feel reasonably sure that the founders of Google never
contemplated naming their company “National Search Engine Corporation” and
Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook never felt tempted by “Social Connections Center
of America.” It wasn’t the style.

The names of two popular political blogs from the early days of blogging, Glenn
Reynolds’s Instapundit and Andrew Sullivan’s Daily Dish, poked fun at the
pretentiousness of the news business. Bridge-bloggers who posted in English
from foreign countries leaned toward even more attention-getting names:
Rantings of a Sandmonkey and The Big Pharaoh in Egypt, for example, and my
favorite, the Venezuelan The Devil’s Excrement. Names of blogs have tended to
become less outrageous with time—but the pull of digital culture is still toward
goofiness and informality. The names asserted non-authoritativeness. They
created a conscious divide between the old order and the new.
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3.1 Between authority and the public, names are a battleground

Try to imagine the response of a CIA briefer telling the president of a crisis in
Venezuela, who is asked for his source of information: “It’s The Devil’s
Excrement, Mr. President.” Regardless of the cost in information missed, the
briefer will avoid using any sources with such awkward names. His professional
dignity—not to say, his professional success—demand the imposition of taboo.

I don’t want to make too much of the conflict over naming styles. It’s a skirmish,
a surface manifestation of our struggle in the depths. I touched on the subject
because it clarified, in an almost comical way, the non-negotiable claims of
identity implicit in the two contending structures: how each side has come to be
organized.

The incumbent structure is hierarchy, and it represents established and
accredited authority—government first and foremost, but also corporations,
universities, the whole roster of institutions from the industrial age. Hierarchy



has ruled the world since the human race attained meaningful numbers. The
industrial mind just made it bigger, steeper, and more efficient. From the era of
Rameses to that of Hosni Mubarak, it has exhibited predictable patterns of
behavior: top-down, centralizing, painfully deliberate in action, process-
obsessed, mesmerized by grand strategies and five-year plans, respectful of rank
and order but contemptuous of the outsider, the amateur.

Against this citadel of the status quo, the Fifth Wave has raised the network: that
is, the public in revolt, those despised amateurs now connected to one another by
means of digital devices. Nothing within the bounds of human nature could be
less like a hierarchy. Where the latter is slow and plodding, networked action is
lightning quick but unsteady in purpose. Where hierarchy has evolved a hard
exoskeleton to keep every part in place, the network is loose and pliable—it can
swell into millions or dissipate in an instant.

Digital networks are egalitarian to the brink of dysfunction. Most would rather
fail in an enterprise than acknowledge rank or leaders of any sort. Wael
Ghonim’s passionate insistence on being an ordinary Egyptian rather than a
political leader was an expression of digital culture. Networks succeed when
held together by a single powerful point of reference—an issue, person, or event
—which acts as center of gravity and organizing principle for action.

Typically, this has meant being against. If hierarchy worships the established
order, the network nurtures a streak of nihilism.

THE CENTER CANNOT HOLD AND THE BORDER HAS NO CLUE WHAT
TO DO ABOUT IT

Another way to characterize the collision of the two worlds is as an episode in
the primordial contest between the Center and the Border. The terms were
employed by Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky in another context, long
before the advent of the information tsunami, but they are singularly apt for our

present condition. !

“Center” and “Border” can be applied to organizations embracing specific
structures, ideals, and beliefs about the future. The two archetypes are relative to
each other, and perform a kind of dance which determines the direction of social
action.



The Center, Douglas and Wildavsky write, is dominated by large, hierarchical
organizations.

It frankly believes in sacrificing the few for the good of the whole. It is
smug about its rigid procedures. It is too slow, too blind to new
information. It will not believe in new dangers and will often be taken

by surprise. 2

The Center envisions the future to be a continuation of the status quo, and churns
out program after program to protect this vision.

The Border, in contrast, is composed of “sects”—we would say “networks”—
which are voluntary associations of equals. Sects exist to oppose the Center: they
stand firmly against. They have, however, “no intention of governing,” and
develop “no capacity for exercising power.” Rank means inequality, hierarchy
means conspiracy to the Border. Rather than articulate programs as alternatives
to those of the Center, sects aim to model the behaviors demanded from the
“godly or good society.”

Making a program is a center strategy; attacking center programs on
behalf of nature, God, or the world is border strategy. >

To maintain unity, the sectarian requires “an image of threatening evil on a
cosmic scale”: the future is always doomsday. The Border somehow reconciles a
faith in human perfectibility with the calm certainty that annihilation is just
around the corner.

Sects resolve internal disputes by splintering. Their numbers must remain small.
This may be the one strategic difference between the face-to-face sect, as
described by Douglas and Wildavsky, and the digital network: the latter can
inflate into millions literally at the speed of light.

Viewed from within this scheme, the stories of the last chapter appear in a new
light. Hoder, Wael Ghonim, and Shawn Fanning emerged as sectarian heroes of
the digital Border, striking at the forces of monopoly and centralization.
Ahmadinejad, Mubarak, and Jack Valenti each represented a mighty hierarchy of
the traditional Center, slow-turning yet implacable, perfectly willing to smash
the individual to preserve the system. Two of the young sectarians, Hoder and



Fanning, received disproportionate punishment. The third, Ghonim, spent eleven
nights in the dungeons of the Center. But at the end of the day two great
hierarchies—the Mubarak regime and the recording industry—had been toppled.

The confrontation has followed a predictable pattern. Whenever a Center
organization thought it owned a document or file or domain of information, the
networks of the Border swarmed in and took over, leaving the landscape littered
with casualties from such guerrilla raids. Thus the music business collapsed,
newspapers shed subscribers and advertisers, political parties shrank in numbers.
The US Government lost control of its own classified documents. Book
publishers and the TV and movie industries, still very profitable today, depend
on technical and copyright regimes which could be breached at any moment.

Since power wasn’t a file that could be copied or shared, the political
battleground has tilted more in favor of hierarchy. Iran, we saw, imprisoned
Hoder and brutally repressed the 2009 protests. The Chinese trained their famous
“internet police.” Cuba and Vietnam abused and imprisoned dissident bloggers.
Even the US Government during this period has been allowed to operate on the
assumption that the public were the enemy—for example, in airports and federal
buildings.

The Center held the advantage in the political domain, but not absolutely—not
as scissors forever cutting paper. Networks exploited their speed, near-
invisibility, and command of the information sphere to inflict pain and confusion
on the Center. On 9/11, a miniscule network of violent men slaughtered
thousands of Americans, while the government stood by, blind and helpless. In
2008, Barack Obama, propelled by online networks which generated funds,
volunteers, and an effective anti-Center message, crushed the Democratic and
Republican establishments. And we have seen how Wael Ghonim’s Facebook
invitation to revolution led—through a complex and nonlinear labyrinth—to the
overthrow of Mubarak.

Yet in the next stage sectarian advances have been reversed. My suspicion is that
they must be reversed, if sects—the public in revolt—truly have no interest in
governing and possess no capacity for exercising power. Consider Al Qaeda: it
failed to achieve the objective for 9/11, which was to terrorize the US into
leaving the Middle East. President Obama’s fortunes have been more equivocal,
and I want to postpone for a bit consideration of his unique place in the struggle



between Center and Border. Suffice to say, for now, that the president lost his
governing coalition after the 2010 elections. In Egypt, the secular protesters who
overthrew Mubarak were almost immediately swept aside by the hierarchical
forces of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Egyptian military.

And this is the deeper pattern of the conflict. The programs of the Center have
failed, and have been seen to fail, beyond the possibility of invoking secrecy or
propaganda. Let the disastrous performance of the rating and oversight agencies
before the 2008 financial crisis, and of the Intelligence Community in Iraq, stand
for many more examples of Center failure. At the same time, the fracturing of
the public along niche interests has unleashed swarms of networks against every
sacred precinct of authority. Failure has been criticized, mocked, magnified.

The result is paralysis by distrust. The Border, it is already clear, can neutralize
but not replace the Center. Networks can protest and overthrow, but never
govern. Bureaucratic inertia confronts digital nihilism. The sum is zero.

The world I want to depict isn’t stalemated. The contending forces are too
unlike, too asymmetrical to achieve any kind of balance. My thesis describes a
world trapped in a sociopolitical combat zone, in which every principle of living,
every institution, I want to say every event—the choice of what is meaningful in
time—has been fought over and scorched in the crossfire. It would be natural to
expect one side to prevail in the end, but I have my doubts. I can’t picture what
Wordsworth’s blissful dawn of 1789 would look like under present conditions, or
a forced march to the status quo ante as in 1848. The Center can’t bring back the
industrial age. The networks can’t engender an alternative.

The closest historical parallel to our time may have been the wars of religion of
the seventeenth century. I say this not necessarily because of the chaos and
bloodshed of the period, but because every principle was contested. If an
educated person of that era were transported to the present, his first question
would be, “Who won—Catholics or Protestants?” For us the question has no
meaning. Both sides endured. Neither won. Something different evolved. Much
the same, I suspect, will occur with the dispute of hierarchy and network.

koK 3k

In this conflict, my concern as an analyst is to pay attention to the right subject at



the right level of description. I was trained, as even the youngest of us were, to
think in terms of the old categories: to think, for example, that the direction of
American politics depended on the balance between Democrats and
Republicans. Yet both parties are, in form and spirit, organizations of the Center.
Both are heavily invested in the established order, offering the public minor
differences in perspective on the same small set of questions. Surprises in
America’s political trajectory are unlikely to come from the alternation of
Democrat and Republican.

The analyst searching for discontinuities—for the possibility of radical change—
must wrench his mind free of the old categories and turn to the subterranean
strife of hierarchy and network: in the political parties, between “netroots”
activists and a variety of Tea Party networks on one side, and the Democratic
and Republican organizations on the other. There, different languages are
spoken, and potent contradictions can be found.

My great concern as a citizen is for the future of liberal democracy.

Democracy as an ideal can be abstracted from every attempt to implement it—in
fact, democracy has often been used to condemn democratic systems which fall
short of perfection. Representative democracy as it has evolved historically in
the US and elsewhere, however, is a procedural business, necessarily integrated
with the ruling structures of the time. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, the procedures of representative democracy reflected a distrust of
centralized power and the faith that wealth and land ownership conferred
personal independence. In the industrial age, procedures became tightly
centralized, top-down, rule-bound, and oriented toward the masses rather than
the individual.

That democracy became hierarchical, organizational, an institution of the Center,
is less a paradox or a conspiracy theory than a historical accident. The
consequences are beyond dispute. Many aspects of representative democracy
have become less democratic, and are so perceived by the public. The defection
of citizens from the voting booth and party membership give evidence to a
souring mood with the established structures. Many have been moved to a
sectarian condemnation of the entire system as ungodly and unjust. The more
assertive political networks today proclaim our current procedures to be the
tyranny of Big Government or a farce manipulated by Big Business.



In the collision of the old world with the new, democracy has not been absolved
from harm. It too is a battleground, like the daily newspaper. It may survive, but
that is not a given, and it almost certainly will be changed. How it changes may
depend on the aggregated decisions of individual citizens—in other words: on us
—no less than on procedural reforms. This is part of my thesis—and the one
place where I will deviate from a pure description of the world, to contemplate
what ought to be done.

CYBER-UTOPIANS, CYBER-SKEPTICS, CYBER-PESSIMISTS, AND
HOW ALL THEIR SOUND AND FURY SIGNIFIES VERY LITTLE

Before the start of recorded history, we find hierarchies managed by elites in
authority. For all that time there was a bottom of the social pyramid, more or less
inert. How this inchoate lump became the public is a story for a later chapter.
Two preconditions had to be met, however. For a public to exist it had to achieve
self-consciousness—some irritation or dissatisfaction was needed to pry it apart
from the elites. For the public to voice its thoughts and opinions, and thus
transform itself, potentially, into a political actor, required a means of
communication. This became a possibility only after the spread of the printing
press.

My thesis holds that a revolution in the nature and content of communication—
the Fifth Wave of information—has ended the top-down control elites exerted on
the public during the industrial age. For this to be the case, I need to show how
the perturbing agent, information, can influence power arrangements.
Information must be seen to have real-life effects, and those effects must be
meaningful enough to account for a crisis of authority.

A century of research on media and information effects has delivered confusing
if not contradictory findings. The problem for the analyst is again one of
complexity and nonlinearity. Intuitively, it should be a simple matter to establish
the effects of information. I see a truck bearing down on me, for example: that’s
information. I move out of the way: that’s behavior caused by information. Or I
watch television news of the US invasion of Iraq: that’s information. I form an
opinion for or against, and agitate politically accordingly: that’s behavior caused
by media information.

Politics in modern countries, however, takes place beyond the immediate



perception of the public. Political information is thus mediated rather than direct
—almost always resembling the Iraq war example rather than the truck I can see
with my own eyes. This sets up a large number of variables in the interaction
between an individual, the mediator, and the information.

Do I, in my condition as a member of the public, accept all the mediators’
information, and act accordingly? This has been proposed, originally by thinkers
like Walter Lippmann, who were intellectually imprinted by their experience in
World War I. Through the use of persuasive stereotypes and other techniques,
Lippmann argued, those who controlled information—the people in authority,
the elites—also controlled “the pictures in our heads.” Propaganda, on this
account, injected new opinions and actions directly into the gullible brains of the

public. 4

Or do I accept none of the mediators’ information, because my moral and
political beliefs were formed by “strong” social bonds, like church and family,
rather than “weak” links like reading a newspaper? That also has been proposed,
most recently by Malcolm Gladwell to disparage the possibility of social media
“revolutions.” Alternatively, I may be invulnerable to mediated information
because I'm encased in an armor of prejudice, and dwell comfortably in an
information bubble, or daily me.

Or do I engage in a “two-step” process, in which I first absorb the opinions of a
strong personal connection, like a trusted friend or minister, and only then accept
certain mediated information? That was proposed way back in the 1940s, and
has been found applicable to the manner in which Twitter users “follow”

information. 2

Or is it the case that mediators have no power to control how I think or act, but
can command my attention to those public issues and events I think about? That
is the premise of agenda-setting research, which has been applied with some
success in the marketplace. Roland Schatz, for example, has correlated the
public’s disaster donations with the amount of media attention received by an

event. ©

All the information effects findings and theories are suggestive. None, in my
view, are even remotely conclusive. In the story of Homo informaticus, which



completes this chapter, I will aim for some of the immediate clarity in effects of
that truck bearing down on me. Here I propose to skip a level, and pause for a
peek at the desultory quarrel about the effects of new media: whether its impact
on us has been good, bad, or indifferent.

koK 3k

The global proliferation of the internet in the 1990s and of social media in the
early 2000s inspired equal measures of applause and alarm, with a residue of
doubt. Some writers saw in digital media a boost to human collaboration and
democracy. Critics dubbed this tribe cyber-utopians. Others found in the internet
all manner of ills—the corruption of our culture, for example, or an invitation for
governments to spy on their citizens. These were the cyber-pessimists. A third,
much smaller group wondered whether anything important had really changed:
call them cyber-skeptics.

There is less to this dispute than meets the eye.

Let the last come first. Malcolm Gladwell, fittingly in the pages of the New
Yorker, compared the strong personal ties of the civil rights activists in the 1960s
with the weak ties between participants in online causes like the Save Darfur
Coalition. Only strong ties, argued Gladwell, made possible the informal
coordination of sit-in protesters in the Jim Crow South. Only the mutual support
induced by strong ties could embolden a group to face “high risk” situations and
achieve political change. As for “Facebook warriors,” Gladwell allowed that
they might accomplish minor feats of collaboration—finding a donor for a bone
marrow transplant, for example. But real politics happened among comrades and

in the flesh. ’

Clay Shirky has noted that a committed activist with strong personal ties to
others also can expand his reach by becoming a Facebook warrior. There’s no
contradiction involved. But I want to push beyond this argument. Gladwell’s
contentions have simply been falsified by events. The initial protests in Egypt
were the work of ordinary people, most of them connected digitally, if at all.
Wael Ghonim, the Google marketing man, administered his Facebook page from
Dubai, under a pseudonym. The strong tie which held together the protesters he
summoned to action was loathing of the Mubarak regime.



Gladwell is a thinker of the Center, a mind of the industrial age. This doesn’t
prove or disprove his ideas—but it places them in a certain context. He explicitly
identified strong ties with hierarchy, weak ties with network, and he could not
imagine how one might be toppled by the other: “If you’re taking on a powerful
and organized establishment you have to be a hierarchy.” Political change, for
Gladwell, was a job for trained professionals, requiring the imposition of a new
system, with a new program and ideology, to replace the old. But we have seen
how this formula has been contradicted by the sectarian logic of the Fifth Wave.
To stand for change now means to be anti-system, anti-program, anti-ideolology.

Gladwell at least grounded his skepticism on a traditional conception of power:
hard trumped soft, scissors always cut paper. I find it harder to make sense of the
warnings of the cyber-pessimists. They shout from the rooftops that dictatorships
have used digital tools to spy on dissidents and manipulate public opinion. This,
of course, is true. We saw an example in Iran, where the regime threw
disagreeable bloggers in prison while flooding the blogosphere with its own
stooges. The Chinese are supposed to be even cleverer at cyber-spying and
manipulation.

As analysis, the exhortations of the pessimists hover somewhere between
pointless and trivially true. Of course dictatorships wish to spy on dissidents, just
as dissidents seek to avoid detection—a game made vastly more difficult for
those in power by the proliferation of digital hiding-places. Of course
dictatorships wish to manipulate media of all kinds to influence opinion. In the
industrial age, however, they did so boldly and officially, from authority, while
under the new dispensation despots must try to impersonate the public to have
any hope of influencing it. Instead of injecting slogans into the brains of the
masses by means of banner headlines on People’s Daily or a televised speech of
the lider maximo, they are now forced to ride the tiger of real opinion, and face
the consequences should it turn against them.

Pessimism tends to be the province of the disillusioned idealist and the false
sophisticate. That seems to be very much the case when it comes to the loudest
voices of cyber-pessimism. I have noted their cautions. Let’s move on.

The favorite goat of cyber-skeptics and cyber-pessimists has been Clay Shirky,
whose 2008 book, Here Comes Everybody, was described by Gladwell as, “the
bible of the social media movement”—that is, of the cyber-utopian crowd.



Shirky walks on the sunny side of the street, but he’s no utopian. He prefers
optimistic anecdotes, which infuriates the curmudgeons, but in the offending
book he gave social media credit for sharing—photos on Flickr, for instance—
and collaboration on the Wikipedia model, while admitting that examples of
collective action inspired by digital tools were “still relatively rare.” That was

true in 2008. &

His message was that the new digital platforms made it easy for groups to “self-
assemble,” and that the rise of such spontaneous groups was bound to lead,
sooner or later, to social and political change. Very much unlike Gladwell,
Shirky foresaw the possibility of the events of 2011, and the part a networked
public, connected to the information sphere, could play in revolution. In an
article published just before the outbreak of revolt in Tunisia, he addressed the
arguments of the skeptics and the pessimists:

Indeed, the best practical reason to think that social media can help
bring political change is that both dissidents and governments think
they can. All over the world, activists believe in the utility of these
tools and take steps to use them accordingly. And the governments
they contend with think social media tools are powerful, too, and are

willing to harass, arrest, exile, or kill users in response. °

Today we know both partners in this political minuet were correct. Digital media
can be exploited by self-assembled networks to muster their forces and
propagandize for their causes, against the resistance of those who command the
levers of power.

But this understates the distance between the old and the new. A churning, highly
redundant information sphere has taken shape near at hand to ordinary persons
yet beyond the reach of modern government. In the tectonic depths of social and
political life, the balance of power has fundamentally shifted between authority
and obedience, ruler and ruled, elite and public, so that each can inflict damage
on the other but neither can attain a decisive advantage. That is the non-utopian
thesis of this book. And it was arrived at, in part, by pursuing threads of analysis
about the nature and consequences of new media first spun by Clay Shirky.

HOMO INFORMATICUS, OR HOW CHOICE CAN BRING DOWN



GOVERNMENTS

There remains the question, central to my thesis, of how information can
influence political power. The answer isn’t intuitive. Information is soft and
abstract. Power is as hard and real as a policeman’s bullet. Yet, as Shirky
observed with regard to new media, the wielders of power have always assumed
a close and vigilant relationship to information. Governments have worked hard
to control the stories told about the status quo—that is, about them.

This anxiety to control information in those who already controlled the guns
should alert us that political power may be less “hard,” and more intangible, than
supposed.

Power, from our perspective, is a particular alignment between the will of the
elites and the actions and opinions of the public: a matter of trust, faith, and fear,
apportioned variously but involving both sides. Brute force plays a part, but as
the fall of the brutal Muammar Qaddafi demonstrated, no government can
survive for long solely on the basis of killing its opponents. A significant fraction
of the public must find the status quo acceptable, and the larger the number of
true believers, the more solid the foundation underneath a regime. Thus the
potential influence of information over political power flows more from its fit
into stories of legitimacy than from, say, investigative reporting or the dispensing
of practical knowledge.

My analysis of this question centers on the rise of a restless, disruptive organism,
which I have taken the bold step to name Homo informaticus, information man.
You and I, and possibly a majority of the human race today, are him: end
products of an evolutionary process involving the spread of education, expanded
levels of wealth and security, and improved means of communication. Our traits
can be explained only in reference to an ancestral environment—in this case, a
parched information landscape. That’s the logic of evolution. So before I present
Homo informaticus, we must first encounter his less fortunate predecessor,
whom I will call, in plain English, Unmediated Man.

As his name implies, Unmediated Man lacked access to any media. He was
likely to be illiterate, and had neither the means nor the interest to travel very far.
His only channels of information were the people around him. While he may
sound like an implausible fiction, Unmediated Man described the typical



Egyptian of 1980, and represented most people’s relationship with information
from the dawn of our species until very recently.

In the nature of things, Unmediated Man lived and died within a political
system: let’s make it an authoritarian regime with great, but not absolute, power
to control information. The problem confronting this regime was one of
communication rather than control. To impose its will on Unmediated Man, it
had to find a way to convey the particulars to him, in the context of a persuasive
justifying story.

FULINCAL SEGRIME: "UUH JUS TIFYINL S1UEY "
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3.2 The problem: A regime confronts an Unmeditated Man1Y

In reality, of course, all information is mediated. The question is whether
mediation is conducted directly, face to face, or indirectly by print and electronic
sources. Unmediated Man depended on his community for information:
extended family, friends, neighbors, local religious and political authorities,
bosses, underlings, co-workers, his butcher, his barber, “the street.” The single
most important aspect of this information environment was that so very little was
new. The range of interests was narrow, the set of sources small. Unmediated
Man woke up every morning expecting a world quite unchanged from the day



before.

So for the regime to communicate and interact with Unmediated Man in terms
advantageous to its story of legitimacy, it needed only to control the community
—which, of course, it did in many ways. The regime appointed the local
authorities, including the political headmen, police, military, tax and land
assessors, business license granters, health inspectors, census takers, teachers,
etc. Everyone coming in contact with Unmediated Man knew his version of the
regime’s story of legitimacy—and those who failed to do so egregiously enough
were removed and silenced.

All things being equal, Unmediated Man lacked the means to conceive of an
alternative story to the one which justified his present way of life. He may have
protested, even violently, against local conditions, but he could never seek to
overthrow the political system.

Feedback from below was extremely limited under such constraints. Probably
nothing of Unmediated Man’s private fears and frustrations reached the ear of
the government. This meant the government could (and in fact must) behave as
if the public didn’t exist. For political purposes, the public became whatever the
government told it to be.

It is at this point that our newly-evolved hero makes his entrance on the stage.
Homo informaticus is a differently-endowed member of the public: he’s literate,
and has access to newspapers, radio, movies, TV. He has been exposed to a
larger world beyond the immediate community.

His arrival confronts the regime with a new threat: the public with a longer reach
may gain access to information which subverts its story of legitimacy. In the
regime’s worst nightmare, the public actually conceives of an alternative form of
government and acts to attain it.

To cover the threat, the regime must deploy a costly and elaborate state media
apparatus. It acts vigorously to own, or at a minimum to control, the means of
mass communication: newspapers, radio, TV, books, cinema, etc. The content of
state media plays, in harmony, theme and variations of the regime’s justifying
story.



The ideal for the regime would be to reconstruct, in the controlled media, voices
similar to those of the local community through which it dealt with Unmediated
Man. In many ways, the structure of mass media fits smoothly into regime
schemes of control: it is top-down, one-to-many, monopolistic, and it demands
an undifferentiated, passive mass audience.
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3.3 Control the community and you control the Unmediated Man’s information horizon

However, sheer volume makes the reconstruction of the small world impossible.
Even in the most controlled media, the amount of information is far greater than
what was available in Unmediated Man’s village. Too much of the content is
new and unsettling, too much covers distant and alien conditions. As messages
and images proliferate, it becomes progressively harder to determine exactly
what their relationship is to the regime’s justifying story. As more intermediaries
are used, it becomes progressively more likely that dissonance will be introduced
into the information stream.

The simplicity and perfect fit between the public’s perception of the world and
the regime’s story of legitimacy are gone forever. Under these conditions, the
best outcome for the regime is acceptance by the public that the world is too



complex to be understood yet too dangerous to be left alone, and must be placed
in the care of those whose job it is to manage the nation’s affairs. Examples of
mediated acceptance of the status quo are the Soviet Union under Stalin and
North Korea today.
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3.4 New problem: regime confronts Homo informaticus

By its structure and composition, state mass media allows an even narrower
feedback path than did the local community of Unmediated Man. The presence
of mediators increases the distance between those at the top of the power
pyramid and everyone else.

The decisive transformation of H. informaticus’s mental universe arrives with
the introduction of independent channels of information. A single such channel
—a privately-owned newspaper, say, or a satellite TV station like Al Jazeera—
can work a prodigious change in the public’s perception of the world.

To understand why, we must return to the thorny subject of information effects.
Recall that information must be either directly perceived or mediated by others.
Recall, too, that complexity makes the positive effects of mediated information



impossible to determine. I can’t say that the “We Are All Khaled Said” Facebook
page caused the revolution in Egypt. I wouldn’t know how to go about proving
such a proposition.
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3.5 State media is an expensive way to achieve limited control

But with negative effects we stand on solid analytic ground. If all the
information available to the public reveals the political system to be fixed, like
nature itself, for all time, then revolution becomes an absurdity. If everything I
know persuades me that no alternative exists to the status quo, then I may
despair even unto violence, but I cannot seek what I do not know—rpolitical
change. The public in these cases is like a deaf mute standing in the street with a
truck bearing down. Negative effects funnel human beliefs, and in this way
shape human behavior. They are intuitive and powerful.

That single independent channel of information thus holds the potential for
radical change. It broadens Homo informaticus’s field of vision to encompass
alternative values and systems. Most importantly, it shatters the illusion that his
way of life is inevitable and preordained, a first, necessary step toward
revolution. Whether revolution will ultimately happen will of course depend on a



multitude of factors, many of which have little to do with information. The
transition from negative to positive effects must end in nonlinearity, but we can
say with confidence that it won’t be triggered unless the public is shown a
differently-ordered world: a choice.

Information can influence actions by revealing something hitherto not known or
believed possible. Scholars have called this demonstration effects. A trivial
example would be a TV commercial for a new, improved dishwasher detergent.
A political example was the jolt of hope experienced by the Egyptian opposition
after the fall of Ben Ali in Tunisia. Arab dictators had always died in power and
in bed. Their rule had seemed immutable, until the first one collapsed. We can
feel the excitement of new possibilities in Wael Ghonim’s words, written on his
website shortly after Ben Ali’s flight:

After all that’s happened in Tunisia, my position has changed. Hopes
for real political change in Egypt are much higher now. And all we
need is a large number of people who are ready to fight for it. Our

voices must be not only loud but deafening. 1

In reality, nothing had changed for Egypt. The transformation had taken place in
Ghonim’s mind.

Sheer volume of information is subversive of any narrative: alternatives are
demonstrated. State-controlled media had generated too much information, too
much that was new, but when effective it had convinced Homo informaticus that
no safe alternatives existed to the present state of affairs.

By necessity, an independent channel will deliver demonstration effects
contradicting the regime’s justifying story with equally plausible explanations.

When judging his government, H. informaticus can then do so in light of
alternative possibilities—different views of the same policy or event, different
values invoked for an action or inaction, different performance by other
governments, real or imagined. The first step toward skepticism is doubt, and H.
informaticus, exposed to an independent channel, must confront choices and
doubts when constructing his story of the world.

As this evolutionary fable approaches the present moment, content proliferates.



A vast global information sphere, churning with controversies, points of view,
and rival claims on every subject, becomes accessible to our hero. Its volume
and variety exceed that of the controlled media by many levels of magnitude.
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3.6 Independent channel: The psychological revolution

If H. informaticus were to try to absorb this mass, his head would explode. This
is not what transpires. He will pick and choose. So will other members of the
public. By that very selectivity, that freedom to choose its channels of
information, the public breaks the power of the mediator class created by mass
media, and, under authoritarian rule, controlled by the regime.

The fall of the mediators, all things being equal, means the end of the regime’s
ability to rule by persuasion.

Governments of every stripe have had trouble grasping the sudden reversal in the
information balance of power. Proud in hierarchy and accreditation, but deprived
of feedback channels, the regime is literally blind to much global content. It
behaves as if nothing has changed except for attempts by alien ideals—
pornography, irreligion, Americanization—to seduce the public. Most



significantly, the regime in its blindness fails to adjust its story of legitimacy to
make it plausible in a crowded, fiercely competitive environment.
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3.7 Overwhelmed: The incredible shrinking state media

An accurate representation based on volume would show state media to be
microscopic, invisible, when compared to the global information sphere. This is
how H. informaticus experiences the changed environment: as an Amazonian
flood of irreverent, controversy-ridden, anti-authority content, including direct
criticism of the regime.

The consequences are predictable and irreversible. The regime accumulates pain
points: police brutality, economic mismanagement, foreign policy failures,
botched responses to disasters. These problems can no longer be concealed or
explained away. Instead, they are seized on by the newly-empowered public, and
placed front-and-center in open discussions. In essence, government failure now
sets the agenda.
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3.8 Fall of the mediators: when the public talks back

As the regime’s story of legitimacy becomes less and less persuasive, Homo
informaticus adjusts his story of the world in opposition to that of the regime. He
joins the ranks of similarly disaffected members of the public, who are hostile to
the status quo, eager to pick fights with authority, and seek the means to
broadcast their opinions and turn the tables on their rulers.

The means of communication are of course provided by the information sphere.
The unit of broadcasting can be a single individual—a Hoder, a Wael Ghonim,
any member of the public, including Homo informaticus. The level of reach is
billions, distributed across the face of the world.

At this stage, the public, clustered around networked communities of interest,
has effectively taken control of the means of communication. Vital communities
revolve around favorite themes and channels, which in the aggregate reveal the
true tastes of the public, as opposed to what mass media, corporations, or
governments wish the public to be interested in.

Under authoritarian governments, vital communities will tend to coalesce in



political opposition as they bump into regime surveillance and control.

The regime still controls the apparatus of repression. It can deny service,
physically attack, imprison, or even kill H. informaticus—but it can’t silence his
message, because this message is constantly amplified and propagated by the
opposition community. Since the opposition commands the means of
communication and is embedded in the global information sphere, its voice
carries beyond the reach of any national government.

This was the situation in Egypt before the uprising of January 25, 2011. This is
the situation in China today. The wealth and brute strength of the modern state
are counterbalanced by the vast communicative powers of the public. Filters are
placed on web access, police agents monitor suspect websites, foreign
newscasters are blocked, domestic bloggers are harassed and thrown in jail—but
every incident which tears away at the legitimacy of the regime is seized on by a
rebellious public, and is then broadcast and magnified until criticism goes viral.

The tug of war pits hierarchy against network, power against persuasion,
government against the governed: under such conditions of alienation, every
inch of political space is contested, and turbulence becomes a permanent feature
of political life.

Objective conditions and the nature of the political system must be accounted
for, when it comes to the evolutionary process I have just described. The
viciousness of the regime matters. It was safer to protest against Ben Ali in
Tunisia and Mubarak in Egypt than against Qaddafi in Libya or Assad in Syria—
or, for that matter, the Kim dynasty in North Korea.

But the rise of Homo informaticus places governments on a razor’s edge, where
any mistake, any untoward event, can draw a networked public into the streets,
calling for blood. This is the situation today for authoritarian governments and
liberal democracies alike. The crisis in the world that I seek to depict concerns
loss of trust in government, writ large. The mass extinction of stories of
legitimacy leaves no margin for error, no residual store of public good will. Any
spark can blow up any political system at any time, anywhere.

I began by posing a question about how something as abstract as information can
influence something as real as political power. Let me end the chapter by



proposing an answetr, in the form of three claims or hypotheses.

1. Information influences politics because it is indigestible by a government’s
justifying story.

2. The greater the diffusion of information to the public, the more illegitimate
any political status quo will appear.

3. Homo informaticus, networked builder and wielder of the information
sphere, poses an existential challenge to the legitimacy of every government
he encounters.

I will explore the implications in the remainder of the book.



CHAPTERNOTES

1 Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky, Risk and Culture: An Essay on the Selection of Technological and
Environmental Dangers (University of California Press, 1985).

2 Ibid., Kindle location 1172.
3 Ibid., Kindle location 1591.
4 Walter Lippman, Public Opinion (Transaction Publishers, 1993. Originally published by Macmillan, 1922).

5 The two-step flow of influence theory was introduced by Paul Lazarsfeld and others based on a study of
the 1944 presidential elections. For its application to Twitter, see Shaomei Wu, Winter A. Mason, Jake M.
Hofman, and Duncan J. Watts, “Who Says What To Whom on Twitter,” presented at the World Wide Web
Conferencein 2011, http://www.wwwconference.org/proceedings/www2011/proceedings/p705.pdf

6 Roland Schatz, “Rebuilding Reputation Won’t Work Without the Full Picture,” slides presented at the 11th
International Agenda-Setting Conference, 2010,
http://issuu.com/mediatenor_international/docs/rebuilding_reputation

7 Malcolm Gladwell, “Small Change: Why the Revolution Won’t Be Tweeted,” The New Yorker, September 27,
2010.

8 Clay Shirky, Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations (Penguin Books, 2008).

9 Clay Shirky, “The Political Power of Social Media: Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political Change,”
Foreign Affairs, Vol. 90 No. 1, January-February 2011.

10 All the Homo informaticus charts are mine.

11 Ghonim, Revolution 2.0, 137.



WHAT
THE
PUBLIC
IS

NOT

I borrowed Walter Lippmann’s definition of the public because I found it honest
and unpretentious: “The public, as I see it, is not a fixed body of individuals. It is
merely the persons who are interested in an affair and can affect it only by
supporting or opposing the actors.” The philosophical assumptions underlying
these words were typical for Lippmann, who possessed an almost mystical faith
in experts and elites—the “actors” he mentioned. But taken baldly and
innocently, the definition happened to fit the facts of the subterranean conflict
which is the theme of this book.

There is no single body of the public. There are many publics, each of them
embedded in a particular culture and circumstance. Nor is the public organized
to endure as a permanent fixture of social life. If the interest in an affair which
has brought a public into being somehow dissipates, the public itself, like the
Marxist hope for the state, will wither away.

The difficulty for the analyst is that he must characterize this heterogeneous
beast. The public is a protagonist in my story. In its multiple manifestations, it



has exhibited common habits of behavior made possible by the conditions
prevalent today: the Fifth Wave of information. To cite just one example, I noted
the remarkable affinity with Border-sectarian loathing of authority described, in
a different context, by Douglas and Wildavsky. Only those blinded by archaic
categories will fail to see that that public, once synonymous with “the audience,”
is no longer silent, no longer passive—that it has leaped onstage and become a
leading actor in the world-historical drama.

Yet any feature I might depict in my portrait of the public can be falsified by
some example, and any attempt I might make to simplify or personalize the
subject will result in caricature and error.

The most promising way forward, it seems to me, is to follow N. N. Taleb’s
“subtractive knowledge” method of analyzing complex questions. Rather than
assert what the public is, I explain what the public is not. This resembles the
sculptor’s approach of chipping away at the stone until a likeness emerged, or

the bond trader’s formula of identifying safe investments by subtracting risk. !
Since the public is an unstable and undetermined entity—a complex system—
this negative mode of characterizing its behavior is least likely to fall into the
fallacy of personification, of inventing some new Marxian-style “class” with a
single consciousness and will.

Taleb’s method is also helpful because the term in question, “the public,” has
been made to stand for so many things that it had become obscured under layers
of confusion and special pleading. So one last metaphor: my task resembles that
of the archaeologist, who brushes away foreign matter until the object is restored
to its original identity.

THE PUBLIC IS NOT THE PEOPLE, BUT LIKES TO PRETEND THAT IT
IS

On June 29, 2013, a year and four months after the fall of Hosni Mubarak and
exactly a year after free elections had installed Mohamed Morsi as the new
president of Egypt, the Egyptian public took to the streets in enormous numbers
demanding the overthrow of the government. Morsi, a member of the Muslim
Brotherhood, had alienated many with his narrowly partisan approach to
government. The protesters were led by secular groups which had found
themselves marginalized soon after the collapse of the Mubarak regime.



But what matters here is what each side was made to represent in a desperate
moment, when grand ideals collided with political necessity and interested
parties needed to justify their actions.

On July 3, the Egyptian military ousted Morsi, installed an interim government,
and began a purge of the Muslim Brotherhood. The military had always feared
and detested the Brotherhood, but that was not the reason given for their
intervention. They claimed to be abiding by the will of the people. “The Armed
Forces . . . has been called by the Egyptian people to help,” affirmed the defense
minister, Abdul Fatah Khalil al-Sisi, in the initial statement following the
rebellion. Although Morsi had been the elected president, al-Sisi maintained that

he had failed to “meet the demands of the people.”

A similar argument was put forward by Mohamed ElBaradei, the new prime
minister in the interim government:

In a democracy, when you get 20 million people in the street, you
resign. Unfortunately, we dont have a process of recall or
impeachment like you have. It was a popular uprising rejecting Mr.
Morsi’s continuing in power . . . People went to the street on the 30th
of June and were not psychologically ready to go home until Morsi left
office.

For the military to push Morsi from power, ElBaradei insisted, “was no different
than what happened under Mubarak.” 2

These accounts appealed directly to the central doctrine of liberal democracy: the
people were sovereign. Only they possessed the authorizing magic of legitimacy.
Political power at every level must be derived from the people as a whole, above
the claims of any institution, faction, or person. Thus the people were entitled to
organize or reorganize the government as they saw fit.

In a rhetorical device at least as old as the French Revolution, al-Sisi and
ElBaradei identified the protesting public with the Egyptian people. The public
was sovereign. It was the legitimate ruler of Egypt, and Morsi, by failing to meet
the public’s demands, had lapsed into tyranny.

A problem with this argument was the fractured condition of the Egyptian



public. Many were “interested in the affair” of getting rid of Morsi, but many
others sided with the president and his Islamist allies. Which was the true
public? By Lippmann’s definition, both were. Which could be identified with the
Egyptian people? I will answer momentarily, but first let’s remind ourselves that
Morsi, unlike Mubarak, had been voted into office by 51 percent of the
electorate, a clear majority. Over 13 million Egyptians had cast a ballot for
Morsi: hadn’t they spoken for the people? Opposition voices were concerned
enough on this score to engage in fantastic claims—20 million protesters on the
streets, 22 million signatures petitioning Morsi to step down, much larger
figures, always, than the president’s vote.

But democratic legitimacy doesn’t reside in numbers, and the political authority
of the public can be determined independently of the question whether the July
events in Egypt were a revolution or a coup.

The public is not, and never can be, identical to the people: this is true in all
circumstances, everywhere. Since, on any given question, the public is
composed of those self-selected persons interested in the affair, it possesses no
legitimate authority whatever, and lacks the structure to enforce any authority
that might fall its way. The public has no executive, no law, no jails. It can only
express an opinion, in words and in actions—in its own flesh and blood. That
was what transpired in Egypt. The roar of public opinion precipitated political
change, but it was the Egyptian military, not the public, who compelled Mubarak
and Morsi to step down.

The public can never be the people because the people are an abstraction of
political philosophy. The people, strictly speaking, don’t exist. Thinkers like
Locke and Jefferson who affirmed the sovereignty of the people were
preoccupied with protecting the freedom of action of the individual citizen
against the crushing embrace of the state. The famous “We, the people” of the
preamble to the Constitution was a rejection by the framers of the ultimate
authority of state governments. The people themselves were eternally absent.

The public, in Egypt and elsewhere, was thus not sovereign. Its authority has
always been based on persuasion rather than law. Representative democracies
have instituted procedures such as elections and jury trials, in which the public,
conventionally speaking, may be said to embody the people. But it is precisely
the overflow of the public’s activity beyond the channels of democratic



procedures—sometimes, as in Egypt, in revolt against them—that represents the
great imponderable of our time.

In an older generation, the lack of fit between public and people engendered
deep pessimism about the future of democracy. Lippmann came to his definition
in despair. The work in which it is found was titled The Phantom Public—
phantom because it was “an abstraction” and “not a fixed body of individuals.”
In brief, it was not the people. In 1927, two years after The Phantom Public
appeared, John Dewey published The Public and Its Problems—problems
because, in the “machine age,” the public had become “lost,” “bewildered,” and
“cannot find itself.” Like a troubled wraith, the public haunted the mansions of

democracy.



4.1 Walter Lippmann

Lippmann’s pessimism rested on two shrewd observations and a questionable
assumption. He observed, presciently, that even in the industrial age public



opinion influenced matters of policy and government. Always the elitist, he
believed that the public “will not possess an insider’s knowledge of events,” and
“can watch only for coarse signs indicating where their sympathies ought to
turn.” Because the public was clueless, the political weight of its opinion was
likely to be misguided or manipulated by cunning insiders. This led Lippmann to
a conclusion that remains largely accurate today:

We cannot, then, think of public opinion as a conserving or creating
force directing society to clearly conceived ends, making deliberately
toward socialism or away from it, toward nationalism or empire, a

league of nations or any other doctrinal goal.

Programmatic goals, we have seen, are the business of the Center, and will be
rejected by a public which has clung to Border ideals from Lippmann’s day to
our own.

What broke Lippmann’s heart was the assumption that the people of political
philosophy must exist in political reality. He knew that the public was the only
candidate available for the job, and, as an astute observer of events, he felt
keenly the disproportion between his hopes and the truth. The ideal of the
“sovereign and omnicompetent citizen” was unattainable. The public was born
of expediency among private citizens who shared an interest—civic or selfish—
in an affair, and would be aligned differently, or simply vanish, phantom-like, on
other issues. In principle no less than in fact, this mutable entity could not be
identified with the people.

Yet the claim has proved irresistible to those who wish to challenge an
established government or political system. This has been true not just for
manipulative institutions like the Egyptian military, but for the public itself. The
“Occupy” groups in the US, with tiny numbers on the street compared to Egypt’s
protesters, still claimed to represent the “99 percent” against the predations of
the elite.

To assume the robe and crown of the sovereign is an intoxicating experience, |
imagine, but the effect has been to devalue the democratic process, and the end
result, given the mutable nature of the public, can only be chaos. As I write these
words, large crowds of Morsi and Muslim Brotherhood supporters are rallying in
the streets of Egypt. They believe that they embody the will of the Egyptian



people. The military, exasperated, have called for giant counter-demonstrations
to combat “terrorism.” The last act of this drama is nowhere in sight: when
everyone is king, power must be divorced from legitimacy.

THE PUBLIC IS NOT THE MASSES, BUT WAS ONCE BURIED ALIVE
UNDER THEM

The Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset, whose title I cribbed for this
book, once noted that in pre-industrial society ordinary people lived “dispersed.”
The rules which defined them were local and particular to class, religion, sex,

age, and profession. ° In Spain, as late as the 1930s, country women wore shawls
and only city women were allowed hats. Punishment of transgressors was swift
and harsh, but the reality was that few thought to transgress. It never occurred to
the Gascon peasant that he shared many attributes in common with a professor
of law in the Sorbonne. It never occurred to the professor, either. Each looked on
the other as on a different species of humanity.

These narrow enclaves for the mind were swept away in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Education raised the intellectual, and technology the
material reach of the ordinary person. The triumphant ideology of the time,
liberal democracy, preached the universal equality of man and citizen. No
differences in worth or conduct existed, it turned out, between Christian and Jew,
man and woman, peasant and professor. The crooked timber of humanity was
planed into a generalized, universal form.

Whether this transfiguration took place because it suited the economic pressures
of the age, I am not qualified to say. But industry needed mass labor for
production and a mass market for consumption. By “mass labor” I mean a
generalized pool of workers equally trainable to the highest pitch of efficiency.
Forging and deploying such a mass became the goal of “scientific management”
and its great apostle, Frederick Winslow Taylor. With time and motion studies in
hand, the scientific manager could program his workers’ every move as if they
were a single instrument—a human machine.

The work of every workman is fully planned out by the management at
least one day in advance, and each man receives in most cases
complete written instructions, describing in detail the task which he is



to accomplish, as well as the means to be used in doing the work.’

The system was top-down, intrusive, and impersonal, but it became orthodoxy in
the industrialized world, and it caught the attention of influential persons. Henry
Ford and Lenin were Taylorists, each in his way. Both believed in an infallible
vanguard commanding a mass of undifferentiated humanity.

The industrial age was Taylorist to the core. The ordinary person, so hopelessly
parochial through all of history, got flattened into the masses: better educated,
more affluent and mobile, and organized into gigantic hierarchies for every
domain of activity. The masses functioned as the anti-public. More precisely: the
masses impersonated the public for the benefit of the hierarchy, while stripping it
of all spontaneity and repudiating its authentic interests. In the marketplace, for
example, the mass consumer was created by stripping away all particularities
and recognizing only certain universal needs and tastes: those satisfied by mass
production.

In politics, the Taylorist organizing principle reached an extreme with the mass
movements whose prestige crested just before World War II—Ilaborists,
anarchists, syndicalists, fascists, socialists, national socialists, communists. Here
in the US, political machines—wonderful phrase—controlled much of the
electorate. National parties were only slightly less skewed. The selection of
presidential candidates by party elders invited as much democratic participation
as a papal conclave. The Democratic and Republican masses could only say yes
or no on election day, or abstain from voting. Often they were bullied or bribed
into going along with leadership decisions.



4.1 Frederick Winslow Taylor &

Intoxicated by the successes of industrial organization, the founders of mass




movements, and their admirers and imitators, sought to reduce political action to
pure mechanics. This was true right and left, and regardless of the actual content
of the movement’s ideology. The latter was usually a hash of pseudo-science, in
any case: racial Darwinism for the Nazis, for example, or “scientific
materialism” for Marxist-Leninists. What mattered was control of the masses.
Movement members were disciplined with military rigor. The leadership, in turn,
maneuvered the political machine toward a new conception of power, in which
the whole of society was absorbed into the movement and the masses displaced
the sovereign people.

There was no question of pursuing a personal interest in an affair under such a
scheme: no space for a free-standing public. When we come across despairing
words about a “phantom public” which “cannot find itself,” we should recall that
this was the political landscape confronting Lippmann and Dewey. The two men
knew that in an earlier time the public had shown a muscular independence. The
public of the eighteenth century had been composed of networks of persons with
knowledge of science and the arts, connected virtually, by correspondence. They
called themselves, informally, the Republic of Letters, and their labors proved
almost indecently fruitful: they helped popularize the scientific revolution,
articulated the principles of liberal democracy, and inspired political revolutions
in America and France.

In Dewey’s “age of the machine,” that assertive public appeared as extinct as the
fashion for powdered wigs. The masses had buried alive the public, so it seemed,
and with it the prospects for a democratic future.

Here I want to break the historical narrative, and fast-forward to the present.
Anyone paying attention will have noticed surprising similarities between the
periwigged citizens of the Republic of Letters and our own networked public.
Both were largely virtual, informal, spontaneous, networked rather than
hierarchical, open to quality rather than accreditation. And it’s true: they
resembled each other more than they did the intervening masses of the industrial
age. Whether this resemblance is an optical illusion or reflects some underlying
causal link is a worthy subject for study and reflection—but it isn’t part of my
story.

I’m more interested in considering the one significant difference between the
two: the Republic of Letters, in the end, was an elite club, an intellectual



Olympus far removed from the sight of Ortega’s particularized humanity.
Whereas the networked public today is composed of ordinary persons. It spends
more time on images of cute cats and pornography than on revolution or political
philosophy. The new public, in fact, closely corresponds to the old masses, now
escaped from Taylorist control and returning, in vital communities, to its
particular interests and tastes.

So questions immediately arise: how did this strange escape occur? By what
historical acrobatics did the machine-like masses, so totally in the grip of elites
with scientific pretensions, emerge as the anti-authority public of today? Why
were Lippmann and Dewey—brilliant men—so wrong about the future?

I don’t know how such questions can be answered with any confidence. Like the
present and the future, the past is a tangle of complex interactions, each pregnant
with possibilities. Causes are everywhere, and can be cherry-picked at will. The
fall of European communism in 1989-1991, for example, has been ascribed by
different analysts to causes internal or external to the system, political or
economic or even military in nature. Each explanation is true to some extent.
The problem is that we can’t run different versions of history, controlling for
each factor. We have only the single instance on which to build our theories.
Fascination with one cause at the expense of another often reveals more about
the analyst than the event.

The best way to proceed is by sticking close to the facts. And fortunately the
facts are not controversial. In the 85 years following the publication of
Lippmann’s The Phantom Public, mass movements were defeated in war and
outcompeted economically and at the ballot box. They lost their hold on ordinary
persons. By the time the Soviet Union went out of business in 1991, the mass
movement, in the eyes of its potential followers, had become a dead relic from a
forgotten time. Desiccated specimens which clung to places like Cuba and North
Korea served as illustrations of its utter failure.

On a somewhat different time-scale, the great hierarchies around which liberal
democracy had been organized during the industrial age also began a process of
disintegration. Political machines were torn apart by reformers. The parties lost
much of their authority, including the ability to dictate presidential candidates.
Not surprisingly, their membership began to defect to more rewarding
arrangements, such as participation in advocacy groups. A similar loss of



authority, as we will see, undermined government, business, and the scientific
establishment. The decline, so far, has been less disastrous than that of the mass
movement, but in both cases authority drained away from once-powerful
hierarchies toward informal, spontaneous groups.

My hypothesis with regard to the public and its miraculous resurrection from
burial by the masses is this. Every public must behave in both an active and
reactive manner, but the proportion of each at any period of history depends
entirely on the structural options available. The eighteenth-century public was
minute but highly active. The public in the industrial age was immense but
bullied into a reactive posture. The masses absorbed the hundreds of millions of
ordinary persons who entered history in the nineteenth century, and placed them
under the command of structures which allowed few authentic decisions, few
real choices of opinion and action.

But the public never disappeared under the weight of the masses. That is a
crucial claim of my hypothesis. The public never became an inert prop on the
social and political stage. Public opinion retreated to a reactive mode, but it
remained a factor, it always mattered—even to Nazi Germany, which invested
heavily in a persuasion and propaganda apparatus. The same was true for all
mass movements and the regimes which sprang from them. They were
obsessively concerned with shaping public opinion—more so, by far, than the
liberal democracies.

Propaganda was the totalitarian’s admission that his power wasn’t total. Unlike
democratic politicians, leaders of mass movements lacked feedback
mechanisms: they had no idea what the masses were thinking, and could only
hope to inject the desired opinions directly into the brains of their followers. Call
it Taylorism for the soul.

But the masses could fail to oblige. The public, with its peculiar interests and
opinions, still lived in them. It was not inert. And the power to react made it
dangerous to autocrats. East Germany in 1953, Hungary in 1956,
Czechoslovakia in 1968, and Poland in 1980 saw the public cash in the ultimate
choice: life-and-death revolutions against communist regimes. By 1989, all the
propaganda in the world couldn’t save those regimes from being swept away. By
1991, the mother ship—the Soviet Union and its communist party—had
foundered.



The old public had been reactive because, structurally, it could be nothing else.
TV viewers in the 1950s, for example, could only react as consumers to three
channels, by either watching or tuning them out. For obvious structural reasons,
members of that public were unable to develop their own TV programs. They
couldn’t act. The same held true in politics, even in democracies—where, I have
already noted, political machines and powerful parties reduced the structural
options open to the public to a very few. The same was true of the industrial
economy: mass producers invented a mass public with tastes that matched what
was actually produced. And the same was true in information and
communication, which saw a caste of mediators, under the motto “All the news
that’s fit to print,” arbitrarily control the content available to ordinary persons.

Our age is characterized by a radical shift along this spectrum: from a public that
was almost entirely reactive, to one that is hyper-active and ultra-intrusive. This
was made possible by a proliferation of choices. The process resembled the
radical strategic reversal described in my fable of Homo informaticus. As more
structural options became available to ordinary people, the latter began a
migration back to their original interests, and the institutions which had once
hemmed their behavior lost the power to do so.

TV viewers became YouTube posters. Movement and party members morphed
into advocates for personally meaningful causes, often grouped around virtual
meeting-places such as the “We Are All Khaled Said” Facebook page. In
business, design took priority over production, and personalization emerged as
the grand ideal for design. In information, technological innovation released an
astronomical number of capabilities for use and abuse by ordinary persons,
reconstituting the new public and enabling its assault on the temples of authority.
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4.3 Injecting a blond worldview: Nazi poster

This last development can help explain why Lippmann and Dewey got the future
wrong: like every other person on planet Earth, they failed to foresee the advent
of a personalized information technology.

That industrial organizations espoused Taylorist ideals and worked to convert the
public into masses is, I think, beyond dispute. My hypothesis about the re-
emergence of the public can be summarized briefly. First, the public never
disappeared behind the embrace of the masses or the control of hierarchical
organizations. The public endured, though forced into a reactive mode by the
stripping away of its structural options. Second, a combination of geopolitical
developments and technological innovation opened an immense frontier of
choices and capabilities to the public, which awakened from its reactive slumber
and began to act. The public as actor immediately collided with the old
institutions, and these, accustomed to control, reacted with anger and
incomprehension, sometimes tottered, and not infrequently fell to pieces.

I mean to say that the new public has been the turbulent edge of the Fifth Wave.
To the extent that it has intruded on events, established institutions have gone
into crisis and faced the threat of dissolution.

THE PUBLIC IS NOT THE CROWD, BUT THE TWO AREIN A
RELATIONSHIP (IT’S COMPLICATED)

In this book, I have described the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt as the triumph
of the public over authoritarian regimes. If you possess a literal cast of mind,
however, you might arrive at a different interpretation. You would note that it
was the crowds which brought down the Ben Ali and Mubarak governments—
crowds never more than a small fraction of the population of the two countries.
Since the public has not been shown to be identical to the crowd, you, in your
literalness, could reasonably wonder why the former has been given so much
credit for what the latter achieved.

The relationship between the public and the crowd is not transparent. Though
closely associated with one another, the two are never identical. The public, we
know, is composed of private persons welded together by a shared point of
reference: what Lippmann called an interest in an affair, which can mean a love



of computer games or a political disposition. Members of the public tend to be
dispersed, and typically influence events from a distance only, by means of
“soft” persuasion: by voicing and communicating an opinion.

A crowd, on the contrary, is always manifest, and capable of great physical
destructiveness and ferocity. It is a form of action which submerges the desires
of many individuals under a single rough-hewn will. In direct democracies like
ancient Athens, it could be said to represent the will of the sovereign people.
Everywhere else, the crowd can represent nothing but itself. Yet the persons who
integrate a crowd invariably make larger claims of identity: with political
crowds, such claims often reflect the more emotive aspects of the public’s
agenda. A crowd can thus perceive itself, and be perceived by others, as the
public in the flesh, “the people” or “the proletariat” or “the community” in
action.

On occasion—think of the civil rights march on Washington or the storming of
the Bastille—the crowd has attained a powerful symbolic importance, with an
influence far beyond its numbers or even its moment in history. It is then turned
into a form of communication.

The public mediates the transformation of the crowd into a symbolic force. It can
seize on a event, like demonstrations in Istanbul against the demolition of a park,
then mobilize its organs of opinion on behalf of the demonstrators, in the process
adding sentiment and meaning that may not have been present in the actual
event. Used in this manner, the crowd becomes an instrument to communicate
public opinion. But the crowd itself can also crystallize into a new focus of
interest, toward which the public gravitates in ever larger numbers—that is in
fact what transpired in Turkey, where the protests quickly spread beyond
Istanbul and turned into a political uprising.

If the public can be said to re-create the crowd into a form of communication, it
is equally true that such a crowd, once convincingly expressed, will create its
own public.

A fateful example of this type of two-way influence took place in June 1979,
when Pope John Paul II travelled to communist Poland, his native land. At every
step of the pope’s nine-day journey immense crowds gathered—and the crowd
by its sheer size communicated a transcendent truth to the scattered members of



the anti-communist opposition.

I was there, along with friends from the resistance, at the Tenth
Anniversary Stadium. We, and a million others. For the first time, I
saw a sea of people, with my own eyes. We understood then, we and
our kind—the “outcasts” and “instigators” of the nation—that we
were not alone, that we had a purpose, that it was not over, and that

no one had broken us, the Polish people, down. ?

Here we encounter the demonstration effect at its most vivid and powerful.
Individuals may have joined the crowd attending the pope from political,
religious, or patriotic feelings, or for many other private motives. It didn’t
matter. To the opposition, the crowd was literally a revelation—a flash of self-
awareness which merged the identity of a small community of interest into a far
larger public than it had imagined possible. With perfect sincerity, a handful of
dissidents assumed the mantle of “us, the Polish people,” and turned the pope’s
crowd into a persuasive argument against the communist regime. Many, inside
Poland and out, accepted this interpretation. After 30 years of rule, the
communist grip on Eastern Europe appeared to be suprisingly precarious.

The history of the public’s love affair with the crowd, with its impassioned
rendevouz and heartbreaking abandonments, is a tale that has not yet been told.
Here, however, my concern is only to note that, like the free-standing public, the
spontaneous crowd almost disappeared in the age of the masses. It was reduced
to an appendage of hierarchical organizations—mostly political parties and labor
unions, but on occasion less established groups agitating for prohibition or civil
rights.



4.4 The masses reject a dissident: Havana 2009 1

The organization scripted the crowd with Taylorist care. This was done in the
first instance by providing it with slogans, placards, and appropriate settings, but
also symbolically, by proclaiming an event’s meaning before it occurred. Such
events were mere tests of strength for the organizations involved: industrial era
facsimiles of true public opinion.

The alienation of the public climaxed with the advent of the mass movement,
whose primary function was to put a well-disciplined crowd on the street, often
in military uniform and to violent ends. In Weimar Germany, for example, the
police force was pushed aside while communist and Nazi “masses” murdered
one another in street battles. On conquering power, these groups deployed the
masses in splendid rituals to communicate their superiority over rival doctrines.
Thus Hitler’s rallies at Nuremberg and Stalin’s May Day parades. Fossilized
remnants of this system can be observed today: Cuba’s Castro regime on festive
occasions still herds the masses to bask in their approval, and organizes
“rejectionist” crowds to harass the opposition.



The mass movement buried alive the public and deprived the crowd of all
spontaneous life and independence of purpose. Everything was scripted, and the
scripts appeared insincere almost by design—a tendency that attained a
pathological intensity in North Korea, where the masses were made to perform
acrobatic tricks usually reserved for the circus. The shock caused by the joyous
papal crowds in Poland owed much to the contrast with the official ones.

In the new millenium, the public returned with a vengeance, and its command of
the information sphere permitted much greater intimacy with the crowd than had
been structurally possible before. The public could invite itself to a protest on
Facebook, comment from the streets on Twitter, and reflect on the larger
meaning of the event on blogs, Tumblr, Reddit, and other open platforms. For
the first time in history, public opinion could fuse, moment by moment, with the
actions of the crowd. Such intimacy with the public enabled the crowd to escape
predictable scripts and communicate itself directly to the world by posting cell
phone videos on the web, endowing the contagion of revolt with the speed of
light. This in turn transformed the street into a domain of political uncertainty
frightening to all forms of authority.

The unpredictability of the crowd mirrored the public’s networked structure and
sectarian temper. We discern in both the invertebrate profile of Shirky’s “self-
assembled” groups: no leader, no hierarchy, no program, only a shared interest in
an affair to bring the public to life and push out the crowd to the street. To
authoritarian rulers like Hosni Mubarak and Syria’s Bashar Assad, the millennial
crowd represented a terrifying new thing under the sun. Repression in the past
aimed to cripple rival mass movements, like the Muslim Brotherhood in both
Egypt and Syria. If it succeeded at this task, the regime owned the street.

Now the crowd spontaneously self-assembled. This could take whimsical form,
as with the “flash mobs” which have engaged in bizarre behavior to show a
disrespect of established authority. But it could reflect serious political planning,
conducted virtually and adjusted moment by moment on the streets:
“spontaneity” in such cases meant regime surprise caused by technological
blindness. No wonder the first instinct of authoritarians has been to turn back the
clock to simpler times—shutting down the web in Egypt, switching off the
electric grid in Syrian cities, like Daraa, which were strongholds of the
opposition.



Access to the global information sphere amplified the reach and impact of the
demonstration effects resulting from crowd action. Members of the public could
still experience the crowd as a personal revelation, an impossibility made real—
particularly in Arab countries which had not seen protests of any size for two
generations. Wael Ghonim’s reaction after reaching Tahrir Square on January 25
echoed the wonder and exaltation of the Polish activists watching the throngs
around John Paul II.

The scene at Tahrir was one of the most enthralling I had ever seen.
Enormous numbers of protesters—thousands, if not tens of thousands
—covered most of the ground space in the square. This was when I
realized Jan25 had succeeded. It would be marked as a historic day

for Egypt’s opposition movement. 11

But the January 25 protests had been inspired in large part by the success of the
Tunisian crowds in chasing Ben Ali from power. Images of Mohamed Bouazizi’s
self-immolation had reached Egypt as well as Tunisia. His death was mourned
by the public in both countries. Members of the Tunisian crowd had documented
their existence with the use of cell phone videos. In Tunisia, these videos could
not be posted directly to the web, but Al Jazeera obtained and broadcast them
into Egypt and the rest of the world—and by this path they entered the web,
where they could be searched and viewed at will. Here was the information
sphere at work.

The Tahrir crowd in turn assumed a heroic dimension for the Arab revolts which
began in 2011. Caught in a crossfire between irreconcilable political
antagonisms, Egyptians today speak with longing of the “Tahrir spirit.” The
crowd, for a moment, transcended the fractiousness of the public. Incidents like
the failed camel charge by Mubarak supporters achieved a kind of viral fame. Al
Jazeera streamed live from Tahrir Square around the clock. The broadcaster
made no effort to conceal its sympathy for the crowd. Other international
newscasters, while less blatant, also portrayed the Tahrir crowd as the hero of the
story.



4.5 The Tahrir crowd: January 2011 12 Photo © 2011 Ramy Raoof, and is licensed under CC BY 2.0

The whole world followed the fortunes of the Tahrir crowd as if it were an epic
adventure. Demonstration effects, as always, are tough to show conclusively, but
the chronology of the Arab uprisings is suggestive. Ben Ali fled Tunisia on
January 14, 2011. The Tahrir crowd first gathered on January 25, and persuaded
Mubarak to resign on February 11. Large-scale protests followed in other
countries: Yemen (February 3), Bahrain (February 14), Libya (February 15), and
Syria (March 16).

No sane analyst would insist on a straight line of causation between the crowd in
Tahrir and protests in other Arab countries. Human affairs aren’t like billiard



balls or the orbits of the planets. I have said this before. But demonstration
effects, while indirect, can be very powerful. Newscasters and web videos
glamorized the Tahrir crowd to people whose background and political
circumstances were not too different from those of the Egyptian protesters. The
watching public in Yemen and Syria strongly identified with the crowd in Egypt:
the love affair could now be conducted at long distance and across borders. The
revolts that erupted within weeks of each other could hardly have been
unaffected by these feelings, or by a knowledge of each other.

In the worldwide political collision between the new public and established
authority, the image of the crowd has assumed a decisive importance. A
willingness to face down power, even to die, in front of cell phone cameras, has
equalized the asymmetry of this conflict to a surprising extent. A government
can respond with old-fashioned brute force, as it did in Syria, but at the cost of
tearing to shreds the social contract and becoming a global pariah. Every beating
and every shooting will be recorded on video and displayed to the world. Every
young man killed will rise again on the information sphere, transformed, in the
manner of Mohamed Bouazizi and Khaled Said, into a potent argument for
revolt.

If the demonstration effects of Tunisia and Tahrir helped inspire the Arab
uprisings, the heroic image of the Arab crowd stirred those in the West interested
in the affair of political change. They sought to repeat the drama of Tahrir in a
democratic setting. The vector of contagion was the information sphere, the
weapon of choice was the crowd: the resulting convulsion deserved a catchy
name, but given the failure of the global imagination on this point, I will call it,
simply, the year 2011.
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PHASE
CHANGE
2011

My story—I repeat—concerns the tectonic collision between a public which will
not rule and institutions of authority progressively less able to do so. My
misgiving is that democracy will be ground to pieces under the stress. An
immense psychological distance separates the two sides, even as they come
together in conflict. This gulf is filled with dark matter: distrust.

The elites who control the institutions have never really trusted the public, which
they considered animalistic and prone to bouts of destructiveness. In effect, they
sought to neuter the public by herding it into a mass and attaching it to
established hierarchies. A glimpse at any American airport today will confirm
that this horror of the top for the bottom has, if anything, grown more intense.

What has changed, then, is the public’s distrust for authority—and its increased
power, in the age of the Fifth Wave, to translate that distrust into action.

Henri Rosanvallon, one of the few interesting political analysts today, has

written of the “rise of the society of distrust.” ! The public, in a complex society,
must depend on specialists, experts, and intermediaries such as political
representatives, organized institutionally and hierarchically. When the experts
fail, the public can only appeal to other experts, often from the same failed
institution. The process has resembled a mutual protection pact among the elites.



Failure typically gets blamed on insufficient support: the CIA, for example,
demanded and received a bigger budget after 9/11.

An exasperated public has countered by notching up the vehemence of criticism
and the frequency of its interventions. At times, in some places, the public has
abandoned all hope in modern society and lapsed into a permanent state of
negation and protest.

This chapter is about the year 2011, when distrust reached a tipping point and the
public in many countries took to the streets to demand change. First came the
Arab uprisings, with a familiar script. Protesters clamoring for freedom
confronted dictatorships endeavoring to repress them. The fatal rupture of trust
in the Middle East could be explained without stretching the analytic
imagination: authoritarians cheat and lie.

By spring, however, the tide of revolt had swamped the liberal democracies—
Spain, Israel, the US, Britain, many others. These were relatively open societies,
bastions of personal and political freedom, but the public there deeply identified
with the Arab protesters and envied their revolutions.

So here is my theme for the chapter. At some moment of 2011, the script went
awry. Toxic levels of distrust sickened democratic politics. People began to
mobilize for “real democracy,” and denied that their elected representatives
represented them. They were citizens of liberal democracies, but they demanded
something different. They wanted radical change: and the great mystery, casting
a shadow beyond 2011, was what this change away from current democratic
practices might look like.

A word on method. Many historians have scoffed at the idea that any year, or
any cluster of years, could comprise a meaningful causal unit. I was taught at
school that everything flows: the Italian Renaissance, with its love of the
classical form, represented a moment in a series of classical rebirths going back
to Charlemagne and forward to Franklin Roosevelt’s Lincoln Memorial. History,
I was assured, advances in a stately procession, not in leaps and bounds.

When it comes to the behavior of complex systems, I now believe this is flat
wrong. Let me explain why.



Social and political arrangements tend to accumulate noise. The internal and
external forces holding them together inevitably shift in ways that drive the
system ever farther out from equilibrium. Such pressures work silently and
invisibly, beneath the surface. They are cumulative, slow to take effect. But
when change comes, it is sudden and dramatic. Pushed beyond disequilibrium to
turbulence, the system disintegrates and must be reconstituted on a different
basis.

Thus water is just water interacting with falling temperatures, until abruptly it
becomes ice. The Soviet Union was an evil empire and a superpower until
suddenly it was neither. Hosni Mubarak was an immovable pharaonic figure,
then in two weeks he was gone.

Whether the events of 2011 represented such a dramatic phase change remains
uncertain. Not enough time has passed for the consequences to be manifested,
much less analyzed. But that is my working hypothesis. I believe 2011 marked
the moment when the public first equalized the asymmetry in power with
government. It did so by deploying digital tools to mobilize opinion and organize
massive street protests. I also believe 2011 first exposed the gulf of distrust
between the public and elected governments in many democratic countries.
Liberal democracy itself came under attack. Since no alternatives were proposed,
the events of 2011 may be said to have launched a fundamental predicament of
life under the Fifth Wave: the question of nihilism.

As for the consequences, they bear watching. A complex system can be
transformed by a phase change, or it can be annihilated. The view on the far side
of the change can look like an embrace of new organizing principles, or like
increased disorganization—perpetual turbulence. The state of affairs in Syria and
Egypt as I write this suggests that this isn’t a purely theoretical concern.

THE LIMITS OF OUTRAGE, OR THE SOUND OF A SILENT SCREAM

On May 15, 2011, tens of thousands of mostly young demonstrators took to the
streets in more than 50 Spanish cities. Their motto: “We are not merchandise in

the hands of politicians and bankers.” 2 The demonstrations were boisterous but
peaceful, and very well organized. Yet they were not associated with the political
parties or the labor unions, and they had received little notice from the news
media. For this reason alone, they caused an earthquake in Spanish politics. The



authorities had been caught by surprise. Spain was a top-down country, and
those at the top had no idea what to make of the young demonstrators. They
seemed to have come from nowhere.

An inconclusive debate began among the elites about the meaning of it all:
whether the crowds in the street were a symptom of political health or sickness.

In the next few days, an “assembly” of Madrid protesters voted to “take” the
large plaza called Puerta del Sol—it became their version of Tahrir Square. The
move would inspire a rash of “Occupy” movements in the US, Britain, and
elsewhere. The Spanish protesters called themselves the “15-M movement,”
from the date of the first demonstration, but they were better known as the
indignados: the outraged. The label had been borrowed from a pamphlet by a 93-
year-old French writer, Stéphane Hessel, whose message to young people was,
“It’s time to get angry!”

The protesters sounded more earnest than angry—and they were clever,
popularizing a string of witty slogans. The Spanish news media compensated for
having initially missed the story by falling in love with the well-spoken
indignados.

By June, protests were attracting millions of ordinary citizens. Opinion surveys
showed strong levels of support for the movement. This was extraordinary, since
the only clear position taken by the indignados was their rejection of Spain’s
existing political and economic systems. The youngsters who had come from
nowhere wanted social life to start again from nothing.

In reality, of course, they had come very much from somewhere: the internet, a
place of mystery to the authorities in Spain as it had been in Egypt. The
demonstrations were not spontaneous, but had been planned for months on
Facebook. A Facebook group calling itself “Real Democracy Now” had
appeared in January, and had been embraced by an odd assortment of bloggers,
activists, and online sects with suggestive names like “Youth Without a Future.”
Most participants were young professionals or university students. Egypt’s
uprising—which they had followed, like the rest of the world, on the global
information sphere—served as an inspiration and, in many ways, as a model.
The organizers kept a tight focus on the unifying point of reference, the affair
they, and so many other Spaniards, were interested in: what they stood against.



Objective conditions in Spain supplied a conspicuous target. After decades of
prosperity, the country had been battered by the financial crisis of 2008 and a
collapse of the national real estate market. Unemployment was highest in
Europe: among the young, it touched 45 percent. Housing was scarce despite the
drop in prices. The socialist government, elected for its opposition to the Iraq
war and concerned mainly with social issues, seemed out of its depth.
Politicians, bankers, experts—all appeared detached from reality. Their solutions
entailed more pain for the population. In the distance, Germany and the
European Union demanded austerity.

The first demonstrations had been scheduled a week ahead of Spain’s local
elections, presumably to influence the vote. The manifesto drafted for that
original protest was a marvel of nonpartisan, non-ideological inclusiveness:

We are normal ordinary people. We are like you: people who get up in
the morning to study, to work or to look for work, people with family
and friends. People who work hard every day to make a living and win
a future for those around us.

Some of us consider ourselves more progressive, others more
conservative. Some are believers, others not. Some have well-defined
ideologies, others consider ourselves apolitical . . . But all of us are
worried and outraged by the political, economic, and social landscape
we see around us. By the corruption of the politicians, businessmen,

bankers . .. 2

The organizers went on to condemn the “political class” for “paying attention
only to the dictates of the great economic powers” and forming a “partycratic
dictatorship.” The “obsolete and anti-natural current economic model” was
blamed for enriching the few while reducing the rest to poverty. In the
Manichean scheme of the indignados, democracy and capitalism, as these
existed in Spain, were the forces of destruction.

This being the case, you would expect a call for drastic action—if not the
guillotine, then prison time for corrupt members of the political and business
class. The language of the movement virtually trembled with desire for radical
change. But none was proposed. The single positive proposal in the manifesto
seemed strangely unequal to the magnitude of the crisis it described. It was brief



and stated in the passive voice: “An Ethical Revolution,” it read, “is needed.”

The revolt of the indignados brought together, uneasily, two distinct tendencies
animating the events of 2011. All of the protest’s leading spirits belonged to the
same demographic as Wael Ghonim and Hoder: young, university educated, and
brilliant at navigating the pathways of the information sphere. Lenin would have
labeled them the vanguard. We would call them early adopters. Some espoused
the culture of the web as well, reconciling a meticulous egalitarianism with the
sense that they had become more highly evolved than their opponents. An
instinctive rejection of authority, of existing structures, of the past, allowed this
group to believe that they had transcended political parties, even ideology: that
their revolt rested on a universally accepted standard of justice.

Some of the organizers, however, subscribed to the dizzying array of causes of
the contemporary left: in their own words, “anarchists, . . . alter-worldists,

feminists, ecologists,” and more.# The indignados struck an inclusive pose, but
it didn’t require much depth of analysis to discern the leftist flavor of the anti-
capitalist, anti-“system” demonstrations. In the revolutionary jargon emanating
from Puerta del Sol, the class struggle and the anti-globalization crusade loomed
almost as large as the Arab uprisings. These people possessed “well defined
ideologies,” a universalist vision, and a variety of programs for change. They
had found an opportunity, in the protests, to smash a despised political order and
hatch a revolution.

People of the web mobilized in awkward tandem with people of the left. The one
provided a persuasive message, the other experience with street protests. They
were united in their loathing of the established order—united also, and with no
contradiction, by the sectarian outlook that pervaded their culture and generation
to the core.

If, in the laboratory of rebellion, a political movement were stitched up to match
perfectly Douglas and Wildavsky’s description of the Border sect, the
indignados would lumber forth from the operating table. According to these
authors, the sect rejected every form of leadership in favor of a fierce
egalitarianism, and condemned, in principle, bureaucracies and programs as the
root of all evil. Decisions demanded long debates, and failure to decide, for the
sectarian, was less problematic than abdicating responsibility to a leader or
politburo.



So it went with the Spanish protesters. They refused to acknowledge leaders,
even spokespersons. Instead, each individual was encouraged to speak on his or
her own behalf. They met in general assemblies which resembled nothing so
much as an internet chat room: there were no moderators, and everyone who
wished to speak, on whatever subject, was allowed to do so. Majority votes were
considered an abomination of representative democracy. Ideologies and
programs were tolerated as personal beliefs, but repudiated as drivers of group
action. In this regard at least, the culture of the web overwhelmed the people of

the left. 2

Damning ideology and party politics attracted many to the protest. Sheer
negation, hostility toward the status quo, became the shared point of reference
for networks and individuals advocating mutually inconsistent ideals. But after
the crowds and the occupations, the point had been made. The logical next step
was political change—and for change something more substantial than outrage
or witty slogans seemed in order.

Enter the riddle: What now?

Some form of this riddle confronted the public during every collision with
authority in the turbulent year 2011. What next? What structures will replace the
old, despised institutions? How should society be reorganized? In every case no
satisfactory answer was given. Given the public’s sectarian temper, none might
have been possible.

A favorite gimmick of the Spanish demonstrators was the “silent scream”: to
every man his own internal revolution. The misty “priorities” of the Real
Democracy Now organizers also verged on political mutism: “equality, progress,

solidarity, free access to culture, ecological sustainability . . .”© The question of
how to stack and pay for these priorities was never broached, and the omission
was willful. Every step toward an ideology or program meant the embrace of
something old, something hierarchical, something unequal and corrupt. Since the
indignados lacked the imagination to articulate a society both universal and
sectarian, they vented their thoughts in silence.

With elections came a moment of fatal clarity. The May protests had been timed
to coincide with local elections in Spain, but the movement’s approach to the



vote was, to put it generously, confused. Fabio Gandara, one of the more
articulate Real Democracy Now organizers, stated that he only asked the public
to “vote their conscience.” Gandara was a political activist. He must have held
strong opinions. He acknowledged he was going to vote, but he refused to say

for whom, calling it a “private” decision.

Others were less timid. They labeled themselves “neither-nor” to denote a
repudiation of the electoral process and the “dictatorship” of the political parties.
A “Don’t Vote Them In” campaign flourished online, and word spread that a
blank ballot was the way to endorse the demonstrators.

In the event, election results appeared wholly disconnected from the protests.
The conservative Popular Party won big in May, primarily because of an
implosion by the ruling socialists. This trend was exacerbated in the November
general elections. The socialists were swept out of office with their lowest vote
ever, and the conservatives gained absolute control of parliament. Regional and
radical parties increased their vote, but were powerless in the face of an
overwhelming conservative dominance. The informal spoiled-ballot campaign
lacked any discernible impact.

Spain’s 2011 electoral season thus ended with the annihilation of the established
left and the decisive triumph of the right. In the dazzling clarity of a great
national reorientation, the indignados, disdainful of leaders, spoke with many
minds. Some felt the elections confirmed the hopeless corruption of the system,
but remained silent about what could or should be done. Others concluded that
true change could only be achieved by going to the people and creating more
democratic social structures—a sectarian dream amounting to political
abdication.
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5.1 A silent scream in Madrid £

The people of the left knew better. They understood the dimensions of the
defeat. Their hopes had been blasted by the electorate, and the destruction of the
socialists ensured conservative rule, essentially without opposition, for many
years.

Contemplating the wreckage, some of them reconsidered the wisdom of neither-
nor. To write off the socialists as “the same old shit” had been wrong, wrote one
regretful indignado: “they may be a shit, we’d have to discuss it, but it isn’t the

same shit . . .” 2 This was as incisive as the movement’s political analysis got.

On December 19, 2011, less than a month after the parliamentary elections, the
last occupiers of Puerta del Sol declared a period of “indefinite active
reflection.” They could sense the tide of public opinion flowing away from their
cause.

The 15-M is losing participation, we see it in the demonstrations, in



assemblies, in the neighborhoods, in activities, in the internet . . . This
is the time to stop and ask ourselves some deep questions . .. Have we
stopped listening to each other? Are we reproducing the forms of old
activism that have been shown to be useless because they exclude so

many people? 10

The sectarian impulse had generated vast crowds, excitement, self-righteous
condemnation of Spain’s ruling institutions. Digital networks had become a
political force. The legitimacy of representative democracy and capitalism had
been damaged. The socialist party, comfortably in office when the
demonstrations began, had been gutted. Everything was different, but nothing
had changed. Not a single project or policy or idea representing the worldview of
the indignados had been put in place. It was time for the occupiers to go home.

THE SOURCES OF OUTRAGE VIEWED FROM BELOW, VIEWED FROM
ABOVE

I want to measure the distance between the rhetoric of the indignados and the
conditions which were the source of their outrage. To do this, I will peel back a
few layers of Spanish political and economic life, and examine these from two
perspectives. One is from below, from ground level, the way the young people of
the movement experienced their situation. From this place, the revolts of 2011
can be explained by the colossal failure of Spain’s ruling institutions. The second
perspective will be the bird’s eye view of history—and it will show that the
revolt of the indignados was propelled by a self-destructive contempt for the
world which had created the young rebels.

The two perspectives, I fear, are not mutually exclusive, and may well be
complementary. It is perfectly possible for the elites to lapse into paralysis while
the public staggers into nihilism. Indeed, this could be our future.

The view from below immediately presents us with a fundamental question:
what should be the public’s expectations of government? We know the
indignados, along with millions of Spaniards, felt cheated of their expectations
to the point of outrage and revolt. Were they justified? The answer depends, in
part, on what is possible for a modern government to achieve, the kinds of
activities it can perform competently. This secondary question, though encrusted
with ideological concerns, is to some extent an empirical puzzle: I promise to



give it full attention in Chapter 7.

But our answer also depends on the government’s claims of competence over
whole domains of activity—whether such claims are sincere and true, wishful
thinking but false, or purely fraudulent. Once the public accepts the claims, an
expectation will have been formed, and failure to perform will appear like a
breach of the social contract.

If we had examined the Spanish government on the eve of the economic crisis,
we would have found it to be, in many ways, typical of the modern Leviathan. It
wielded power and requisitioned treasure—just under 30 percent of the country’s
wealth in 2007, a moderate figure by global standards. It gathered vast amounts
of information. A large bureaucracy, after presumably consulting this
information, reallocated both power and treasure though a tangle of obscure,
often contradictory programs. As has been true of all national governments,
transparency mattered less than the care and feeding of favored constituencies.
And as has been generally the case, the government seemed incapable of
balancing the books—accumulated debt also stood at 30 percent of GDP in

2007. It was rapidly declining, however. 1!

Certain circumstances were unique to Spain. Central authority was squeezed
from below by a bevy of “autonomous” regional governments—19 in all, with
some, like the Basque country and Catalonia, harboring pretensions to
independence. The Spanish government was thus forced to share power and
treasure with political entities which were, at best, indifferent to its success, and
at worst actively opposed to its rule.

It was also squeezed from above by the monetary and regulatory machinations of
the European Union. The EU, in 2008, consisted of 27 countries which had
yielded to an administrative superstructure some aspects of their sovereignty.
The administration was pure Center hierarchy—bureaucratic, unelected, and
largely unaccountable. The powers ceded by the member states were vague and
controversial.

The surrender of traditional control over the currency was clear enough,
however. In 1999, Spain became part of a “euro zone” with 16 other EU
countries. The reasons behind this monetary union need not concern us here.
What was important was the government’s loss of authority over fiscal issues



which previously had been settled by political means, and the increased distance
between the Spanish public and those who determined monetary policy. Money
in Spain was controlled by shadowy experts in Frankfurt. This destroyed the
sense of trust needed in case the economy went bad—which it did, in a big way,
after 2008. Predictably, the EU and the German chancellor, Angela Merkel,
ranked high in the indignados’ gallery of villains.

Leviathan is a massive but invertebrate monster. Add the separation of
authorities normal to a parliamentary democracy, and you have, in the Spanish
government, a babble of voices, a muddle of cross purposes, and a multitude of
decision centers. The system could work only if the elites at all levels broadly
agreed on the direction of governance, and a large enough segment of the public
could be persuaded that the system worked to its benefit.

That’s precisely what transpired. The protesters were correct to charge the two
major parties with espousing identical principles and similar policies. Socialists
and conservatives differed on marginal questions—Middle East policy, social
affairs—but were of one mind on democracy, capitalism, the welfare state, the
euro, and the EU. In a hindsight clouded with failure and distrust, this looked
like collusion, even corruption. At the time, however, it would have been self-
evident that, absent such a consensus on policies, the lumbering machinery of
the Spanish state would have ground to a halt.

And for many people over many years, the system seemed to work wonderfully
well. A 25-year-old in 2011 would be able to remember only peace, relative
social tranquility, and endless prosperity before the crisis. The last year of
negative growth had been 1993. A majority of Spanish workers enjoyed ironclad
security in their jobs. For obvious reasons, this segment of the public embraced
with some passion the “two-party, one-system” formula. The substantial
minority of workers with little or no job security included young people
disproportionately—but like most young people in ordinary times, they were
politically unimportant.

Both major parties behaved as if they had solved the riddle of the Sphinx,
asserting far-reaching claims of competence over many domains of social life.
They were democratic politicians. It was in their nature to take credit for the
apparent success of the system. Questions of luck or complexity never entered
the political discourse. The Spanish public certainly didn’t raise such questions,



or the possibility that the economy might have prospered despite, rather than
because of, the politicians. It was a democratic public. It wished to believe the
exaggerated claims of the government. There were no serious street protests in
the fat years.

Between 1996 and 2004, the conservative government invested much of its
energies on an ambitious but fruitless foreign policy. Between 2004 and 2008,
the socialist government focused primarily on social issues such as gay marriage.
A visitor to Spain in 2007 could have watched on TV a government-sponsored
commercial showing people literally hugging a tree, and another which featured
two women kissing. In May 2006 the socialist party had proposed in Parliament

that certain “rights” be granted to four species of great apes.'? The tacit
assumption of the elites was that they had left far behind the basic questions of
war and peace, wealth and poverty, and now confronted the task of lifting the
country to a higher ethical plane.

When the economy began to wobble, the government denied the seriousness of
the problem. The public agreed. In the elections of March 2008, on the verge of
economic catastrophe, the socialist party won a record number of votes and was
returned to office with a larger plurality than in 2004.

Recall Douglas and Wildavsky’s observation about the Center hierarchy: it is
often surprised. Modern governments can keep an eye on a thousand moving
parts, but they can’t predict discontinuity. They can’t comprehend phase change.
When the crisis arrives, they are slow to grasp its dimensions. When the effects
become palpable, they reflexively reach for the crude tools they have at their
disposal, whether or not these will improve the situation. In essence,
governments can throw money at unwanted change, or they can hurl bombs and
policemen.

Despite later complaints about austerity, the Spanish government threw large
amounts of money at the economic crisis. President Jorge Luis Rodriguez
Zapatero promised to “pour out the investment capacity” of the state, and he was
true to his word. Money was given to promote public works, to the autonomous
regions, to the banks. Remarkably, as the economy continued to deteriorate, the
government hardened its claims of competence. Zapatero insisted that the crisis
had vindicated the importance of government relative to the markets. “Our
policy is the correct one,” he said in November 2008. “Citizens and businesses



can maintain a degree of tranquility.” 13

To a young person, that must have sounded like fiddling while the future burned.
In the twelve months before Zapatero’s statement, unemployment had ballooned
by 37 percent. By 2011, total unemployment surpassed 21 percent, with youth
unemployment nearing 50 percent. The unprotected class of workers naturally
suffered most, but even public employees experienced cuts in pay and benefits.
Prospects looked dismal as far as the eye could see.

The question, at ground level, was whether this disaster reflected only
incompetence by the elites, or also corruption and criminal negligence. The
answer, in large part, depended on the bonds of trust previously established
between the public and their rulers: and there was no trust. There were only
continued assertions of competence on one side, and increased economic pain
and hopelessness on the other. Distrust poisoned the public’s perception of
politics and politicians. The digital platforms favored by the young lent
themselves to conspiracy theories. It was natural to believe the worst.

The Spanish elites and the institutions they inhabited had never made much of a
case for themselves beyond prosperity. They failed on their own terms. In their
experience as in that of so many others, authority turned out to be not terribly
authoritative. Under the conditions of the Fifth Wave, the human consequences
of their failure couldn’t be swept discreetly under the rug. The indignados were
born on Facebook, and Twitter globalized their grievances. The economic crisis
thus resembled a plane crash, a cataclysm out in the open, more than a problem
in economics. The government had nowhere to hide.

The view from below, in Spain, in the troubled year 2011, fixated on the people
at the top, on the ruling elites, on their empty claims, on what seemed like the
decisive failure of established institutions to deliver on the social contract.
Expectations of the good life had crashed and burned. The breach of trust, for
many, extended well beyond any one party or policy to a “partycratic
dictatorship” stuck in fossilized immobility. The socialists, after all, had been
swept away to oblivion, yet the conservatives retained many of the same old
policies.

Out of hopelessness, digitally expressed, a public had crystallized that was
interested in the affair of abolishing the whole system. The “key message” of the



protesters, wrote Manuel Castells, a student of the movement and a participant in
it, “was a rejection of the entire political and economic institutions that

determine people’s lives.” * This meant nothing less than the elimination of
representative democracy and capitalism. If these idols of the modern world
could be overturned, society would be purged of exploitation and distrust, and
the individual would once again be free to determine his own existence. So the
indignados believed.

A central question for the view from above—by which I mean, from the
Olympus of history—is whether these beliefs were grounded in reality.
Analytically, this is probably impossible to discover. Almost immediately you
smack into the problem presented by alternative or experimental histories: there
aren’t any. The indignados imagined that, without the “entire political and
economic institutions,” they as a group, and the Spanish public as a whole,
would be better off. But the question remained: compared to what?

Compared to recent Spanish history, the demands of the indignados sounded
strangely out of tune. Take the dismissal of representative democracy. For 40
years, until 1975, Spain was ruled by a military dictatorship. This regime
tolerated no dissent, much less public protests. A movement based on street
protests and occupations of public places became possible only because of the
rights of expression guaranteed by liberal democracy, which the movement
wished to do away with. I presume the indignados had no wish to raise
Francisco Franco from the grave. But given the alliance between a protesting
public and the military in Egypt, forged in opposition to democratic results, this
possibility shouldn’t be treated as just a witticism, either.

A similar dissonance applied to economic matters. Spain had been a very poor
country within living memory. If “capitalism” meant the economic practices and
institutions dominant since the end of the dictatorship, its accomplishments had
been remarkable. In 2011, three years into the crisis, per capita GDP was five
times what it had been in 1980: around $32,000 compared to just over $6,000.
By the standard definition of such things, Spain was now a middle class country,
no longer a poor one. Percentage of imports to GDP, always a good measure of
wealth, had nearly doubled, from 17 percent in 1980 to 31 percent in 2011. The
value of the Spanish stock market had jumped from $91 billion to over $1
trillion in the same timeframe. In 2012, four years into the crisis, there were



more cell phones and cars per person in Spain than in the U.S.

The accumulation of wealth had predictably beneficial social effects. Life
expectancy increased by seven years between 1980 and 2011, for example. This
was due in part to a reduction of the mortality rate for children under five, from
18 per 1,000 in 1980 to only 4 per 1,000 in 2011. Educational enrollment at all
levels improved significantly. Internet penetration reached nearly 70 percent in
2011. That year Spain ranked ninth in the world for Facebook penetration, with

nearly nine million users. 12

I don’t believe it would be an exercise in phrase-making to say that liberal
democracy and capitalism created the class out of which the indignados and their
protest emerged. For all their deeply-felt sense of grievance, the protesters were
well read, highly educated, mobile, affluent enough to have access to laptops and
cell phones, and extremely adept at mobilizing the online social networks where
the movement in fact began. They took democratic protections and freedoms for
granted, as they did the air they breathed.

In the view from above, the indignados appeared in revolt against two distinct
foes: the political and economic elites in Spain, and the historic forces which had
brought them, the protesters, into being. Failure against the elites was probably
inevitable, given the sectarian character of the movement. Results on the second
front were less clear. Tides of opinion can take time to swell into a crisis of
legitimacy: Spanish democracy, or capitalism, or both, may have been fatally
shaken by the events of 2011, and now wait only for some political tremor to
collapse. There is no way to know until it happens.

But such a victory would be self-defeating. If the indignados somehow managed
to destroy the system they so deeply despised, they will have extinguished
themselves and their movement by eliminating the conditions that made both
possible. This is not a riddle or a paradox, but a political pathology frequently
encountered in the wake of the Fifth Wave.

The Spanish protesters’ unwillingness to offer an alternative program to the
status quo left them mired in negation. They could only mock, condemn, reject.
That was perfectly in harmony with their mode of thinking. The documents they
produced showed little historical awareness. Their few positive suggestions were
vague and contradictory. It was only with a negation which implicated the awful



present but also the dynamic past that the indignados found their true voice.

Pure negation is nothing and leads nowhere. Neither-nor resembles a curse in a
fairy-tale because it’s open-ended. Under its spell, a revolutionary can never
declare victory, or even glimpse the promised land from a high place. He can
only batter away at the established order, until every trace of history has been
erased from social life. Then he too, as a child of history, will disappear.

So I pose here, for the first time, in the context of the Spanish street revolts, the
question of nihilism. By this word I mean the will to destruction, including self-
destruction, for its own sake. I mean, specifically, the negation of democracy and
capitalism, with a frivolous disregard for the consequences. The view from
above portrayed the indignados and their movement, in certain moods at least, as
a preternatural hybrid of revolutionary aspirations and a societal suicide pact.
They were a privileged generation, which, when confronted with an existential
challenge, chose to cut and tear at their own roots. And they were not powerless
or marginal. They commanded the great persuasive power of the global
information sphere, and, according to the polls, they enjoyed considerable
support from the general public. Even if they failed to overthrow the system,
they could and did undermine its legitimacy—possibly, as I said, to a fatal
extent.

The question of nihilism, now posed, will hover like a doleful spirit over the
political landscape in 2011.

HOW A TENT CITY IN TEL AVIV BECAME A CIRCUS OF MIDDLE CLASS
DISCONTENT

The tent city protests which convulsed Israel in the summer of 2011 bore a
strong family resemblance to events in Spain, and, earlier, in Egypt and Tunisia.
By now, this should not surprise us. Information generated turbulence.
Demonstration effects were at work. On their televisions and laptops, a restless
Israeli public had witnessed the power of the multitudes to humble even ruthless
dictators. They knew what had been done, and how it had been done.

These eruptions of public discontent resembled one another because all were
part of the great underground collision that is my story—and all exemplified the
turning of the hinge that is the theme of this chapter.



The Israeli protests began, ostensibly, in Tel Aviv, but really in the same place
where the trouble had started in Egypt and Spain: on Facebook. And among the
same demographic group: the young, university educated, digitally connected.
Daphni Leef, a 25-year-old video editor and film school graduate, played the
part of Wael Ghonim—although, I think, with a difference. She was, by most
measures, an ordinary person. She led no political party or social organization,
had stirred not a ripple as a public figure in her country. She represented herself.

Early in July, Leef had learned that the lease for her Tel Aviv apartment would
not be renewed. When it became clear that she could not afford another
apartment within the confines of the city, Leef posted an invitation to a Facebook
event: pitching tents on fashionable Rothschild Boulevard to protest the cost of
housing.

The gesture succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. On July 14, Leef and a
few friends spent the night at Rothschild Boulevard. In the following days,
student and labor organizations jointed the protest. By July 23, a tent city
sprawled between the boulevard’s shops and cafes, and 30,000 persons, chanting
the slogan, “The people demand social justice,” marched to the Museum of Art.
On the next day, tent cities and demonstrations sprang up in Jerusalem and over
a dozen Israeli cities, including the working-class towns of Negev and Holon. As
in Egypt and Spain, the dimensions of the protests expanded much faster than
the ability of the authorities to make sense of what was transpiring. Two weeks
after the first demonstration, more than 300,000 took to the streets—it was said
to be the largest protest in the short history of Israel. Marchers in Tel Aviv

unfurled a giant banner that read, “Egypt is here!” 1°

The protesters’ message was savagely critical of the market-friendly government
of Benjamin Netanyahu, and blandly admiring of themselves: words like
“awakening,” “renewal,” and “rebirth” were thrown around by them, in an effort
to describe the transcendental change they imagined they had brought about.
They were not alone in applauding their actions. Opinion surveys showed
remarkable levels of public support for the protests—up to 88 percent in one

poll.

The tent city dwellers, though born on the web, quickly became the darlings of
the Israeli news media. Sometimes it seemed as if all who could articulate a



cause or an idea, in that articulate nation, had projected their hopes on the rebels,
as on a blank screen. To read the early coverage and analysis of the “Israeli

summer” of 2011 is to wander through a maze of wishful thinking. 1

The Israeli protesters attracted contradictory political fantasies because of the
fuzziness of their definition. This repeated a pattern established in Egypt and
Spain. The lack of leaders, programs, and organizational structure was if
anything more pronounced. Those who spoke to the media on a regular basis,
like Leef, were attractive and clever, but they lacked the power to command or
decide, and they quarreled constantly among themselves. The question of
whether to negotiate with the government divided the protesters. The goal of
social justice—supposedly the North Star of the uprising—appeared to be as
foggy a notion to them as to their media admirers.

Nevertheless, they unleashed a prodigious amount of kinetic energy, and for two
months turned the very settled Israeli political landscape upside down. To
explain this blind surge of pressure—to grasp the relation between events in
Israel and my hypothesis of a 2011 phase change—I need to clarify who, exactly,
the tent city protesters were, and what, in the end, they really wanted.

The who was plain enough. The protesters received support from the general
public, and benefited from the active participation of some working-class
elements—but this wasn’t them. They did not represent the Israeli population or
its proletariat. Nearly all the organizers and most of the demonstrators came
from Tel Aviv’s affluent, secular Ashkenazi families. This was a revolt of middle
class hipsters, not of the downtrodden. Daphni Leef, for one, had been born into
a well-to-do family, and partook of the generic leftist attitudes favored by the
artistic community to which she belonged. She had refused to serve in the
military, apparently out of sympathy with the Palestinians. In this, Leef differed
from her prototype, the more conventional, politically ambivalent Wael Ghonim.

To judge by the groups which joined the tent protests, the people of the left
played a more active part in Israel they had in Spain. In fact, some on the right
have dismissed the entire episode as an exercise in manipulation, perpetrated by
the leftist parties. This strikes me as unlikely for many reasons—not least that, if
Israel’s moribund political left knew how to conjure up enormous crowds, it
would have done so long before the summer of 2011. The left failed to insert any
organizational strength or programmatic clarity into the protests. If leftists were



abundant, the sectarian spirit of the people of the web was a far more powerful
influence over the young rebels.

Hence the carefree incoherence of their demands. To give just one example:
proposals were floated to eliminate university tuition and increase benefits for

the faculty. 2

Even more than their Spanish counterparts, the young Israelis, as a class, had
been engendered by the success of their country’s political and economic system.
Israel had managed to avoid the worst of the 2008 crisis. Per capita GDP had
climbed to over $31,000 in 2011 from $27,600 in 2008. At 5.6 percent,
unemployment was not an issue. The majority of the demonstrators either held
down jobs or fully expected to do so when they graduated. They were not a
youth without a future. By some measures, inequality in Israel had increased, but
the protesters’ demographic had been among the beneficiaries of this trend.
Educated urbanites stood at the top of the pyramid. Arab Israelis and the ultra-
Orthodox, with the highest poverty rates, languished at the bottom, and neither

group participated in the protests of 2011. 2"

The people taking to the streets were the golden youth of Israel. That was the
view from above and the view at ground level. Yet, like the indignados, they
wished to cut away at their own roots. They wanted to be other than they were.
They felt deeply, as one of them put it, that “Something in Israeli society is
lacking; something is wrong with our collective priorities.” That refrain was
repeated over and again. Something was missing from their lives. Something
was wrong with their country. “This is not about housing,” a young journalist

explained. “It is a welcomed attempt at patricide.” 2! In the negation of their
world and of themselves lay the beating heart of the revolt.

The feeling infused life and urgency into the vague calls for social justice. By
this phrase, the protesters meant many things. At the level of the system, it
meant a repudiation of the Netanyahu government’s “swinish capitalism” and a
reversal of market-oriented policies endorsed, over a decade, by the voters. Since
2001, the Israeli left had been decimated. The venerable Labor Party, which had
midwifed the country during the epic years after its foundation, lay fractured and
in ruins. The youngsters in Rothschild Boulevard often expressed a longing for
the idealism of the old times. Although they liked to play at revolution—a mock



guillotine went up in the tent compound—they imagined the future in terms of
the past, and asked for nothing more radical than a return of the welfare state.

Social justice also meant fixing the high cost of life in Tel Aviv. Daphni Leef’s
grievance had been personal before it became political, but it resonated with
large numbers of people of her age and class. The young demanded affordable
housing. Students wanted lower tuition. Parents conducted a “stroller protest”
against the cost of child care. Doctors went on strike for higher salaries. It’s hard
to avoid the suspicion that the zeal for “patricide” among this group was directly
proportional to its loss of earning power.

From the tent city in Rothschild Boulevard came few calls for the elimination of
the system, or democracy, or even capitalism of the non-swinish kind. But there
were fantastic, almost messianic, expectations placed on the shoulders of modern
government.

What Israel’s mutinous youth really wanted was this. They wanted the
government to make things right. They wanted it to legislate a meaningful life
for them in an egalitarian, fraternal, and, of course, affordable society. They had
no plans to achieve this, or even a definition of what it meant, but it didn’t
matter. That, too, was the government’s job—to listen to the politicized crowd,
“the people” who demanded social justice, then somehow make it so. Israeli
citizens, Leef asserted, “understand that we all deserve more; understand that

they are allowed to demand more from the government.” 22

The contradiction between the free-market predilections of Netanyahu’s
government and their own haphazard calls for state intervention didn’t trouble
them overmuch. They weren’t revolutionaries, but neither did they make a fetish
of representative democracy—and, at the height of their popularity, they
believed Rothschild Boulevard could dictate terms to Jerusalem. “From now on,
the young people will shape the government’s vision,” declared Itzik Shmuli, 31-
year-old head of the National Students’ Union and one of Leef’s rivals as media

face of the protests. 22

In the event, the government, though shaken by the magnitude of the revolt,
reacted more nimbly than it had done under similar circumstances in Spain.
Three weeks after the tent city was first pitched, Netanyahu appointed a
committee chaired by economics professor Manuel Trajtenberg, and tasked it



with proposing, within a month, specific policy changes to address the
grievances behind the protests. In an admission that the mechanisms of
representative democracy had failed in this instance, the committee was asked to
act as intermediary between the government and “different groups and sectors

within the public.” 2* That was code for the tent city people.

The recommendations of the Trajtenberg committee included housing subsidies,
tax breaks for low income earners, and tax increases for the wealthy and
businesses. These measures went against the grain of the Netanyahu
government, but they were approved in October 2011—a small, tentative step
toward the welfare state desired by many of the young protesters. The size and
volume of the demonstrations had represented a kind of political force majeure,
to which the government responded because it felt it had no choice. Whether
they were a fig leaf, as the protesters claimed, or sincere compromises, the
Trajtenberg-inspired laws would never have received consideration if it hadn’t
been for the tent city revolt. In this sense, they represented a triumph for the
rebels.

That was not the way they saw it. To people with boundless faith in the powers
of government, small bounded steps appeared like craven obstructionism. To
those who hoped for personal transformation by means of radical politics, an
offer of economic support looked like a bribe—and an insultingly tiny one at
that. To a public animated by blanket negations, anything positive, anything
specific, was experienced as a threat.

The demonstrators weren’t prepared to declare victory on any terms. That was
true of the indignados in Spain, true also, with some local differences, of the
crowd in Tahrir Square. It has proved impossible for the multiple revolts of 2011
to move beyond negation and reach an accommodation with reality. In Israel, the
group around Daphni Leef refused outright to talk to government negotiators.
They remained inflexible in their sectarian virtue. But even those who reached
out to the government, like Schmuli and his students’ union, repudiated the
outcome.

By then, the protests had passed their high-water mark. The last large
demonstration was September 3. On October 3, police dismantled the Rothschild
Boulevard tent city. Sporadic demonstrations continued into 2012, but with
smaller crowds and diminished media attention. Political energy focused on the



general elections called by Netanyahu for January 2013. Two prominent
protesters—one of them Schmuli—ran on the Labor Party list and won seats in
the Knesset. Their transformation from street revolutionaries to conventional
politicians was a sign that the Israeli summer of 2011 had yielded up its soul to
the Center.

The election results of 2013 lacked any clear connection to the events of 2011.
Netanyahu’s party, Likud, lost seven seats but remained the most popular.
Netanyahu himself kept the prime minister’s office. He may have been
somewhat weakened by the protests, but, unlike Mubarak and Zapatero, he was
not overthrown. The Labor Party gained a few seats, but remained stuck in third
place.

Daphni Leef continued to thunder against swinish capitalists and the government
that supported them. No longer an ordinary person, she had become a celebrity
of sorts. The protests she started had worked out well for her, even if they failed
to achieve their goal of social justice and left few marks on the Israeli electorate.

The protests also demonstrated that the powerful current of negation beneath the
inscrutable surface of the public required little provocation to break into large-
scale political action. The Egyptian public had endured 30 years of Hosni
Mubarak. The indignados at Puerta del Sol had suffered a loss of future
prospects because of the severity of the economic crisis. In Israel, the public’s
existential challenge to the established order came because Leef had found it
unendurable to lengthen her commute.



5.2 Daphni Leef 22

OCCUPY WALL STREET AND THE BAFFLING POLITICS OF NEGATION

The events of 2011 in Tunisia, Egypt, Spain, and Israel were true mobilizations
of the networked public, which fused fractious communities of interest into a
single political movement. In each case the numbers were enormous, the
organizers were political amateurs, and the protests they began almost



immediately acquired a life of their own. Large segments of the general public
gave their blessing to the protesters.

Many of these benchmarks were not met by the various “Occupy” groups which
sprang up across the United States in September 2011. The numbers were
miniscule—they never remotely approached the 300,000-plus who took to the
streets in Israel, a country with one thirty-ninth of the US population. With such
limited participation came the possibility that the episode reflected the will of
semi-professional activists and grievance-mongers, rather than a tide of opinion
sweeping along a substantial portion of the public. And in many Occupy
factions, including the original in New York, this possibility came close to the
reality on the ground. As for the American public, it wavered in its opinion of
the episode: pluralities tended to support the cause but disapproved of the
method.

Despite these differences, I have not hesitated to include the Occupiers as part of
the 2011 phase change. Let me offer up three reasons why.

One: I found strong demographic and behavioral affinities between Occupy Wall
Street participants and the public that took to the streets in Egypt, Spain, and
Israel. They were the same people, in different countries: young, middle class,
university educated—and, in the case of OWS, predominantly white. Sectarian
ideals propelled them to politics. All repudiated, in principle, the need for
leaders, programs, and top-down organizations.

The organizers in New York and many other Occupy sites were,
disproportionately, anarchists. To a somewhat lesser extent, that had been the
case in Spain as well. Anarchists introduced the mechanisms and principles of
decision followed by the Occupiers—the “general assemblies” and the demand
for consensus or “direct democracy,” for example. These were not ordinary
people. They were experienced, if not hardened, veterans of street battles, who

rejected capitalism and all its works and despised liberal democracy. 2°

But, again, if anarchist groups had the knack to organize hundreds of protests
across the United States, they would have done so before 2011. Most of the
participants shared that lack of positive political definition that characterized the
protests of 2011—by one count, 60 percent of the OWS people had voted for

Barack Obama in 2008 and felt disappointed with the results. 2’ Like the tent



dwellers of Tel Aviv, they wanted more. It’s worth noting that anarchism is by
far the most sectarian movement on the left, with an ideological predilection for
individualism and self-expression. The difference between a young anarchist and
a young disillusioned liberal was not likely to be noticed by either.

Two: To a remarkable extent, the Occupiers lived virtually. They organized on
the web so they could occupy a physical space, and they occupied a physical
space so they could talk about it online. More completely than the other
protesters of 2011, they were creatures of the Fifth Wave, able to extend their
reach digitally beyond their small numbers. The We Are the 99 Percent campaign
on Tumblr, in which ordinary people told their stories of victimization on a
single sheet of paper, had a tremendous impact on liberal commentators and the
news media in general. Every Occupy site had an elaborate Facebook page.
Every violent act by a cop trying to dislodge a young Occupier was caught on
mobile phone video and posted online. City governments, embodying the slow-
moving Center, were driven into awkward rituals of attack and retreat, as public
opinion swung between irritation over the disruption caused by the protests and
anger over the level of force necessary to disband them.

All this bore a striking similarity to the other encounters I have covered in this
chapter.

Three: Like their brethren in Spain and Israel, the OWS protesters were
energized primarily by the force of their repudiations. They made no demands,
but they felt free to accuse. The objects of their loathing—a predatory economic
system, a corrupted government, a society ruled by money—united them in a
way that common goals did not. They spread the notion that the top 1 percent of
Americans tyrannized the bottom 99—and that they, a handful of white, middle-
class youngsters, represented the vast American public, the people, in revolt.
OWS injected these once-marginal attitudes into the mainstream, where they
became fodder for liberal politicians. The romance of condemnation, in my
judgment, has become the most conspicuous feature of President Obama’s mode
of governance. The demonization of millionaires was a rhetorical pillar of the
president’s successful 2012 campaign.

Among my concerns in writing this book has been the fate of democracy in the
indecisive conflict between the public and authority. From this perspective,
OWS’s numbers may have been small, but the message was consequential. It



helped tip American politics at the highest level toward pure negation and
distrust, eroding the legitimacy of democratic institutions. For this reason alone
the Occupy protests belong with the bigger revolts in my investigation of phase
change.

That said, the number of odd occurrences surrounding OWS seemed to defy the
laws of probability—although, when all was said and done, that’s what I would
guess was at work. From early 2011, a number of attempts had been made to
disrupt Wall Street for the obvious symbolic reasons. These attracted sparse
attendance and zero media attention. The first notable protest against the
headquarters of American capitalism was launched by an online Canadian anti-
consumerist magazine, Adbusters, which in June registered the
#occupywallstreet hashtag, and, on its blog, posted the following proposal: “Are
you ready for a Tahrir moment? On September 17, we want to see 20,000 people
flood into lower Manhattan, set up tents, kitchens, peaceful barricades and

occupy Wall Street for a few months.” 28

The few hundred demonstrators who showed up on that date were chased off
public spaces by the police, until they found refuge in Zuccotti Park, where, in a
strange muddle of ideals, they were protected by the sanctity of private property.
When the media ignored the initial occupation, the organizers forgot their anti-
consumerism and turned to a commercial public relations firm, Workhorse
Publicity, for help with spreading the word of their revolution. The company did

so well that it actually won a professional award for its efforts. 2°

Beyond such quirks, the story of the OWS movement can be told in few words.
From September 17 until November 15, the Zuccotti Park encampment waxed
and waned with the flow of events. Larger crowds came invariably after attempts
by police to arrest or disperse protesters. Mobile phone video of a New York cop
pepper-spraying a group of young women, for example, went viral and aroused
much indignation. Following the arrest of 400 Occupiers for disrupting traffic on
Brooklyn Bridge, some 15,000 protesters marched on October 5 from Foley
Square to the park. Shortly after, occupations began to spread across the US—to
over 600 sites, according to one source. Numbers for each site remained small,
but media attention of the movement grew large, and, particularly in New York,



was not unsympathetic. Labor unions, including the AFL-CIO, offered their
support, though union members mostly stayed away. As in Tel Aviv, this was not
a working class revolt. Nor did OWS manage to attract African American or
Hispanic activists in any numbers.

Every Occupy site embraced nonviolence, but some were more nonviolent than
others. In Oakland, protesters fought pitched battles against police, with each
side accusing the other of brutality. Occupy Oakland’s “General Strike and Anti-
Capitalist March” on November 2 managed to close the Port of Oakland—
probably the only significant economic impact of the protests.

Sanitation was always a problem, and was frequently cited by the authorities as a
pretext for clearing out the encampments. Crime became a concern with the
passage of time, as the homeless and other distinctly non-middle-class elements
drifted into the sites. On November 15, giving unsanitary conditions as a reason,
New York police swept the protesters out of Zuccotti Park. Within days, city
governments had done the same in every Occupy site around the country.
Sporadic protests and attempts to re-occupy continued for months, but the
numbers involved dwindled into insignificance, and public opinion, insofar as it
cared about the movement, had turned negative. Mostly, though, the public and
the media had stopped paying attention.

The rigidly sectarian mindset of OWS proved more seductive to American
political life than the actual protests. In calling for the first occupation, Adbusters
had presented a single demand: a presidential commission “tasked with ending
the influence of money” over politics. This was immediately forgotten. As in
Israel, media commentators and intellectuals rushed in with suggested schemes
for the protesters to embrace. They were ignored. The Occupiers refused to make
demands as a matter of principle. They felt it was beneath them to petition an
illegitimate government. Here is a statement from the discussions in the
“demands committee” of the Zuccotti Park general assembly:

The movement doesn’t need to make demands, because the movement
is an assertive process. This movement has the power to affect change.
It does not need to ask for it. The OWS does not make demands. We
will simply assert our own power to achieve what we desire. The more
of us gather to the cause, the more power we have. Make no demands

for others to solve these problems. Assert yourself. 2"



We have heard this sentiment before, the hope—the expectation—that hierarchy
would be decontaminated by making it subservient to the sect. “From now on,
the young people will shape the government’s vision,” Itzik Shmuli had said.
The government was not to be overthrown. The government was to become an
instrument of sectarian virtue. Zuccotti Park would command Washington and
achieve what it desired. As a general proposition, this was disconnected from the
realities of American politics. But on any given issue, not so much: OWS could
mobilize public opinion, substantially enough, it may have been, to inflict a fatal
wound on the target of its repudiation.

What the Occupiers desired to achieve was what all the rebels and street
insurgents of 2011 desired: to negate a host of historical conditions, institutions,
and relations whose persistence had driven them to revolt. They wanted history
to abolish history, hierarchy to eliminate hierarchy, government to bring down
the temple of authority.

The list of things OWS stood against was long and deep. The “Declaration of the
Occupation of New York,” adopted on September 29 and one of the few formal
statements of the movement, consisted of a crazy quilt of complaints against
authority, ending with a bland call to “create a process to address the problems
we face.”

We come to you at a time when corporations, which place profit over people,
self-interest over justice, and oppression over equality, run our governments. We
have peaceably assembled here, as is our right, to let these facts be known.

They have taken our houses through an illegal foreclosure process . . .
They have taken bailouts from taxpayers with impunity . . .

They have perpetuated gender inequality and discrimination . . .

They have poisoned the food supply . . .

They have continuously sought to end the rights of workers . . .

They have held students hostage with tens of thousands of dollars of debt on
education . . .



They have consistently outsourced labor . . .

[ ...] They have sold our privacy as a commodity.

They have used the military and police force to prevent freedom of the press.
[ ...] They have perpetuated colonialism . . .

They have participated in the torture and murder of innocent civilians
overseas. =

The disproportion between such systematic injustices and the proposed actions
—the “process” I cited above, a cursory exhortation to “assert your power’—
reflects a form of logic which should be familiar to us by now. Revolution, in
2011, meant denunciation. Actual change was left for someone else.

Manuel Castells, a sympathetic observer, perused the online records of the
Occupy sites’ general assemblies, and compiled a roster of changes the
participants expected to work on the world. It made exhausting reading.

. controlling financial speculation, particularly high frequency
trading; auditing the Federal Reserve; addressing the housing crisis;
regulating overdraft fees; controlling currency manipulation;
opposing the outsourcing of jobs; defending collective bargaining and
union rights; reducing income inequality; reforming tax law;
reforming political campaign finance; reversing the Supreme Court’s
decision allowing unlimited campaign contributions from
corporations; banning bailouts of companies; controlling the military-
industrial complex; improving the care of veterans; limiting terms for
elected politicians; defending freedom on the [I]nternet; assuring
privacy on the [I]nternet and in the media; combating economic
exploitation; reforming the prison system; reforming health care;
combating racism, sexism, and xenophobia; improving student loans;
opposing the Keystone pipeline and other environmentally predatory
projects; enacting policies against global warming; fining and
controlling BP and similar oil spillers; enforcing animal rights;
supporting alternative energy sources; critiquing personal leadership
and vertical authority, beginning with a new democratic culture in the



camps; and watching out for cooptation in the political system . . .32

The action words used for these improvements of the status quo connoted
negation and elimination: “reform,” “control,” “reverse,” “limit,” “combat,”
“fine,” “critique.” Added up, they conveyed a feeling of revulsion with the
established order of American politics. The Occupiers didn’t deal in alternatives,
but most of the standing political and social arrangements propping up their
world they wished to sweep away.

b 19

It is instructive to consider the protesters from the perspective of the elites whose
legitimacy they denied. A vast psychological distance distorted that perspective.
Politicians at the top of steep hierarchies heard the shouts and slogans from the
street as a confused babble. Because they were guardians of order, they felt
compelled to offer some response to the disorder outside their doors. Their
dilemma was that any response placed the government eyeball to eyeball with
the insurgents, immensely raising the stature of the latter.

Those who wielded power peered at the rebellions of 2011 through the thick
lenses of their institutional assumptions. If the rebels wanted to abolish history,
the political elites were imprisoned by it, and behaved, in each case, according to
the logic of their time and place. Government actions thus appeared strangely
tactical, local, disconnected from ideology.

Mubarak had believed that if he denied the existence of the demonstrations, they
would cease to exist. While pitched battles bloodied the streets of Cairo, state-
owned Egyptian TV kept showing cheerful crowds in shopping malls.
Unperceived by the aging dictator, however, the day of Homo informaticus had
arrived: his regime no longer had the power to dictate reality. By the time
Mubarak realized he had to respond directly to the protests, it was too late.

Zapatero, a socialist, felt the allure of revolt and repudiation but found himself
the target of both. Ideologically, he came from an egalitarian tradition. In reality,
he was president of Spain, with all the pomp and distance—and hostility from a
rebellious public—his position entailed. Zapatero and his party never resolved
this fundamental dilemma.

Netanyahu, the free marketeer, responded by swallowing his principles and
addressing the more concrete complaints coming out of Rothschild Boulevard.



His government moved with unusual tactical speed, and may well have survived
for this reason.

In the US, the Occupy movement never remotely threatened the Federal
government. City governments, almost all of them run by liberal Democratic
politicians, struggled to assume the proper posture toward local occupations.
Even New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, a billionaire and “one percenter” if
ever there was one, relied on technicalities first to tolerate then to shut down
Zuccotti Park. Bloomberg kept reporters away from the site while it was being
cleared—again offering vague technical reasons for doing so.

On occasion, President Obama was asked by the media for his opinion of the
Occupy groups. He invariably responded with sympathy for the protesters,
whose grievances he identified with the economic problems that had won him
the presidency in 2008. Here is a fairly typical statement from the president: “I
think it [the Occupy movement] expresses the frustrations the American people
feel, that we had the biggest financial crisis since the Great Depression, huge
collateral damage all throughout the country . . . and yet you’re still seeing some
of the same folks who acted irresponsibly trying to fight efforts to crack down on

the abusive practices that got us into this in the first place.” 22 To underline the
message, the White House, on October 16, proclaimed that President Obama was

“working for the interests of the 99 percent.” 2*

It may seem puzzling for a sitting president to embrace a movement which
repudiated the legitimacy of government because it was run by corporations. The
president’s motives may have included some element of political calculation.
Many of the young protesters had been Obama campaign activists in 2008.

But I would venture that President Obama was as sincere in his sympathy for
OWS as anyone in politics is allowed to be. I also think that the movement’s
negations were precisely what appealed to the president. They were in harmony
with his intuitive assessment of the world, his ideas about how to navigate events
without surrendering his virtue. OWS didn’t influence the president. The arrow
of causation moved the other way. President Obama anticipated many of the
movement’s rhetorical features during his 2008 electoral campaign, which was
one reason so many of the 2011 Occupiers participated in it.

President Obama’s place in the shadowy war of the worlds has been unique and



significant, but it belongs to a larger topic—the fate of democratic government—
which I will consider in a later chapter. Here I note only that OWS offered the
president the opportunity to break out of an institutional perspective he had
never found congenial. Like Zapatero, Obama likely viewed himself as both
rebel and president, but unlike Zapatero he did not feel attached, in either
capacity, to any particular structures.

President Obama represented the sectarian temper in power. The protests
allowed him to frame a critique of the country’s ruling institutions, and to voice,
without equivocation, his own doubts about their legitimacy.

LONDON IN AUGUST, OR THE RECURRING QUESTION OF NIHILISM

At 6:15 p.m. on Thursday, August 4, 2011, Mark Duggan was shot dead in a
confrontation with police in the London neighborhood of Tottenham. Because of
the impenetrable bureaucracy surrounding police shootings in Britain, the details
of this episode remain uncertain to this day. Duggan, 29, was apparently armed,
and was said to be involved in criminal activity.

In the afternoon of Saturday, August 6, a crowd of around 120 protesters
gathered in front of the Tottenham police station. A government-commissioned
report on the London riots said the group was composed of Duggan’s “family
and supporters,” but I wonder whether the dead man’s personal connections
really stretched that far. Some may have been drawn by the joys of accusation.
Most shared an honest loathing of the police. The protest was initially peaceful,
but by 8:30 p.m. serious disorders had broken out, with police cars being
attacked and set on fire.

So began four days of riots and looting which blighted dozens of neighborhoods
in London and spread to other British cities. In the bloodshed and destruction,
the Duggan shooting was soon forgotten. It had been the spark, but it was not a
cause in any sense of the word. Before the end, five people had died, dozens had
been hospitalized and left homeless, and half a billion pounds’ worth of damage
had been inflicted.

There were no Facebook invitations to the London riots, as there had been to
Tahrir Square and Puerta del Sol. But there was active use by the participants of
BlackBerry Messaging Service, or BMS, a private texting channel favored by



the young in the affected communities. The Economist christened the

disturbances “The BlackBerry Riots.” 2> The global information sphere was at
work in London in August 2011.

Also unlike the other events of 2011, criminal behavior was the salient feature of
the riots. Many of those arrested had experienced previous brushes with the law,

and one in four had committed more than 10 past offenses. 2°But the episode was
not, as some imagined, a crime wave on fast forward. It was a breakdown in the
authority of the law and its enforcers: not at all the same thing. In a sense, the
role of criminals in London paralleled that of the anarchists in Zuccotti Park.
They demonstrated by their actions a new set of rules of the game, in which all
could play.

Identifying the “causes” of the riots became a growth industry for months after.
Two cosmic narratives eventually crystallized and confronted one another. The
first told a story of social oppression and deprivation: it blamed the riots on
government cutbacks and the ensuing loss of services, and on unemployment,
inequality, racism. The second narrative condemned the moral collapse of the
British: the rioters, on this account, had been the product of an entitlement
culture which tolerated misbehavior while demanding nothing in the way of
responsibility or self-restraint.

The 2011 London riots were in truth a massively complex set of human
interactions. I have no idea how to go about proving that a single reason or a few
were responsible for the event. The search for such cosmic causes, I suspect, has
been driven more by political and ideological enthusiasm than by analytic
curiosity.

I don’t have to explain the riots, so I won’t. What I will do is frame the event in
the context of the global conflict between the public and authority. I will also
show that it adds to the evidence of a phase change in 2011: that is, of a great
strategic reversal favoring the public, which now commanded the heights of
information and communication.

None of this appears especially challenging.

koK 3k



A public is a public even when engaged in criminal behavior. Around 15,000
people participated in the riots across Britain. They shared an interest in a
particular affair: stealing and smashing things with impunity. To achieve this
objective required the effective nullification of established authority—the
government, protectors of property, the hated police. The rioters accomplished
this early on in the game. Images disseminated by the news media and on the
web showed young people breaking into stores and looting while the police
stood by, looking bewildered. At the onset of the riots, the authorities in Britain
were as helpless and slow to respond as the US government had been on 9/11.

Participants in the riots compounded their advantage in numbers with tactical
command of communications. They rampaged in the less affluent areas of
London, where, presumably, they lived, but they also used BMS to organize
assaults on the cathedrals of consumption in the city’s shopping district.

Everyone from all sides of London meet up at the heart of London
(central) OXFORD CIRCUS!! Bare SHOPS are gonna get smashed up
so come get some (free stuff!!!) fuck the feds we will send them back

with OUR riot! >:0...%
Oxford Circus in fact became the location of a disturbance.

The tactical advantage BMS provided to the rioters became a strategic nightmare
for the police, which could eavesdrop on the messages but were quickly
overwhelmed by the sheer volume of available information. London’s
Metropolitan Police Service report on the riots makes interesting reading on the
subject of social media.

The events of August demonstrated how social media is now widely
used as a planning and communication medium by people intent on
causing disruption.

[ ...] The MPS could not comprehensively monitor social media in
real-time and was therefore not in a position to be moving ahead of
events.

Specifically, there was insufficient resilience in both trained staff and
technology, to review, capture, and download the vast volume of open



source data which needed to be processed. >°

The words could have been written by a mandarin in the ruling hierarchies of
Tunisia, Egypt, Spain, or Israel. They seethed with repressed outrage. That
someone “intent on causing disruption” should out-communicate and outsmart
the authorities was a violation of the natural order: a trampling of the sanctities.
The information tsunami had swept away the power of the British government
and the London police.

The perpetrators belonged to the same age group as the political rebels of 2011.
They were not, however, a golden youth, though their mastery of BMS showed
they could afford the same type of electronic devices. Hatred of the police was
one of the shared points of reference which fused the rabble in the street into a
true public. The police stood for a structure of authority they wished would
vanish from the earth. Otherwise, they were empty of politics or ideology. When
asked why they looted, the most frequent response was: because they could. One
participant flipped the question around: “Why are you going to waste the

opportunity to get new stuff?” 2

Violence and criminality were not indiscriminate. They focused on specific
objects: the police, stores specializing in digital products. By the magic of
YouTube, you can still witness the young looters of 2011 walking out of
shattered London shops with plasma screen TVs and armloads of video games.
They wanted the prestigious gadgets and entertainment which attended great
affluence. But like rebels in other democratic countries, they effected a strange
mental separation between the life they wished for and the structures which
made that life possible. This indirect method of self-destruction again raises the
question of nihilism, about which I’'ll have more to say momentarily.

The authorities in Britain, as should be clear by now, not only failed in their
responsibilities during the 2011 riots but failed out in the open, where all could
see. The head of the government, home secretary, mayor of London, and leaders
of opposition parties all were vacationing abroad, and had to scramble back to
the country. Official statements of reassurance and control seemed disconnected
from the images pouring out of TV screens and laptops. The police, detested by
the rioters, now earned the hostility of property owners. Self-protection civilian
groups formed spontaneously, which the media, somewhat pejoratively, labeled



“vigilantes,” but which could be said to represent sensible behavior in a situation
bordering on the state of nature. In multiple places, during those four days of
August, the legitimate functions of government lost their grip.

In the shocked aftermath of the riots, the British government considered the
matter of its disadvantage in information and communication. The explanations
it came up with would have made Hosni Mubarak laugh out loud. Control of
image and perception—of demonstration effects—was paramount, as had been
typically the case with the hierarchies of the Center in 2011. The government-
appointed panel took note that

The Home Affairs Select Committee has said that the single most
important reason for the spread of the disorder was the perception,
relayed by television as well as social media, that in some areas the

police had lost control of the streets. *"

But loss of control wasn’t a perception. It was the reality on the ground. So here
was the implicit idea: if television portrayed a different reality, real reality would
cease to exist. The panel recommended that “broadcast media” should “continue
to work” to improve its accuracy and clarity, and maintain the “highest
journalistic standards.” While this fell short of suggesting that happy Britons in
shopping malls be televised during public disorders, the spirit of the thing was
the same.

The government’s take on social media was also predictable. The Member of
Parliament for Tottenham proposed that the BlackBerry Messaging Service be
shut down. Prime Minister David Cameron agreed that rightful authority needed
to impose limits on the public’s capacity to express itself digitally. “When people

are using social media for violence,” he said, “we need to stop them.”#! He
didn’t say how, and nothing much came from the brave talk. The mindset,
however, was revealing. Belief that political power could switch off the
information sphere was shown to be more than an aging dictator’s hallucination.
It was a persistent delusion of the Center.
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5.3 Looting cell phones in London#? Photo © 2011 D. Clements

The British riots differed from the other events of 2011, though not in the
obvious way. The difference lay less in the criminality than in the consistency
between the public’s views and desires and its actions. The young disturbers of
the peace in Tottenham and Oxford Circus loathed authority and behaved
accordingly. Properly considered, their actions were also in harmony with the
worldview of the political protesters—more so, in fact, than the actions of the
protesters had been. Disorders turned violent only in Britain because the rioters
alone, in their actions, pushed the negations of 2011 to their logical conclusion.

I can illustrate what I mean with a thought experiment. It goes like this.

Assume that the Occupiers’ long roster of negations accurately described social
and political reality in liberal democracies. Elected government isn't
accountable to the people, but is, in effect, a dictatorship of the corporations.
While banks and businesses exploit workers and poison nature, the government
they control represses freedom of expression, and murders and tortures innocents
overseas. The rules of the democratic game are a trick, a ruse to conceal the



oppression of women by men, of people of color by whites, of the bottom 99 by
the top one percent.

If that truly described life under capitalistic representative democracy, what
would be a rational response?

The political rebels of 2011 waffled on the question. Most were the children of
the comfortable middle class, too interested in the drama of the moment to
accept the implications of their own rhetoric. So they occupied a public space
and they protested against the status quo, hoping that some external force—
presumably, the government they so despised—would bring about change.

The British rioters acted as if the government, the police, and the law lacked
legitimacy. I freely grant that they didn’t think this through. They didn’t write
manifestos or shout clever political slogans. But neither was theirs a silent
scream: they stole, and burned, and sometimes killed, because they could. They
embodied the change the political protesters kept calling for. While the latter
rejected the political and economic system under which they lived, the rioters
acted out the consequences.

The rioters existed in a world of effects without causes. However dimly, they
envisioned a desirable mode of living—one weighed down with mobile phones,
video games, plasma TVs—but they vandalized the processes which made that
life possible. They behaved as if desirable things were part of the natural order,
like the grass under their feet. Detestable systems of authority only stood in the
way.

I compared the British government’s stumbling response to the riots with that of
the Mubarak regime in a parallel circumstance. At a certain point, the mandates
of Center and hierarchy appear to matter more than democracy or
authoritarianism: that was the complaint of the protesters in democratic
countries. But, equally, there is a point at which negation and repudiation by the
public must pose the question of nihilism. The criminal public in Britain most
closely resembled the political public elsewhere in its blindness to that boundary.

WHAT GUY FAWKES’S MASK CAN TEACH US ABOUT THE TURMOIL IN
2011



The 2011 protesters connected with political violence only in a Hollywood
version, through their fantasy lives. At virtually every protest described in this
book, you found people wearing the Guy Fawkes mask popularized by the 2006
movie, V for Vendetta. This was unique for would-be revolutionaries. I can’t
imagine Lenin or Mao or Castro allowing their comrades to impersonate a
fictional character.

Fascination with a revenge melodrama offered a hint about how the young
transgressors of 2011 viewed themselves—and what they imagined they were
doing.

Guy Fawkes was executed in 1606 for his part in the Gunpowder Plot to blow up
Parliament. The mask is traditionally worn on “Guy Fawkes Night,” which
celebrates with bonfires the discovery of the plot. Hollywood turned this story
on its head. The film depicted a future Britain ruled by a fanatically religious
authoritarian government, whose persecutions sounded like a catalogue of
victims from Occupy Wall Street: “Immigrants, Muslims, homosexuals,
terrorists, disease-ridden degenerates . . . ” “V,” a mysterious figure in a Fawkes
mask, perpetrates an orgy of violence to bring down the government. The movie
ends with an immense crowd in V masks overwhelming the security forces,
while the Parliament building and Big Ben explode musically in the background.

In his disgust with his place and time, V sometimes sounded like an indignado.
“The truth is, there is something terribly wrong with this country,” he brooded.
But mostly he was an action hero who, in the 132 minutes of the film, personally
slaughtered a significant portion of the ruling class. The lust for righteous
mayhem, in good movie fashion, was untroubled by doubt.

While this was hardly the political model in 2011, there can be no denying the
influence of V for Vendetta on the participants. Wael Ghonim turned to the Guy
Fawkes mask to underline his anonymity as administrator of the “We Are All
Khaled Said” Facebook page:



5.4 “V” at Zuccotti Park 43

In 2006 I had seen the movie V for Vendetta and fallen in love with the
idea of the mysterious warrior fighting against evil. I was still
influenced by this idea when I created the Facebook page: the notion
of an anonymous sentinel who tries to wake up the people around him
and spur them to revolt against the government’s injustice. For my
article “Who Are You, Mr. Admin?” I used the distinctive mask worn

by the movie’s protagonist as the main image. **

“I identified with V’s desire for change,” explained the mild-mannered Ghonim,
“although in no way did I approve of his violent means.” To anyone who has
watched the film, this was an extraordinary statement.

The mask was originally introduced to protest politics by the hacker group
“Anonymous,” which claimed for itself prodigious powers not unlike those of
the protagonist in V for Vendetta. Anonymous can only be described as a mutant
offspring of the Fifth Wave, spawned from the most nihilistic elements of the



web, and it has played an uncertain part in the struggle between the public and
authority. Its members sometimes talked like revolutionaries but often behaved
like the London rioters, stealing data and vandalizing sites just because they
could. None of them, when finally identified, turned out to be engaged in radical
politics of any kind. They had meant it when they boasted, “We do it for the

lulz.” 42

Anonymous’ endorsement of the Occupy Wall Street movement generated a
great deal of buzz. In a series of bombastic YouTube videos featuring the mask,
the hackers made many threats—for example, to “flood into lower Manhattan”
with their supporters, declare “war on the NYPD,” and “erase” the New York
Stock Exchange using their hacking prowess. This proved to be more drama than
reality. One video disseminated the name and personal data of the cop who had
pepper-sprayed protesters. Denial of service attacks slowed down the NYSE, and
pushed it offline for a few minutes. Other than that, the one lasting contribution
of the hacker community to the turmoil of 2011 was to re-connect it with the V

mask. 46

I don’t want to make too much of this. Like dueling naming conventions, the
infatuation with V for Vendetta was a symptom, not a cause, of the larger
conflict. It revealed an emotional orientation among the protesters: they were
self-dramatizers to an extreme degree. The disconnection between their words
and their actions, between their understanding of effects and their indifference to
causes, can be explained by this trait.

As with V, their self-dramatizing was manifested in gestures of negation—of
repudiation, accusation, destruction, erasing history and leaving the future blank.
The movie ended with the demolition of the old regime. The rest would take care
of itself. “With enough people, blowing up a building can change the world,” V
had proclaimed. But that was true only in fiction.

Wael Ghonim got the chance to play the role of V almost to perfection. As an
anonymous political force, he tormented the Mubarak regime, assembled its
opponents, and helped engineer its overthrow. At the moment of victory,
however, more than negation was needed. The movie had ended, but the drama
in Egypt moved on. Ghonim, the real-life V, lacked a script to follow once the
oppositional gesture lost its potency.



Knowledge Is Free.
We Are Anonymous.
We Are Legion.

We Do Not Forgive.

We Do Not Forget. | \&®
Expect Us. W7

5.5 Self-dramatizing with Anonymous

Because political conditions were much less dangerous in democratic countries,
self-dramatization there seemed proportionately more extravagant.

Political rebels in Europe, Israel, and the US felt betrayed by the failure of the
structures of authority, particularly the government and the economic elites. The
feeling wasn’t entirely unreasonable. The masters and regulators of finance had
placed large foolish bets, but when the bottom fell out in 2008 it was the public,
not them, who paid the losses. There was ample room for criticism, even for
cynicism.

In the end, however, a term like “failure” can only be applied relative to some
expectation—and we have seen that the rebels’ expectations of modern
government were at once fantastical in their scope and vaporous in definition.
They ascribed magical or, I venture to say, divine qualities to cumbersome, all-
too-human bureaucracies. They believed government could work miracles: it
could give meaning to their personal lives. This faith was most evident in Israel,



a country that quickly overcame the effects of the crisis. Protesters there were
affluent and employed, but expected the government to deliver personal
fulfillment within a context of social justice. What that meant was never
explained. Most of the American Occupiers also held down jobs. Conversely,
those nearest to poverty never participated in any of the 2011 street revolts.

Even in the rhetoric of the protests, the connection to the economic crisis was, at
best, indirect. Manuel Castells had it right when he wrote that “the movement”

was about “everything and nothing at the same time.” %’ 2011 never fixated on
2008: the impulse was to abolish history entirely, and open up a future purified
of cause and effect.

In their eagerness to play a part in some world-historical drama, the rebels often
gave the impression that they were searching for causes. They disdained
specifics—ideology, policy—but excelled at lengthy menus of accusations.
Stéphane Hessel, French prophet of outrage, understood this process of self-
aggravation.

It is true, the reasons to get angry may seem less clear today, and the
world may seem more complex. Who is in charge; who are the
decision makers? It’s not always easy to discern. We’re not dealing
with a small elite anymore, whose actions we can clearly identify. We
are dealing with a vast, interdependent world that is interconnected in
unprecedented ways. But there are unbearable things all around us.

You have to look for them; search carefully. *°

A life spent in search of unbearable things will be necessarily destructive of the
legitimacy of most standing institutions and social arrangements, including those
which created and sustained the destroyers.

Unlike the fictional character V, the actual protesters of 2011 were unable to
wipe clean the slate of power and society. Mubarak fell, the Spanish socialists
were voted to near extinction, Netanyahu compromised, Obama borrowed the
slogans of OWS—but the consequences, three years down the road, nowhere
matched the glittering expectations of participants. The old systems still stood.
The hierarchies of the industrial age, with their top-down myopia, stumbled on.
The behavior of these structures obeys an inner logic: despite Itzik Shmuli’s
utopian proclamation, government never became a servant to the forces of



revolt.

But the hypothesis I presented in this chapter was not that the public in 2011 had
the interest or the capacity to replace current institutions of authority. It had
neither. Sectarian to the core, the public would have felt corrupted by the thought
of assuming the functions of the Center. The phase change concerned, at the
most obvious level, a new capacity to mobilize large numbers of the public and
so to command the attention of all political players, from government leaders to
the media to ordinary voters. This was a new thing under the sun, and it became
possible only in the altered landscape of the Fifth Wave. Digital platforms
allowed even rioters who wished to loot London stores to organize and act more
intelligently, for their purposes, than the authorities.

The consequence wasn’t revolution but the threat of perpetual turbulence. The
authorities felt, and still feel, their incapacity keenly. Governments are aware
that the public could swarm into the political arena at any moment, organizing at
the speed of light, hurling anathemas of repudiation. Political elites in
democratic countries have become thoroughly demoralized. Whether this was
deserved or not is a separate question, to be examined in the next two chapters.
But the crisis of confidence among established politicians has precluded the
possibility of bold action, of democratic reform.

The phase change began in 2011, but the end is not in sight. In the Italian general
elections of February 2013, a new party, the “Five Star” movement, won 25
percent of the vote for the lower house of parliament and became the second-
largest entity there. The party was the creation of a comedian-blogger who called
himself Beppe Grillo, after the Jiminy Cricket character in Pinocchio. In every
feature other than its willingness to stand for elections, Five Star reproduced
perfectly the confused ideals and negations of the 2011 protests. Despite
receiving more than eight million votes, it lacked a coherent program. The single
unifying principle was a deep loathing of the Italian political establishment. The
rise of Beppe Grillo had nothing to do with reform or radical change, but meant
the humiliation and demoralization of the established order.

That was the most profound consequence of 2011: sowing the seeds of distrust in
the democratic process. You can condemn politicians only for so long before you
must reject the legitimacy of the system that produced them. The protests of
2011 openly took that step, and a considerable segment of the electorate



applauded. Like money and marriage, legitimacy exists objectively because vast
numbers of the public agree, subjectively, that it does exist. If enough people
change their minds, the authorizing magic is lost. The process is slow and
invisible to analysts, but, as I have noted, the tipping point comes suddenly—a
matter of weeks for the Ben Ali and Mubarak regimes. How far down this road
existing liberal democracies have proceeded is a matter of guesswork. We still
have time to discover that the street revolts of 2011, in V’s words, did “change
the world,” and not in a good way.
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A

CRISIS

OF
AUTHORITY

The street protests of 2011, while ostensibly political, were part of a global
assault on the guardians of authority across every domain of human activity. The
protesters stood in the same relation to government that bloggers and social
media did to newspapers, YouTube to television, Napster to the recording
industry, massive online courses to universities, Amazon to shopping malls, the
open science movement to the scientific establishment. From the commanding
heights of the information sphere, the public sought in each case to break a
monopoly held by an accredited elite.

Authority, as I use the term, flows from legitimacy, derived from monopoly. To
some indeterminate degree, the public must trust and heed authority, or it is no
authority at all. An important social function of authority is to deliver certainty
in an uncertain world. It explains reality in the context of the shared story of the
group. For this it must rely on persuasion rather than compulsion, since naked
force is a destroyer of trust and faith. The need to persuade in turn explains the
institutional propensity for visible symbols of authority—the patrician’s toga, the
doctor’s white frock, the financier’s Armani suit. Authority being an intangible
quality, those who wield it wish to be recognized for what they are.



And they have been, historically, the only actors in the social drama, with the
public relegated to the audience, able only to weep or applaud. Authority is an
expansion of author, which originally meant something like “initiator”—the
active human element in an otherwise inert population.

Current structures of authority are a legacy of the industrial age. The public,
when it needs answers, turns to institutions rather than to charismatic
individuals. These institutions have been subjected to a Taylorist process of
rationalization: they are, without exception, top-down, specialized,
professionalized, prone to pseudo-scientific rituals and jargon. To enter such a
precinct of authority requires a long and costly accreditation process—years of
academic education and apprenticeship. Many are called, few are chosen. The
elect believe themselves to be unquestioned masters of their special domain—
and so they were for many years. From the middle of the nineteenth to the end of
the twentieth centuries, the public lacked the means to question, much less
contradict, authoritative judgments derived from monopolies of information.

Most people in authority today came to their positions in that happy time. On
moral as well as intellectual grounds, they dismiss the outsider out of hand.
Their reflexive loathing of the amateur trespasser inspired Hoder’s 19%:-year
sentence and the mutual annihilation lawsuits against Shawn Fanning and
Napster.

Of course, the ferocity of this response can be explained in part by a fear of
losing access to power and money. Authority has been closely associated with
both—it’s a natural connection. Power needs accurate intelligence on which to
act. Monopoly has always been a position from which to exploit the market. If I
stop thinking in generalities and imagine a concrete person in authority, I’ll
conjure up a policeman, a politician, a banker.

The links between authority on one side and power and money on the other are
dense and often invisible to the public. But each exerts a discrete influence on
social relations, and of the three, I believe authority to be easily the most
consequential.

Even in purely practical terms, persuasion has always trumped compulsion or
bribery. The authorizing magic of legitimacy can channel social behavior more
deeply and permanently than the policeman’s club or the millionaire’s check.



These propositions should be considered truisms, but they are not. Not by the
public, which, as we have seen, assumes that every failure of authority must be
explained by a collusion of money with power. And not by many analysts, who
embrace some version of the old Marxist concept of “false consciousness”—the
idea that the public can be persuaded to heed authority against its own best
interests.

False consciousness can be invoked in a world in which the laws of history, and
thus the shape of future events, are perfectly understood. Only then, with the tree
of causation lucidly in mind, are we allowed to speak of the relation between a
sane conscious decision and reality as “true” or “false.” But that is not the world
we live in. That is not the human condition. Between every decision and its
consequences rises an impenetrable veil of uncertainty. The present can only
guess at the future—and the track record, as we’ll soon see, isn’t good. Even
among experts, the track record is terrible. The reason isn’t false consciousness
but the stupendous complexity of human events, which renders prediction
impossible.

When asked about the impact of the French Revolution, Zhou Enlai was
supposed to have responded: “It is too soon to say.” In that one instance, if true,
Zhou spoke as an honest political analyst rather than a revolutionary prophet.

The crisis of authority hollowing out existing institutions didn’t arise because
these institutions prostituted themselves to power or money. That was an
explanation after the fact—one that happened to be believed by much of the
public and many experts. The fact that needed to be explained, however, was
failure: the painfully visible gap between the institutions’ claims of competence
and their actual performance. The gap, I maintain, was a function of the limits of
human knowledge. It had always been there. What changed was the public’s
awareness of it.

In the industrial age, the pratfalls of authority had been managed discreetly,
camouflaged by the mystique of the expert at the top of his game. Today failure
happens out in the open, in public, where everyone can see. With the arrival of
the global information sphere, each failure is captured, reproduced, multiplied,
amplified, and made to stand for authority as a whole. Crisis has followed
logically from the destruction of the persuasive power—the legitimacy and
credibility—possessed by established institutions.



The focus of this book has been on politics, because I am personally concerned
about the future of democracy, but also because I was an analyst of political
events for most of my life. That was my own special domain. But I could just as
well have made the precarious future of scientific institutions or the universities
the overarching theme of my book. The battleground is everywhere. The assault
on authority has expanded to virtually every point in the social landscape where
an established hierarchy confronts a public in command of the new platforms of
communication.

My intent in this chapter was to illustrate some aspects of this broader conflict,
and to reflect on the consequences. A few domains of authority—science, the
financial establishment, business—have been made to stand for the rest. Many
other institutions could have been slotted for the same role in a similar
tragicomedy of loss and confusion. Government was secondary here, but never
wholly absent from the picture. It has funded science to the tune of billions and
regulated banking and businesses to uncertain effect. Power and money can
never be wholly dispensed with: a source of satisfaction to conspiracy theorists.

The truly interesting question, on the other hand, is how to explain the crisis of
authority and the erratic behavior of the institutions, if there were no
conspiracies to account for them.

IF SCIENCE IS THE MODERN DEITY, THEN THE PUBLIC IS ON THE
VERGE OF DEICIDE

The epochal moment for the prestige of modern science among the public came
on November 6, 1919, when the Royal Society, meeting in Piccadilly, London,
announced the findings of Arthur Eddington’s expedition to the island of
Principe and the city of Sobral in northern Brazil. At stake was the very shape of
the universe.

Eddington, head of the Cambridge Observatory, had measured the gravitational
curvature of light during the solar eclipse of May 29. The Newtonian universe,
with its notions of absolute space, predicted a curvature of 0.87 arc-seconds.
Albert Einstein’s general theory of relativity, however, had done away with
absolute space. It posited a self-folding universe, finite yet limitless, and
predicted a gravitational curvature roughly double that of the old model. “Stars
ought to appear to be displaced outwards from the sun by 1.7 seconds of arc,”



Einstein had written in 1916. 1

The illustrious scientists gathered in Piccadilly knew they were witnesses to
history. Eddington’s measurements placed the curvature of light at slightly over
1.7 arc-seconds. Sir Frank Dyson, Astronomer Royal, underscored the
significance of the findings: “There can be little doubt that they confirm
Einstein’s prediction.” With those words, the universe assumed a new form.

A media frenzy followed. “REVOLUTION IN SCIENCE,” headlined the Times
of London. “NEWTONIAN IDEAS OVERTHROWN.” Einstein’s theory, the
paper enthused, will “require a new philosophy of the universe, a philosophy that
will sweep away all that has hitherto been accepted.” Not to be outdone, the New
York Times called the confirmation of Einstein’s prediction “one of the greatest
—perhaps the greatest—of achievements in the history of human thought.” Its
headline the following day read: “LIGHTS ALL ASKEW IN THE HEAVENS.”

This reaction could only be understood in a historical context. Since the
eighteenth century, when intellectuals like Voltaire felt obliged to dabble in
chemical experiments, science had been considered the most rigorous domain of
human knowledge. To be scientific meant to speak with great authority.
Frederick Winslow Taylor, we have seen, labeled his system “scientific
management.” A few decades earlier, Marx had called his political ideals
“scientific socialism,” to differentiate them from utopian schemes.

In general, the prestige of the scientist derived from the belief that he journeyed
to realms of mystery and brought back material benefits for the human race. But
certain conditions particular to the event helped amplify the resonance of
Einstein’s achievement.

It was the first major scientific breakthrough in the age of mass media—and it
occurred in a field that was impenetrable to all but a handful of brilliant
specialists. When told that people believed only three scientists in the world
could understand general relativity, Eddington grew quiet. “I'm just wondering
who the third might be,” he explained. The public was told by the news media
that the structure of the universe had been changed in incomprehensible ways by
men of superhuman intellect. Scientists were presented in the guise of Platonic
guardians: as a class above and apart.






6.1 Albert Einstein (1920)2

The episode took place in the immediate, and bitter, aftermath of World War 1,
yet transcended the petty rivalries of nationalism. A British-sponsored expedition
had proven a German theorist right, at the expense of an English genius. The old
idea that practitioners of science were disinterested pursuers of truth seemed
validated.

This was strongly reinforced by Einstein’s public image. He became the first
scientist media star, and he labored with care to fit into a stereotype once applied
to the Christian saint and the philosopher of classical times: a person so devoted
to truth and wisdom that he left every worldly desire far behind. With his sad
eyes, big mustache, and crazy hair, Einstein embodied science for two
generations of the public, projecting to the world a rumpled indifference to the
normal human passion for wealth, power, and self-interest.

I find it instructive to compare that moment in November 1919 with our own
time. Then, scientists spoke with unquestioned authority. The institutions to
which they belonged—Britain’s Royal Society, the Prussian Academy of
Sciences—served as guarantors for the quality of their work. The news media, in
turn, found an eager audience when reporting on this esoteric subject.

The hierarchies of the industrial age stood unchallenged. Nobody doubted
Eddington’s findings or demanded to see the raw data. Curiously, if anyone had
done so, they would have discovered problems. Science work is messy.
Eddington didn’t simply come up with a single measurement of 1.7 arc-seconds
for the gravitational curvature of light. There were many measurements, some
from Principe, some from Brazil, which needed to be assessed and averaged
somehow.

The number announced to the Royal Society was arrived at by more or less
arbitrarily throwing out the outlier. Eddington’s findings turned out to be valid,
but they were based as much on his faith in Einstein’s calculations as on the data
his expedition had gathered.

In the century or so since Einstein’s triumph, the practice of science has been
transformed. Vast amounts of money have been poured into science and
technology research and development: around $400 billion in the US alone for



2009. 2 The price of affluence has been the centralization and institutionalization
of research. An iron triangle of government, the universities, and the corporate
world controls the careers of individual scientists. Consequently, the ideal of the
lonely and disinterested seeker after truth has been superseded by that of the
scientist-bureaucrat. Though the various fields of science differ greatly, scientific
success, in general, has been defined less by the quality of the findings than by
the ability to bring in “research support”—funding for the institution.

Practitioners have risen to the top of the science establishment by serving,
faithfully and with few qualms, their institutional masters. This was true in

Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia no less than in democratic countries. * The
power of government over research has inevitably introduced political
considerations. President Richard Nixon, for example, declared a “war on
cancer.” Today research on HIV/AIDS and climate change take political pride of
place. The pressure generated by public expectation of specific outcomes has
complicated the conduct of honest science.

Much has been claimed for the scientific method, but the only method to which
all scientists subscribe is the peer review process. It too has been under strain.
Peer review presupposes the existence of independent-minded experts who
evaluate manageable data sets. Often, in the age of the Fifth Wave, neither
condition applies. Scientists today work in teams, and the subject matter can be
so specialized that only a handful of individuals will be able to understand and
review the literature. Authors and reviewers can trade places in a chummy circle
of mutual admiration and protection. In extreme cases, this constriction of
knowledge leads to what one analyst has called “research cartels,” which

actively stifle minority or unorthodox views.

At the same time, as in every other domain, the volume of data which must be
reviewed has proliferated beyond the capacity of the establishment to absorb.
Complicated computer programs have become necessary to array and model the
data, and high-level statistical skills are routinely required to assess the validity
of any finding. Many scientists, including reviewers, have not been up to the job.
The peer review process, relic of a simpler time, has thus become progressively

less able to guarantee the integrity and legitimacy of research in many fields of

science. ©



Since 1919, in sum, the practice of science migrated from the sectarian Border,
where Einstein clearly originated, to a Center dominated by large, bureaucratic
institutions. Practicing scientists were absorbed into hierarchies responsive to
command from the top. The distance between professional and amateur—
Einstein, let us recall, was one of the latter—grew immensely, and the usual
barriers were erected to keep out trespassers from the inner temple of authority.
The cost of scientific journals, for example, became prohibitive, so that only
institutions could afford a subscription. Titles and tenure and awards
proliferated. In this regard, the behavior of the scientific establishment paralleled
that of government, the news industry, and the other institutions of the industrial
age. All claimed monopolies over information to justify an assertion of
unquestioned authority.

It might be expected that an unruly public would eventually take on such a pillar
of the established order: and that has been the case. Amateurs have swarmed into
the precincts of science along many fronts. For the purpose of this chapter, it
should be enough for me to touch, however lightly, on two revealing incidents.

The first began with a familiar ritual: the public, in control of the information
sphere, maneuvered in a fashion utterly surprising to authority. On November
19, 2009, someone who had hacked thousands of emails from the Climatic
Research Unit (CRU) of the University of East Anglia, Britain, released them to
the public on an obscure Russian server. The names on the emails belonged to
the most eminent climatologists involved in global warming research, and
included many of the leading contributors to the United Nations’
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The release had a pointedly
political purpose. A gathering of world leaders to coordinate policy on climate
change was scheduled for December in Copenhagen.

From the emails, an unflattering portrait emerged of the hierarchy of
climatology, caught en famille. The scientists sounded vain, petty, intolerant,
obsessed with media coverage, and abusive to outsiders. They often appeared
clueless when it came to their own data sets and computer programs. In this, they
faced the same problem as Eddington: the past temperature of the earth wasn’t a
single number but an interpretation of very many temperature “proxies” such as
tree rings and ice cores. The emails made it clear that the published assertions of
the climatologists exceeded their confidence in this data—much of which, in any
case, had been lost. And here they confronted a new, more serious problem, one



unknown and probably inconceivable to Eddington: a stream of requests under
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) for the data sets cited in their papers. ’

The alpha bureaucrats, ensconced at the top of the pyramid, were Michael Mann
of Penn State University for the US, and Phil Jones, head of the CRU, for
Britain. The two men nominated each other to awards and pressured colleagues
to sign petitions supporting the IPCC orthodoxy. Questions of loyalty and
disloyalty, of sustaining the information monopoly of the group, absorbed their
emails. The threat which enraged these institutional gatekeepers was the
intruding outsider, the interested amateur, the “skeptics” and “contrarians” who
filed all those FOIA requests.

Mann, Jones, and the circle of scientists around them wrapped themselves in the
mantle of the peer review process, which the “skeptics” had avoided. They were
accredited science professionals, published in legitimate journals. This was their
creed, the source of their authority. But since the group largely controlled peer
review for their field, and a consuming subject of the emails was how to keep
dissenting voices out of the journals and the media, the claim rested on a circular
logic. The supposedly anonymous review process, it was apparent, had become
something of a cozy club in climatology. Here is Jones writing to Mann:

You may think Keith or I have reviewed some of your papers but we
haven't. I've reviewed Ray’s and Malcolm’s—constructively, I hope,
where I thought something could have been done better. I also know

you’ve reviewed my paper with Gabi Hegerl very constructively.

When dissident authors at last managed to publish a peer-reviewed paper in
Climate Research, Mann’s reaction was to attack and delegitimize the
publication.

So what do we do about this? I think we have to stop considering
Climate Research as a legitimate peer-reviewed journal. Perhaps we
should encourage our colleagues in the climate research community to

no longer submit to, or cite papers in, this journal.

Disgusted by the “crap science” in Climate Research, Tom Wigley, a senior
figure at the National Center for Atmospheric Research, proposed going “direct
to the publishers and point out the fact that their journal is being perceived as a



medium for disseminating disinformation under the guise of refereed work.” 1Y
Wigley had in mind a sort of exorcism of the journal, including a purge of the
editor who had allowed the offending paper.

Mike’s approach to get the editorial board members to resign will
probably not work—must get rid of von Storch too . . . I have heard
that the publishers are not happy with von Storch, so the above

approach might remove that hurdle too. 1!

Mann seemed particularly horrified by the fact that one of the authors of the
contrarian paper had been a credentialed astrophysicist from Harvard.

This latest assault uses a compromised peer-review process as da
vehicle for launching a scientific disinformation campaign (often
vicious and personal) under the guise of apparently legitimately
reviewed science, allowing them to make use of the “Harvard”

moniker in the process. 12

The emails showed the world’s leading climatologists busily working to organize
a research cartel. Peer review was a legitimate source of authority when the
process supported their positions. It was compromised, if not malicious, when it
offered critics of the orthodoxy a platform. The wish to crush dissenting views,
in their minds, had become indistinguishable from the pursuit of truth. In this
attempt they ultimately failed, but not, the emails revealed, for lack of trying.

Behind much of the bureaucratic hand-wringing loomed the shadowy figure of
Steve MclIntyre. We have heard his story before: the amateur who has crashed
into the inner sanctum of authority. MclIntyre, a Canadian with a talent for
mathematics, had developed an interest in climate science around 2002. His
blog, Climate Audit, became the central point of reference for a noisy vital
community of climate data doubters. Almost all the FOIA requests for data
bemoaned in the emails came from MclIntyre and his supporters.

Mclntyre stood in the same relation to climate science that Wael Ghonim did to
the Mubarak regime. He was a man from nowhere, empowered by disruptive
new technologies to conduct himself in ways that the bureaucrats from the
Center found appalling.



“I must admit to having little regard for the web,” wrote Jones in one of the
earlier emails. “. . . I would ignore the so-called skeptics until they get to the

peer-review arena.” 1° “I know the world changes and the way we do things
changes,” Jones reflected much later, with evident regret, “but these requests and
the sorts of simple mistakes [sic], should not have an influence in the way things

have been adequately dealt with for over a century.” 14 His was the voice of the
great industrial institutions, watching their world dissolve into chaos.

Although the climatologists, in their internal emails, occasionally acknowledged
that Mclntyre’s calculations were correct, externally they felt compelled to
denigrate and condemn him at every step, without compromise. “Personally, I
don’t see why you should make any concessions for this moron,” Mann

admonished a British colleague.'> In an email to Jones, Mann took an ever
harder line: “I would not give them anything. I would not respond or even
acknowledge receipt of their emails. There is no reason to give them any data, in

my opinion, and I think we do so at our own peril!” 1

Ben Santer, of Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, best expressed the
shared conviction that McIntyre represented the barbarian inside the gates:

I believe our community should no longer tolerate the behavior of Mr.
Mclintyre and his cronies. [ . .. ] In my opinion, Steve MclIntyre is the
self-appointed Joe McCarthy of climate science. I am unwilling to
submit to his McCarthy-style investigation of my scientific research . .
. I will continue to refuse such data requests in the future. Nor will I
provide MclIntyre with computer programs, email correspondence, etc.
I feel very strongly about these issues. We should not be coerced by the

scientific equivalent of a playground bully. 17

The object of such fear and loathing, we should remind ourselves, wasn’t a US
senator like Joseph McCarthy, or any kind of political force. Mclntyre was an
obscure blogger, with no other power than that of persuasion. It was the act of
being questioned by a trespasser—a novelty since Einstein’s day—that the
scientists found intolerable. In their communications, too, the leading
practitioners of climatology came across as nothing like Einstein. They sounded
self-interested and close-minded, the exact opposite of the public’s idea of what
a scientist should be—and, after the release of the emails, they were exposed in



this unflattering aspect for the world to see.

Coverage of the CRU emails played out in an erratic manner typical of the
global information sphere. Mass media, uncertain what to make of the story, at
first shied away from it, but the content of the emails exploded across the
blogosphere, beginning with the vital community around Climate Audit. On
November 20, The Telegraph published a tendentious column titled
“Climategate: The final nail in the coffin of ‘Anthropogenic Climate

Change?’” 18 With that, the incident received its permanent, if unimaginative,
name. The news media now rushed in, with the slant of coverage wholly
dependent on the source’s editorial line on man-made climate change. CRU
scientists, just as unimaginatively, insisted they had been taken out of context,
and that the episode unmasked a campaign of “character assassination”

conducted by “skeptics.” 12

The consequences were uncertain. Erosion of trust in climate science possibly
played a part in the failure of the Copenhagen summit, but this would be difficult
to prove—and, in any case, falls outside the scope of this chapter. Several of the
climatologists involved in the emails, including Mann and Jones, were
investigated by the institutions for which they worked. Though their careers as
bureaucratic lords of science were over, all were exonerated. Given that it was
the Center investigating the Center, this judgment was predictable. Of much
greater interest was how the public judged the matter.

I believe the public judged science more severely than the scientific institutions
judged themselves. I grant that this, too, is hard to prove: there are no
measurements of public trust in science before and after Climategate that I am
aware of. There is no data going back to 1919. Existing surveys show a

significant decline in trust, 2 yet I suspect they understate the case: many people,
when asked about science, still think of Einstein rather than the Climatic
Research Unit of the University of East Anglia. They fondly recall the solitary
seeker after truth and fail to see the master bureaucrat. Only when focused on
specific issues does the public admit, even to itself, the full measure of its
distrust.

People on the left believe that science is a tool of Big Business, that scientists are
willing to poison us with genetically modified food and torture laboratory



animals to earn a bigger profit for their paymasters. This may be an
exaggeration, but, as a general proposition, it’s accurate enough. Corporations
undeniably pay for and control a substantial percentage of all scientific research.

For people on the right, science has become the handmaiden of Big Government,
raising climate and environmental scares to justify the imposition of ever more
restrictive political controls over every aspect of life. And this, too, while
overstating the case, is generally correct. Government favor is the single most
important factor in science research today. It’s disingenuous to imagine that such
favor would be granted without considerations of power and political advantage.

The revelations in the CRU emails likely drove the public one more step down a
path in which its perception of science and the scientist have been radically
transformed. The beneficent guardian of truth has become, at best, a self-serving
ally of remote elites, and at worst the amoral lackey of money and power. The
transformation has been partial and erratic, and at any given time can exclude
favored fields of science. This doesn’t matter in the larger picture. Legitimacy,
like marriage, is a yes-or-no proposition. You can’t be partially married, and you
can’t be partially legitimate.

I could trace the crisis of authority of the scientific establishment indirectly to
that moment in 1919, and the expectations formed in the mind of the public
regarding the power of science and the nature of the scientist. These expectations
were wholly unrealistic, but a lack of realism has characterized the public’s
relationship to the great institutions. In the past, this inflated the prestige of the
institutions. Today, it has left them exposed to accusations of conspiracy and
fraud. The failure of the scientist to live up to his exalted image has eroded the
legitimacy of his position, I suspect to a fatal extent.

My final incident offered a glimpse into the possible repercussions for individual
scientists of this fall from grace.

On April 6, 2009, the ancient Italian city of L’Aquila suffered a devastating
earthquake. L’Aquila’s buildings, old and new, collapsed like matchsticks,
leaving more than 300 dead and over 65,000 homeless. In the aftermath, the
Italian public’s fury turned against the scientists of the National Commission for
the Forecast and Prevention of Major Risks—an institution whose unfortunate
name was felt to be the opposite of its performance. Prosecutors indicted seven



Commission members for manslaughter, charging that they had provided
“inexact, incomplete, and contradictory information” about the risk of a killer

earthquake. 2/> In October 2012, the seven men were convicted, sentenced to six
years in prison, and fined over $10 million.

This may have seemed like a case of outrageous expectations gone bad, Italian-
style—and, on the surface, it was. But the episode contained many layers of
conflict and confusion.

L’Aquila, like California, sat on a major fault-line, and had experienced several
smaller earthquakes leading up to the April 6 disaster. Days before tragedy
struck, the scientist-bureaucrats of the Risk Commission had met in the city to
assess the situation. Their attention had been divided between two topics,
however. One was the possibility of a major earthquake in the region. The other
was the intrusion of an amateur into their special domain, in the person of
Gioacchino Giuliani.

Giuliani, a local man, claimed to have invented a method to forecast earthquakes
by using unorthodox indicators, such as radon levels. He wasn’t a seismologist
or any kind of a scientist: The Economist described him, somewhat derisively, as

a “laboratory technician” at a nuclear physics institute.2? But he had attracted a
considerable amount of attention for himself, and spread some alarm among the
public, by forecasting that a serious earthquake would hit the nearby town of

Sulmona precisely on March 29. 22 This turned out to be a false alarm.

It was Giuliani and his tramping into the precinct of rightful authority, as much
as the threat of seismic catastrophe, which concerned the men of the Risk
Commission at their meeting in L’Aquila. In their discussion of the science,
behind closed doors, they acknowledged multiple times that the possibility of a
major earthquake couldn’t be ruled out. When they emerged to face the media,
however, they appeared more interested in refuting Giuliani’s alarmist
statements.

“The scientific community continues to confirm to me that in fact it is a
favorable situation, that is to say a continuous discharge of energy,” affirmed
Bernardo De Bernardinis, a high official in the Italian government’s scientific
bureaucracy and the only one of the seven who was not actually a scientist.



When asked whether the public should relax with a glass of wine, De
Bernardinis replied, “Absolutely, absolutely,” and recommended a local

vintage. 2% Six days later, L’ Aquila lay in ruins.

The public needed an assessment of risk. It reasonably concluded that the Risk
Commission was doing just that. The public heard an expert forecast: the
“continuous discharge of energy” from the smaller earthquakes meant a
negligible risk of a dangerous one. But the experts on the Commission didn’t
think they were making a forecast. The scientist-bureaucrats believed they were
countering bad science, and reasserting their authority against an illegitimate
practitioner—a trespasser. The Risk Commission’s statements, as one perceptive
analyst observed, “were not specifically about earthquakes at all, but instead
were about which individuals the public should view as legitimate and

authoritative and which they should not.” 22

Public anger over perceived institutional failure drove the criminal prosecutions,
while the convictions evoked public satisfaction. But for the scientists, the entire
episode was incomprehensible. “I still don’t understand what I was convicted

of,” one of them, a geophysicist, exclaimed after being sentenced. 2°

It’s a fair question. I'd like to end my brief examination of science as an
institution of authority with an attempt to answer it.

The Risk Commission experts were convicted because they had been unwilling
to admit, in public, to the degree of uncertainty which science imposed on

them. 2/ They had been unwilling to say, out in the open, “We don’t know
whether or not a major earthquake will strike L’ Aquila in the short term.” In this
unwillingness, they behaved in a manner typical of the Center hierarchy. The
climatologists at CRU had also felt that announcing the statistical level of
uncertainty in their findings would get in the way of their message. “It is not
right to ignore uncertainty, but expressing this merely in an arbitrary way . . .
allows the uncertainty to swamp the magnitude of the changes through time,”

Keith Briffa had complained. 28

Institutions such as the Risk Commission represented authority, which is another
way of saying they dealt in certainty. They claimed competence over truth and
falsehood, each in its domain. Any hint of doubt undermined this claim. Public



uncertainty created an opportunity for unscrupulous outsiders—people like
Gioacchino Giuliani and Steve MclIntyre—to pollute the mind of the public with
“crap science.”

The pose of infallibility, however, required Einstein-like levels of success, and a
monopoly of the means of persuasion. In the event, neither condition was
remotely met.

The Italian experts were convicted because they had stumbled into the ditch
between their aspirations as scientists and their power as authoritative
bureaucrats. The expertise they possessed had raised them up to be members of
the Risk Commission, but as members of the Commission they had concentrated
their energies on chasing off intruders like Giuliani, rather than on the substance
of their expertise.

The seven were convicted, finally, because the exaggerated expectations of
science by the Italian public could only lead, sooner or later, to disenchantment
and the perception of failure. Science would never be God. Scientists weren’t
commanders in a war against cancer, or saviors of the earth against climate
change—or, in this case, far-seeing prophets of imminent catastrophe. Einstein’s
predictive power, it turned out, didn’t extend beyond his special field of inquiry.
In a time of overabundant information and collapsing institutional barriers,
within societies of distrust, the result was bound to be a sense of betrayal and a
desire to punish.

None of this justified prosecution, much less incarceration. That wasn’t the
argument I intended to make. My argument was this: the deep conflict between
the public and authority is not merely political but total. No established
institution has been forgiven, not even science, once the most revered. In the
context of Italy, the prosecution of the Risk Commission scientists must be
viewed as part of a larger revolt against the elites, which was to produce, in
2013, electoral victories for a political party from nowhere, the Five Star
movement.

The public, in command of the information sphere, has found corruption
everywhere at the Center, and has wielded its new persuasive power to attack the
legitimacy of every authoritative institution. The criminalization of scientific
error was just one clash in this war of the worlds. The tendency has been to



dismiss the episode as somehow peculiarly Italian, but the conflict, I repeat, is
structural and global. Italy’s government, it may be, was peculiarly weak, and
easily stampeded by the public. If this was the case, then Italy in 2009 may have
provided a peek at the future of other democratic governments.

THE PANIC OF THE EXPERTS, OR HOW THOSE WHO THOUGHT THEY
KNEW DIDN’T

If Henri Rosanvallon’s “society of distrust” had an official date of birth, it would
be Monday, September 15, 2008: the day the Lehman Brothers investment bank,
after a protracted agony, finally went bust. In the economic carnage that
followed, the expert and political elites betrayed astonishing levels of
cluelessness, and did so at center stage, where the whole world could see.
Bankers and regulators, politicians and bureaucrats—all turned out to have made
drunken-sailor bets on the future, in effect helping to push the US economy over
a cliff of illiquidity and bad debt. The consequences were immediate and
devastating. Across the world, ordinary people lost trillions of dollars.
Unemployment rose to the highest levels in a generation.

Six years later, in early 2014, the afflicted economies had yet to recover from the
wreckage of 2008—and trust in economic experts had vanished, probably
forever.

My story, of course, concerns this shipwreck of the expert class rather than the
crisis itself. A fitting place to start is with the life and times of Alan Greenspan,
the man who transformed the economic expert into a glamorous, almost mythical
figure.

In 1987, President Ronald Reagan appointed Greenspan chairman of the Board
of Governors of the Federal Reserve System—a portentous name for the central
bank of the United States, usually called, without affection, “the Fed.” By law,
the mission of the Fed was, and still is, to maintain the stability of prices while
promoting sustainable growth and full employment. The claims behind these
goals possessed what I can only describe as a magical quality. They presupposed
powers of prophecy and control wholly detached from economic reality. The
chairman of the Fed, like the genie in the Arabian Nights, was expected to tame
the whirlwind.



Greenspan’s appointment came in August. Two months later, on Black Monday,
October 19, 1987, the stock market dropped over 500 points. A trillion dollars of
held wealth disappeared overnight. The 22 percent one-day decline was the
largest in history—by comparison, the stock market crash which preceded the
Great Depression had amounted to less than 12 percent. On the following day
—“Terrible Tuesday”—stocks of many famous companies stopped trading on
the New York Stock Exchange. They could not find buyers.

No one, inside the Fed or out, had any idea why the markets had tumbled. No
one knew how to reverse the free fall—or how to prevent a financial catastrophe
from swallowing up the economy. The new chairman received panicked,
contradictory advice. Although the Fed’s staff had drafted a long, technical
statement to reassure the markets, Greenspan opted for a terse proclamation:
“The Federal Reserve, consistent with its responsibilities as the nation’s central
bank, affirmed today its readiness to serve as a source of liquidity to support the

economic and financial system.” 22 This signaled a change in Fed policy toward
cheaper money.

By the end of Terrible Tuesday, the markets had rallied to a record gain. In the
ensuing weeks, stocks resumed their upward climb. The reasons for the recovery
were no less inscrutable than those for the initial collapse, but Greenspan

received much of the credit.Y Relieved elected officials and the news media
alike determined that someone must have been in charge during the crisis, and
the chairman of the Fed, whose job description hinted at superhuman powers,
was the logical choice.

The episode established the pattern for Greenspan’s 18-year tenure at the Fed.
During that time, the US economy enjoyed an uninterrupted run of growth,
coupled with low inflation and unemployment. Because of his position,
Greenspan was thought to deserve the lion’s share of applause for the continuing
prosperity. Greenspan himself avoided making this claim. Like every good
analyst, he understood that the future was unknowable, and he felt keenly the

limits of his ability to influence the economy. 2!

But he was chairman of the Fed. He stood at the pinnacle of a great hierarchy of
authority, and my suspicion is that he believed he had to be perceived as
prophetic and in command of the situation. Instead of voicing his doubts openly,



he developed a tortured style of communication which allowed different
observers to draw diametrically opposed conclusions about what he had said. =2

He called this “constructive ambiguity.” 22> Every word Greenspan uttered in
public was parsed for meaning, like holy writ. Even his silences were interpreted
as conspiratorial.

Greenspan received praise for engineering a “soft landing” for the economy in
1995-1996: to many, he appeared to have repealed the iron necessity of the
business cycle. In a rare moment of pride, Greenspan compared the theory of the
soft landing with FEinstein’s theory of relativity, and his own search for

meaningful economic data with Eddington’s excursion to Principe and Brazil. 2*
This was more perceptive than he knew. Greenspan, like Einstein, had risen to
become a towering figure in his field, an expert’s expert, to be sure, but also a
celebrity to ordinary people. Bob Woodward’s 2000 biography of the Fed
chairman was titled Maestro, evoking the image of a genius conductor, leading
the economy to a flawless performance with a wave of his baton.

When, at the age of 79, Greenspan retired from the Fed in January 2006, an
article in The Economist alluded to his “near god-like status” and observed that
he was often called “the second most powerful person in the country.” “Alan
Greenspan has dominated American economic policy for two decades,” the
article reflected. “Who can fill his shoes and what will happen to the Federal

Reserve once he is gone?” 2> Greenspan’s most significant achievement had been
to persuade the elites and the public that the pursuit of material happiness
required supervision by a brilliant specialist.

Greenspan represented a relatively new type of public person. He was something
of an economic authority but very much a master bureaucrat. This hybrid, the
expert-bureaucrat, belonged in the same class with the journalist, the corporate
CEO, the university administrator, and, indeed, the scientist-bureaucrat. All
seemed to be part of the eternal order of things, but were in fact creatures of the
industrial age.

As late as 1922, Walter Lippmann had celebrated the arrival of the “specially
trained man” who was “oriented toward a wider system of truth than that which
arises spontaneously in the amateur’s mind.” Increasingly, Lippmann noted, “the
more enlightened directing minds have called in experts who were trained, or



had trained themselves, to make parts of this Great Society intelligible to those

who manage it.” 27 Put in simpler terms: governments craved control, and the
experts, in exchange for a place in the hierarchy, offered to demonstrate how it
could be imposed.

The modern economy is a prodigiously complex swirl of human activity. During
the twentieth century, the “more enlightened directing minds” in government,
arm-in-arm with their experts, erected an intricate structure of authority around
this transactional blur. The Fed occupied the heights, and was granted
independent authority to avoid pollution from the democratic process. But there
were many mansions in the economic bureaucracy. Consider the following very
partial roster of the economic institutions maintained by the Federal government
at the time of the 2008 financial crisis:

Office of the Comptroller of the Currency (established in 1863),
Federal Reserve System (1913), Securities and Exchange Commission
(1934), Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (1934), National
Credit Union Administration (1934), Commodity Futures Trading
Commission (1936), Federal National Mortgage Association (1938),
Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (1939), Federal Loan Home
Mortgage Corporation (1970), Bureau of Economic Analysis (1972),
Bureau of Labor Analysis (1972), Financial Crimes Enforcement

Network (1990). 38

The expert-bureaucrats who staffed these agencies made specific claims of
competence. They held that the vast throng of amateurs involved in economic
activity regularly succumbed to a disorder John Maynard Keynes had labeled
“animal spirits” and Greenspan called “irrational exuberance.” Primitive
emotions blinded the public to the big picture and the common good. The expert,
however, was a disinterested seeker after knowledge. Given a measure of
political power, transformed into an expert-bureaucrat, he would predict the
economy’s trajectory and achieve outcomes beneficial to all—higher
employment rates, say, or a more equitable distribution of income. That was the
immanent faith manifested in the Fed’s mission. Those were the claims
seemingly validated by the triumphant career of Alan Greenspan.
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And so we circle back to 2008. The blithe unawareness of the expert class as it



drove the financial system over the brink, and the obvious confusion, often
amounting to panic, with which it confronted the disaster, falsified in pain and
loss its claims to competence. Every institution in the system failed
catastrophically, beginning with Greenspan’s Fed, which encouraged a casino
atmosphere by flooding the markets with easy money. Investment firms like
Lehman Brothers took that money and “leveraged” it, betting $30 for each dollar
they actually held in their hands. The rating agencies like Moody’s and Standard
and Poor’s, designated by the government to assess investment risk, gave the
complex, untested subprime securities a AAA rating: when all was said and

done, Moody’s had missed the mark by 20,000 percent. > The White House and
Congress pumped the housing bubble by pressuring regulators to accept ever
riskier mortgages.

It was a total bankruptcy of the elites—only the public paid the bill.

While the financial system fell to pieces, the people in authority reacted with
uncomprehending shock. “How did we get here?” President George W. Bush

wondered. %Y He did not receive an answer. “What happened? How the fuck did
we get here?” asked investment financier Peter Weinberg during a frenzied

meeting in New York.*! “How could the government have allowed this to
happen?” demanded a member of the Lehman board, betraying, in extremis, an

unshaken faith in the ideal of the expert-bureaucrat. 42

Afterwards, most players in the economic melodrama insisted that failure to
predict the meltdown had been universal. “S&P is not alone in having been taken
by surprise by the extreme decline in the housing and mortgage markets,” the
head of Standard and Poor’s testified before Congress. “Virtually no one, be they
homeowners, financial institutions, rating agencies, regulators, or investors,

anticipated what is coming.”#®> This wasn’t strictly true. Warnings about a
housing bubble abounded before the fall, but the people who voiced them had

been ignored or marginalized.

Whether the crisis was or could have been predicted, or whether all the
economic prophets, right or wrong, merely rode a thin stream of randomness
atop a massively complex system in the manner described by N. N. Taleb, I am

not qualified to say: thankfully, I’'m not an economic analyst.*> But it was an
extraordinary defense of the performance of the expert class to say that none of



them, at any level, had known what was coming.

Barack Obama’s election to the presidency offered this class one last chance at
redemption. Candidate Obama had called the crisis “the logical conclusion of a
tired and misguided philosophy that has dominated Washington for far too

long.” 4% Once in office, President Obama reiterated the thesis that “failed
economic theories” had brought the crisis about. “I reject those theories,” he

asserted bluntly. %’ Political considerations, the new president argued, had
corrupted expert judgment in the Bush years. A new team, free of such animal
spirits and guided by sound economic theories, would restore the country to
prosperity.

The economic stimulus legislation, crafted by administration experts and passed
by Congress in February 2009, implemented the president’s thesis. To help sell
the $787 billion package, two White House economists, Christina Romer and
Jared Bernstein, provided hard projections of how the measure would bring

down unemployment. #¢ Their report, I’d like to think, reflected the sincerity of
President Obama’s intentions, but it was a political miscalculation.

Unemployment stood at 7.3 percent as of December 2008. Romer and Bernstein
calculated that, absent a stimulus, it would climb to around 9 percent by early
2010, but with the stimulus in place it would peak lower, at 8 percent, and it
would decline faster, by the middle of 2009. Here was a bold attempt at
prophecy by the new team of experts: in the event, it was wildly over-optimistic.
Unemployment peaked at 10.1 percent after the stimulus bill passed, and didn’t
touch 8 percent until late 2012—much worse than the worst-case projections

without the stimulus.2? In human terms, the White House numbers had missed
the plight of over three million unemployed Americans.

Nate Silver offered two reasons for Romer and Bernstein’s disconcerting failure
at prediction, and neither of them seemed flattering to the expert class. The first
was ignorance of actual economic conditions. The economy in 2009 happened to
be in far worse shape than the experts, for all their statistical wizardry, had
realized. The second reason was overconfidence in tracking the trajectory of
unemployment. It had never been possible to predict the movement of major
economic indicators, such as unemployment, with anything like the decimal-

point accuracy claimed by Romer and Bernstein. 2V



Yet I suspect that it was equally impossible for a personage high in a structure of
authority—a sitting president, a White House economist—to acknowledge, in
public, the impossibility of prophecy. Within this contradiction, much about the
crisis of authority of the institutions can be explained.

The experts in the new administration, it turned out, had performed no better
than their discredited predecessors. The new economic theories had been no
more successful at achieving desired outcomes than the old, failed ones. The
bankruptcy of the expert class was a bipartisan affair. By publishing hard
projections, the Obama White House had gambled on the qualitative difference
between its expert-bureaucrats and those who had come before. It would have
been better served by emulating Alan Greenspan’s purposeful obscurities.

Not that Greenspan’s reputation survived the shipwreck. The former chairman,
once above criticism, was hauled before Congress in October 2008 and badgered
by politicians desperately seeking a scapegoat. Greenspan himself, so adept at
letting others perceive him as infallible, now admitted to being “in a state of
shocked disbelief” and to have made a “mistake”—he had found “a flaw in the

model . . . that defines how the world works.” 22

“A critical pillar to market competition and free markets did break down,”
Greenspan concluded, adding what might be considered the epitaph for the class
he had helped raise to the heights of influence: “I still do not fully understand

why it happened.” >3

The failure of the elites in 2008 took place before the bewildered eyes of the
public. A feeling of betrayal, of having been lied to, thus compounded the
general fearfulness about the future. Of course, the public had connived in the
impossible expectations heaped on the expert-bureaucrats. The public assumed
that someone would be in control, demanded that the institutions of prosperity
function smoothly, but left the dirty details to the machinations of the Center.
Few complained during the fat years, but when the crack-up came, an
unconquerable sectarianism shielded the public from any sense of responsibility,
and allowed it to place the blame squarely on the shoulders of the people in
authority.

Recriminations followed predictable patterns. People on the left blamed the
crisis on the deregulation of the banking industry. To a certain extent, they were



correct. People on the right blamed massive political interference in economic
activity. They too had a good case to make. But both critiques, as well as others
involving “greed” and more elaborate conspiracies, missed the larger point. One
side assumed that only legislators and regulators could control the future, the
other that only the markets could do so. On the evidence of 2008, however, the
gap between the institutions’ claims of competence and reality had been vast and
deep. Nobody knew what was coming.

The search for culprits was less divisive than the search for causes. All who had
been in a position of authority when the disaster struck were denounced as
frauds and scoundrels. All the justifications which had propped up the political
and economic status quo were put in question. Trust in government as a whole

reached all-time lows. >* The Bush administration departed in disgrace, and the
Republican Party lost the presidency and both houses of Congress in the 2008
elections. After the failure of the stimulus, the tide of distrust turned against
President Obama and the Democrats, who had their ruling coalition shattered in
the 2010 mid-term elections.

Trust also tumbled in the banks, the stock market, corporations.>> Many
pressured the government to prosecute bankers responsible for the crisis—a
criminalization of failure roughly parallel to the L’Aquila earthquake affair in
Italy. One opinion poll showed a large majority of Americans favoring a public
audit of the Fed, while another survey of US investors showed minimal trust in

Fed chairman Ben Bernanke. >° The expert-bureaucrat had been discredited and
dethroned. The alternative to the expert, however, was always another expert:
Bernanke for Greenspan, Janet Yellen for Bernanke. The elites’ failure in
economic governance confronted a public unwilling to do much more than
condemn and punish. The non-economic consequence of the 2008 financial
crisis, therefore, was a feast of negation, celebrated with rare unanimity in both
mass and social media.
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THE FIFTH WAVE

Enter any large shopping center if you wish to challenge my hypothesis. Enter,
for example, Tyson’s Galleria, a golden temple of consumption for upscale
shoppers, which I sometimes visit on rainy days. Built in 1988, it was expanded
in 1997 and made to appear—so the designers believed—*"“like a European
streetscape.” In reality, it looks a bit like a hallucination by the artist M. C.
Escher.

Here, you will be insulated from the bitter negations of 2008. You will encounter
no discernible effects from the great insurgencies of 2011. In this book, I have
described traumatic assaults by the public on the centers of authority in every
domain: meanwhile, Tyson’s Galleria rolls on, imperturbably ostentatious. Stores
come and go, but the system endures, untouched. A top-down, brick-and-mortar,
hierarchical structure—the shopping center—appears to be surviving, in fact
thriving, in a networked age.

If you pursue this line of questioning, you will soon arrive at a fundamental
dilemma. The disasters of 2008 were at bottom a failure of capitalism. The
people in authority who were discredited and swept away in the aftermath could
be described as the capitalist elite. They had claimed authority over the sources
of prosperity, but were shown to be clueless and unsteady. The closest thing to a
papal figure in capitalism, Alan Greenspan, now acknowledged that the system
failed to grasp how the world really worked.

Yet here you are in Tyson’s Galleria, a dazzling little chapel in the capitalist
church. You might as well have been there in the boom years before 2008: little
has changed. Capitalism, it would appear, is still very much with us.

So my dilemma is how to square the revolt of the public and the crisis of the
institutions with the apparent survival of capitalism. Note that I am prevented, by
my own methods, from claiming that a reckoning will take place in the future. I
have rejected prophetic analysis. The story I tell must be bound to the empirical
evidence, which means, generally speaking, to talking about the present and the
past.

Because I find this dilemma to be rolled up into layers, like an onion, I will try to
peel them back, one at a time.



If the question is whether capitalism survived the trauma of 2008, the answer
must be, “Yes, so far.” It may have suffered terrible wounds which will be the
cause of its demise. We may look back some day and realize 2008 was the end of
the capitalist era. That is unknowable. At the moment, six years after the crash,
no alternatives exist, no one is calling for revolution, and Tyson’s Galleria opens
its doors to affluent consumers rather than protesters.

6.4 Tyson’s Galleria, 20132/

If the question is whether the revolt of the public has constituted a threat to
capitalism, the answer must be, “Not really.” The people of the left denounced
capitalism in 2011, but they had always done so. The proclamations of the
indignados in Spain and the US Occupiers were sprinkled with anti-capitalist
and anti-“system” rhetoric, and even Israel’s tent city protesters, mildest of the
lot, felt compelled to attack “swinish capitalism.” If my interpretation of 2011
was correct, however, anti-capitalism was only one element in the vast utopian
ambitions of the street insurgents, who aimed to abolish history, the determinism



of cause and effect, and ultimately themselves, on behalf of a purified future.
That such airy ideals were unrealizable fit the sectarian temper of the rebels: they
meant to protest, not replace. Anti-capitalism was never an alternative to
capitalism. It was another path to negation—when pushed hard enough, to
nihilism.

The people of the web, on the other hand, pictured the perfect future in terms of
powerful personalized technologies, and glorified the venture capitalists, and,
above all, the techno-hipsters like Steve Jobs, who made those technologies
possible.

The prosperity of Tyson’s Galleria, and of similar gilded places all over the
globe, indicates that the public in revolt hasn’t been notably anti-capitalist, anti-
business, or even anti- any particular corporation, no matter how unpopular or
powerful. No protests took place against BP during the 2010 Deepwater Horizon
oil spill. Google and Microsoft have inspired anxiety in Europe’s political class,
but the European public has been happy to exploit the platforms provided by
these companies to evade and abuse their elites. Similarly, the campaign against
Walmart in the US has been conducted by organized pressure groups and elected
officials, and is not the result of a revolt from below.

The public can strike at a corporation, ferociously and with the speed of light,
when it feels that its peculiar interests have been threatened. An example was the
backlash against GoDaddy, after that company announced its support of the Stop
Online Piracy Act (SOPA), a measure which sought to expand the reach of
copyright law over web content. A boycott organized online was so successful
that within 24 hours GoDaddy had caved in and proclaimed its opposition to
SOPA. The incident was short-lived: once GoDaddy changed its stand, the
protests ended. But it demonstrated the public’s ability to unleash chaos on the
marketplace, if it were interested in doing so.

Moving on to the next layer: if the question is whether a networked public has
influenced the conduct of business, the answer must be, “Yes, in spades.” The
public has imposed a single all-important demand on business, the same as it has
done on government, politicians, educators, media, and service providers: that
every transaction treat the customer as a person, with active tastes and interests,
rather than as a passive and undifferentiated member of a mass.



Remember that ugly word, “disaggregation.” Meaning: to unbundle, to unpack—
to tear apart. As it was in politics, the disaggregation of the masses has been a
revolutionary economic event. It marked the passing of John Kenneth
Galbraith’s “new industrial state,” in which Big Business and Big Labor divided
the spoils of the modern economy at the consumer’s expense. Today, Big
Business faces a radically shortened life expectancy, Big Labor is in full retreat,
and the consumer—the mutinous public—is in command.

Companies which cater to idiosyncratic tastes have flourished. The standard
example is Amazon, with its vast inventory and “people like you” algorithm,
although a host of online stores fits the bill as well. (The trajectory of the $1.4
trillion commercial web can serve as Exhibit A for the public’s lack of interest in
anti-capitalist jihad.) For a success story in brick and mortar I would nominate
Starbucks, where you can linger as long as you wish, sipping “latte” with
cinnamon and caramel but no trace of milk, if that’s what you happen to crave.

But these are momentary victors, who may be—many certainly will be—
defeated and replaced tomorrow. The revolutionary economic impact of the
demand for subjectivized treatment is not to be found in “long tail effects” or the
growth of the digital bazaar, but rather in the marketplace turbulence such a
demand must cause—in the churning of innovation and production, of corporate
organization and corporate extinction. Industrial behemoths which imposed on
the public the inflexibilities of their production systems are being toppled: the
economic equivalent of the Mubarak regime is surely GM. Their successors,
however, will lead an impermanent existence in a landscape swept by
contradictory impulses.
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followed the logic of the assembly line. The conversion of the masses into a
networked public, we have seen, only became possible with the arrival of digital
technologies and the development of the global information sphere. A very
different logic now seems to be at work—innovation has caused an atomization
of demand, and atomized demand has driven ever faster rates of innovation in
nearly all fields of economic activity. It is not an illusion that life today feels like
a sequential wrestling with one new thing after another, in a vertiginous cycle of
change.

In Race Against the Machine, Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee
conjectured that this frenzy of innovation has been a major reason for the
stagnant economic growth since 2008. “The root of our problems is not that
we’re in a Great Recession or a Great Stagnation, but rather that we are in the
early throes of a Great Restructuring,” they argued. “Our technologies are racing
ahead but many of our skills and organizations are lagging behind.” Normally,
these authors wrote, a “well-functioning economy” would adjust to the current
transition in consumption patterns.

However, when the changes happen faster than expectations and/or
institutions can adjust, the transition can be cataclysmic. Accelerating
technology in the past decade has disrupted not just one sector but

virtually all of them. 2

I find Brynjolfsson and McAfee’s thesis somewhat speculative. But reflect, for a
moment, on the chart above. It isn’t just speculation that this churning of new
things must be disastrous for companies which specialized in producing the old
things. Half the firms listed on the Fortune 500 in 1999 had dropped out by

2009. %Y According to Richard Foster, the average lifespan of a company on the
S&P 500 has declined from 67 years in the 1920s to 15 years today. °!
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If the information in both charts is integrated, the story that jumps out is of a



business environment riven by conflict and stress. Whether or not the flood of
innovation has disrupted the economy as a whole, as Brynjolfsson and McAfee
believed, it has been associated with something resembling an extinction event
for individual corporations. The reality of change and hardship behind the story,
I note, is consistent with the expected effects of the Fifth Wave on the
marketplace.

Individual shops at Tyson’s Galleria do indeed come and go. Shopping malls rise
and fall. It has been Tyson’s good fortune (so far) to count among the risers.

The public has been perfectly indifferent to this rolling massacre of the
corporations. And so it should be: out of the carnage, it gets what it wants. Some
companies deliver the goods. That others tried and failed—and died—is of little
consequence. The first are now last, and the consumer is in charge.

We come here to a great paradox and tentative explanation about why the
networked public, so destructive of the status quo, has tolerated and to some
extent embraced the standing economic system. The market is pure trial and
error. In business, as in nature, most new trials fail. This is true of every sphere
of human activity. Most new government policies fail to meet their intended
goals, for example. Most educational reforms fail. Most scientific hypotheses
fail. The trial part of trial and error entails mostly error, unless the set of trials is
large and competitive enough to produce a possible success, and the system is
smart and agile enough to recognize success and reward it.

Many of the structures battered by the global struggle between the public and the
elites have been captives of single-trial processes, and sought to define success
hierarchically, from authority. New initiatives typically have failed—and failure
has been typically explained away and doubled down on. The CIA, we saw,
demanded and received more money after 9/11. Advocates of the $787 billion
stimulus blamed its failure on the insufficient amounts spent. Such arguments
persuaded only while the institutions held a monopoly of the means of
information and communication: in other words, only so long as they went
unquestioned. Today, of course, the public always questions, and will usually
find the answer in the information sphere.
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In business, an immense variety of trials gets conducted in parallel for every



potentially profitable outcome, and success or failure is determined from below,
by the consumer. If a company fails badly enough, it’s gone. The void will be
filled by a more successful company. The quickening of the rate of extinctions
has represented the remarkable adaptation of capitalism, as a system, to the
hostile conditions of the Fifth Wave, including the pervasive anti-authority
sentiment.

I want to be precise. I am not saying that business has been smarter or more
effective than government. Corporations invest heavily in being smart and
effective, but Paul Ormerod has shown that, allowing for the difference in time
scales, the failure rate of businesses recapitulates the mindless, random pattern

of species extinction.®® Nor am I claiming that the corporate CEO has
demonstrated greater prophetic powers than, say, the scientist or the bureaucrat.
On this point, I will simply cite Duncan Watts: “Corporate performance is
generally determined less by the actions of CEOs than by outside factors, like
the performance of the overall industry or the economy as a whole, over which

individual leaders have no control.” %> It would be strange, anyhow, to glorify the
captain of a ship whose expectation of sinking increases by the moment.

In the current environment, as I understand it, businesses have proved no wiser,
more far-seeing, or successful than other institutional actors. But capitalism, as a
whole, has made more productive use of the failure of its parts than most
institutions under assault by the public. To borrow Taleb’s terminology,
capitalism appears to be “antifragile”: it “regenerates itself continuously by
using, rather than suffering from, random events, unpredictable shocks, stressors,

and volatility.” °© This has allowed the system to prosper despite the horrors of
2008, while, not unrelatedly, bestowing on the consumer a multitude of new
technologies and products.

For the individual company, however, the speeded-up environment has felt like a
bum’s rush—an unmitigated disaster. And this brings up the last, strange wrinkle
in our economic dilemma.

If the question is whether the individual corporation stands in a similar relation
to the mutinous public as do all the hierarchies of the Center, the answer must
be, “It sure looks that way.” At the level of the single company, the new
marketplace, dominated by personalized demand, resembles the larger conflict I



have described in this book, only in miniature and on fast forward. The heart of
the matter is structural. Today’s companies were organized for the industrial age.
Beyond a minimal size, each company is a little bureaucracy set up to do one
thing, or a few things, well. A company may do its thing better or worse than
competitors, but if asked to do something different, or to keep changing what it
does, it will perform terribly. Bureaucracies are good at conservation, dismally
bad at change.

The corporate world is aware of the contradiction, and has been engaged for
some time in a frenzied tinkering on the margins of the status quo in the hope of
finding a solution. Calls for “changing the culture,” for implanting a “culture of
innovation,” for “thinking like a startup,” have become part of the background
noise of doing business. Unfortunately, the trouble isn’t cultural or
psychological. It’s structural, and it threatens the authority of powerful persons
and groups within each corporation. Few of them can be expected to embrace the
threat. Attempts have been made to replace hierarchy with “councils,” and
bureaucracy with a more networked approach. I don’t know of any signal
successes from these experiments, which run up against the spirit of bureaucracy
—and, I suspect, against the grain of human nature.

Beyond the intrusion of business consultants skimming billions off their
corporate clients, little has changed structurally since Henry Ford’s day. If
change does arrive—if the speed and freedom of networking can somehow be
wedded to the mass and stability of hierarchy—it will represent a transformation
in human relations as radical as any in history. Until that apocalyptic moment, I
imagine that the savage churning of corporate births and deaths will continue to
accelerate.

UNCERTAINTY, IMPERMANENCE, AND OTHER SYMPTOMS OF LIFE
WITHOUT AUTHORITY

The story I presented in this chapter didn’t amount to mathematical proof of a
crisis of authority. Human events are rarely susceptible to that kind of analysis.
Deep changes in human relations are also difficult to perceive, much less
quantify, while they are taking place—and my story concerns a collision of
worlds far below the horizon of cultural awareness. Most Victorians, I imagine,
had no idea that they were living through an industrial revolution.



I made specific claims using specific types of evidence. I intended to describe
what a crisis of institutional authority looked like, and to illustrate a handful of
instances, rather than to demonstrate the proposition beyond a shadow of a
doubt. So: my analysis could be falsified. A cluster of unconnected causes could
be responsible for the collapse of the public’s trust in institutional actors:
scientists, experts, bankers, and the like. I don’t believe this to be the case—but
I’ve been wrong before, and not just once.

If T were a doctor attempting to diagnose this particular sickness—the crisis of
authority—I would look for definite causal patterns and symptoms. Among the
patterns I would include exaggerated expectations by the public, abetted by
exaggerated claims of competence by authority. I must believe that seismologists
can save me from earthquakes, that the chairman of the Fed has tamed the
business cycle: and these authorities must either believe the same thing, or, at a
minimum, collude in my delusions.

A second causal pattern would be the elites’ loss of control over the story told
about their performance, particularly when it has failed to meet expectations.
Such control, I noted, is a function of monopoly, so another way to diagnose this
pattern is to determine whether the public has broken the institutions’ grip on
information and communication. Climatologists conspiring to silence dissident
views must believe that their data is a professional secret and their private emails
are inviolable, while the public must be able to see the emperor in all his
nakedness, and to disseminate that unimpressive image globally. The effect will
be a growing distrust and loss of legitimacy.

A third pattern would be the rise of alternative centers of authority. This is a
corollary of the loss of monopoly. Once the conversation broadens and the
public takes command, the dynamic isn’t that of Einstein scrutinizing the cosmos
from his mountaintop, but of Michael Mann and the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change looking over their shoulders at Steve MclIntyre and his blog.
Each vital community formed by amateurs interested in an affair becomes a
threat to the authority of the institutions.

I believe I've dwelled on these patterns extensively enough to show that they are
everywhere around us, undermining the established order. But there are
manifestations of the crisis—since I’m impersonating a doctor, let’s call them
symptoms—that haven’t found their way into this story. And I want to discuss



two of them, very briefly, at this point.

The political and expert classes claimed competence over settled truth. That’s
who they were, what they did: they produced certainty and erased doubt. But if
certainty is a function of authority, then a symptom of authority’s decline will be
a radical and generalized uncertainty surrounding important questions. Alas, no
instrument exists to measure certainty or its lack: but it is instructive to compare
our mindset on this question with that of our parents and grandparents.

Sixty years ago, Einstein spoke with the voice of God. Thirty years ago, Walter
Cronkite every day told us “the way it is,” and the New York Times delivered to
our doorsteps “All the news that’s fit to print.” Twenty years ago, Alan
Greenspan applied infallible formulas to ensure our prosperity. When I was a
boy and factual disputes arose in my family, they were settled by consulting the
Encyclopedia Britannica. Back then, the world of information was shaped like a
pyramid. Those at the top decided signal from noise, knowledge from fraud,
certainty from uncertainty. The public and mass media embraced this
arrangement. All things being equal, authority was trusted and relied on.

Today we drown in data, yet thirst for meaning. That world-transforming tidal
wave of information has disproportionately worsened the noise-to-signal ratio.
According to Taleb, “The more data you get, the less you know what’s going

on.” % And the more you know, the less you trust, as the gap between reality and
the authorities’ claims of competence becomes impossible to ignore. If the IPCC
climatologists fear a dispute with skeptics, how can they be believed? If the Risk
Commission seismologists can’t warn us about catastrophic risk, who will? As I
tried to show in this chapter, the public has lost faith in the people on whom it
relied to make sense of the world—journalists, scientists, experts of every stripe.
By the same process, the elites have lost faith in themselves.

And the magisterial Encyclopedia Britannica? Gone the way of the dodo. Its
place has been taken by Wikipedia, which, with its “edits” and “reverts” for
many entries, leaves the reader uncertain about the agenda of any given version.

Lack of certainty isn’t ignorance: it’s a splinter of doubt festering in all we know,
a radical disillusionment with the institutions of settled truth. One important
effect has been a sort of cultural barroom brawl, as every question of
significance becomes an irritant and source of strife between interested parties.



What, for example, can be said without qualification about Christianity or Jesus?
Two of the more ferocious edit battles in Wikipedia happen to rage around these
subjects.

This state of affairs invites counter-revolution by the established order. Again
and again, in subject after subject, accredited experts have attempted to regain
control over the levers of epistemic closure. At every opportunity, institutional
actors attacked the public on the grounds of its uncertainty: for example, the
public stands accused of cocooning into a daily me, of conducting a “war on
science,” of indulging in unprecedented partisanship, and more. Such nagging
gives the game away. The counter-revolution of the authoritative elites has
floundered, because the elites are themselves tormented by that terrible splinter
of doubt.

You would expect, in a time of uncertainty, a landscape crowded with frauds and
con artists peddling positive formulas for happiness, love, sex, good health, and
better government. You would expect, too, the most trivial assertions to be
attended with much noise and thunder: absent authority, every message must be
shouted to have a hope of being heard. Stridency will infect every mode of
communication, but will be most disruptive of political rhetoric. Just to keep an
audience, politicians and commentators will have to scream louder and take
more aggressive positions than the competition.

Whether I just described with any accuracy the outlines of social and political
life today, I leave it for the reader to decide.

With that, I turn to a second symptom: impermanence. Authority has always
fostered an illusion of inevitability. For obvious reasons: if an expiration date
were stamped on the Federal government, defection from its mandates would
begin today. To the extent that the public doubts the permanence of the
institutions, the authority of the latter will be subverted.

I grant that impermanence, like uncertainty, is a perception of reality, impossible
to measure precisely. But there’s a hard empirical world that confronts
perception at any moment in time, and, analytically, I find it safest to stick close
to that world.

A good place to start is with our relationship to technology. This used to be a



matter of mastering self-contained tools and procedures—Iearning to drive a car,
make a telephone call, operate a lathe or a harvester. Now, it’s about the capacity
to absorb open-ended change. The chart above showed the accelerated rate at
which we adopt technological innovations. That’s the hard reality of it. New
devices, systems, and media now succeed one another at an impossible pace. Old
technical knowledge quickly degrades and becomes useless, like the floppy disks
and audiocassettes which clutter the dusty corners of our homes.

There’s a belief that digital is forever—that the naked photos of your youth will
haunt you to the grave. The opposite is closer to the truth. Digital means
ephemeral. Online authority, influence, and attention fluctuate rapidly. Websites
go up, have their brief moment on the speaker’s platform, then turn mute. Their
words and images sometimes persist, fossilized, but just as often disappear. Vast
volumes of emails, text messages, same-time chats, have vanished as if they
never were. Old links point to nothing. Old platforms like AOL or Friendster are
worthless today. Old formats are “incompatible” with new ones: a very good
word. Impermanence means nothing more than the incompatibility of the present
with even the recent past.

Consider, too, our engagement with work and government. Another chart in this
chapter depicted the life expectancy of S&P companies in term of an extinction
event: old, illustrious brand names, with their products, crash and burn at a much
faster rate than a century ago. The worker has adapted to this churning of the
workplace: the average time he will spend with any one company is down to 4.4

years. % Those are empirical measurements of the vanity of economic success.

Government, I admit, is more speculative, but in the last decade the world has
witnessed wild tumbles of the political wheel of fortune. Barack Obama crushed
the Democratic and Republican political establishments in 2008, saw his ruling
coalition swept away in the 2010 mid-term elections, then was comfortably re-
elected in 2012. Regimes frozen solid for decades, like those of Tunisia and
Egypt, suddenly melt into air.

The world of hard facts confronting our perceptions has become unmoored from
the past, and appears to be in the process of devouring itself. How we have
responded, subjectively, to this world—that’s open for discussion. I’d like to
raise just one interesting possibility.



You would expect the loss of a stable existence on earth to drive a search for
fixity on a higher sphere. If this is the case, a rise in the appeal of
fundamentalism will testify to the experience of impermanence. That takes me
deep into the realm of subjectivity, but there are empirical hints and signs. In
Egypt, we saw, the old regime was initially replaced by the Muslim Brotherhood,
which won the country’s only fair elections to date. The hard reality in the
Middle East is that Islamist groups have prospered wherever secular Arab
authoritarians have wobbled. In the US, the more demanding faiths—
evangelists, Mormons, Hasidics—have grown at the expense of older institutions
which too much resemble the earth-bound hierarchies of the Center. The spread
of Christianity in China is among today’s best-kept secrets.

For the governing classes and articulate elites of the world, this turn to religion is
both appalling and incomprehensible—but this is a denial of human nature. If
the City of Man becomes a passing shadow, people will turn to the City of God.

At the violent extreme you come to groups like Al Qaeda, whose alienation from
the established order both blindly strikes at and embodies the spirit of the age:
there’s no more searing image of impermanence than that of the collapse, in fire
and dust, of the World Trade towers. Western intellectuals often dismiss Al
Qaeda as a primitivist organization run by blinkered fanatics, but it is nothing of
the kind. The group operates at the merciless front lines of the revolt of the
public against authority, and its disregard not just for human life but for nearly
every structure which binds people together poses again, with some urgency, the
question of nihilism.

Uncertainty and impermanence are symptoms of social life under the conditions
of the Fifth Wave. That, in any case, is my conjecture. It may be that both
attributes reflect the reality of the human condition more accurately than the
mastery and confidence assumed by the industrial age. Alan Greenspan and the
Italian seismologists really felt uncertain about what the data meant, whatever
they said in public.

But the conflict at the heart of this book isn’t a debate about the nature of reality.
It’s a struggle for supremacy, in which blood has been spilled. Uncertainty, in
this struggle, reflects a negation of the standing structures of knowledge.
Impermanence signifies the demolition of the current structures of power and
money. A large empty space, a conceptual hole, a nothingness, is in the process



of creation, where once a complex society wrestled institutionally with its own
contradictions and fallacies.

Liberal democracy has been the chief mechanism for mediating such internal
flaws. The question of nihilism, now inextricably tangled with the crisis of
authority, will be answered in terms which either affirm or negate the legitimacy
of the democratic process. As I move to consider the effect of the crisis on
government, this remains, for me, the most consequential and least noticed
imponderable of our moment in time.
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THE

FAILURE

OF
GOVERNMENT

The previous chapter extended my hypothesis to virtually every domain of
human activity and every exercise of authority once considered legitimate. The
conflict, I maintain, is everywhere. Particular skirmishes, like Tahrir Square and
Climategate, are what philosophers call “epiphenomena,” surface effects rather
than causes, the crack and rumble of a dissolving glacier. Underneath these
events, and far more consequential, has been the strange reversal in the
relationship of the public—ordinary people who are interested in an affair—and
the elites.

As I turn my attention back to politics, a number of troublesome questions have
yet to be addressed.

Most pressing, in my view, is the evolution of democracy in an atmosphere made
toxic with negation and distrust. Even a secure democratic government in
prosperous times, like Benjamin Netanyahu’s in 2011, can confront a sudden
uprising sparked by a loathing of the status quo. Similar insurgencies swept
Barack Obama to office in 2008 and brought the anti-Obama Tea Party to
prominence in 2010. Democratic governments have failed, and have been
perceived to fail. Their replacements, too, have failed, and have been perceived



to fail. Individual political figures have been discredited and discarded, but at
some point the entire system must become implicated in failure—the
cumbersome machinery of representative democracy will then appear, to those
impatient for change, as part of the reason for failure.

Having prepared the ground and made the necessary throat-clearing noises, I
begin, in this chapter, an analysis of how democracy has fared within societies of
distrust like our own.

The question of the terms of government failure, which I raised in the context of
the events of 2011, must now be made explicit. Government can only be said to
fail relative to its own claims or the public’s expectations. If democratic
governments really have failed with increasing frequency—as I maintain they
have—then the balance between claims, expectations, and reality has somehow
gotten out of whack. In this, as in so many other matters, I have been struck by
the peculiarity of our historical situation. The utopian ambition of governments
from the industrial age, which sought to perfect the social order, hangs
ridiculously, like an outsized suit of armor, on their feebler, latter-day heirs. Yet
the quixotic pose has been maintained. The fiction of extraordinary ambition and
mastery has persisted, without irony, in our political language.

The rhetoric of democratic politics seems to have gotten out of whack with the
reality of what democratic governments can achieve: and I propose, in the
present chapter, to ponder the reasons why. The destructive effects of the Fifth
Wave have played a part, but are only one side of the equation. Government
found itself in a digital fishbowl, for all the world to see, but what the world saw
still hinged, to a considerable extent, on the claims and performance and
persuasiveness of government.

I am conscious of entering a landscape haunted by ideological disputes. At the
back of many questions regarding political failure stands a larger question about
the reach and limit of power. Modern governments have been around for a
century and a half, largely pounding away at the same projects: increasing
national wealth while keeping down unemployment, for example. We know by
now that they fall short of omnipotence. An empirical boundary must exist,
therefore, beyond which the application of power becomes self-defeating. Any
claims that cross the boundary will proceed, with the inevitability of a Greek
tragedy, to failure.



Work has been done on the boundary conditions of effective government, but
anyone with the slightest awareness of contemporary partisan politics will have
no difficulty guessing the fate of this research. It has been drowned out by the
din of special pleading.

For what it’s worth, my purposes in this chapter are analytical rather than
ideological. T have treated the limitation of government as a function of the
limits of human knowledge, not of ideological preference, and in this approach I
have stuck close to Paul Ormerod’s brilliantly researched and happily titled
book, Why Most Things Fail.

The mystery under analysis is the decline of the great democratic institutions,
from the heights of ambition to today’s poster children for Ozymandias’s lament:
look on my works, ye mighty, and despair.

HOW JFK WON BY FAILING WHILE OBAMA SUCCEEDED HIS WAY TO
DEFEAT

It wasn’t always this way. Scroll back 50 years, and you come to an American
government still able to tap into a seemingly inexhaustible pool of public
sympathy and trust, even in the face of failure. So the first question to examine,
let me suggest, is how we got here from there.

On April 17, 1961, around 1,400 armed Cuban exiles landed on the southern
coast of Cuba, in a place called Bay of Pigs. Their objective was to overthrow
the regime of Fidel Castro. The exiles had been organized, trained, and supplied
by the CIA. The operation had been vetted by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
approved by the new president of the United States, John F. Kennedy. Everyone
in the world, friend and foe, understood the attack in Cold War terms: as an
attempt by the US government to knock out a budding Soviet ally in a country
too close for comfort to Florida. A veil of deniability had been provided, but it
was threadbare.

Within three days, the anti-Castro exiles had been utterly routed. All were either
killed or captured by Cuban government forces. The fantastic theory that the
might of a modern government could be overthrown by 1,400 men was falsified.
Responsibility for acting on this peculiar notion fell squarely on the US, its
government, and, inevitably, its young president.



The Kennedy administration was approaching the 100-day mark by which it had
asked to be judged, so the timing of the Bay of Pigs debacle could not have been
worse from a political perspective. The president’s youth, so far a source of
glamor, risked becoming identified with inexperience. After all, his older
predecessor, Eisenhower, had been Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in
Europe while Kennedy was serving as a PT boat captain in the Pacific.

The news media did not minimize the magnitude of the defeat. The tone of
coverage and commentary conveyed a sense that the moment had become
decisive for the new administration. “For the first time in his life, John F.
Kennedy has taken a public licking,” wrote James Reston, top columnist for the
New York Times. “He has faced illness and even death in his 43 years, but defeat
is something new to him, and Cuba was a clumsy and humiliating defeat, which
makes it worse . . . How he reacts to it,” Reston concluded, “may very well be

more important than how he got into it.” 1

In private, Kennedy despaired that the incident had cost him any chance at
reelection. Publicly, he met with Republican worthies in a show of
bipartisanship, and he delivered two statements on the Cuban situation: a
nationally broadcast speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors on
April 20, and a televised press conference on the following day. More than the
bloody facts on the ground in Cuba, those presidential statements shaped US
public perception of the Bay of Pigs crisis. It makes for a fascinating analytic
exercise to imagine how they would be received today.

In his speech to the newspaper editors, the president denied what everyone knew
to be true: that the invasion had been a US show from start to finish. He gave
credit to “Cuban patriots” for the attack, and insisted they had secured nothing
more substantial than good will from the US government. Having established
American non-intervention in the affair, the rest of the president’s speech was a
fairly hardline assertion of the right of his administration to intervene, if
necessary, in the future, to meet its “primary obligations which are to the security

of our Nation.” 2

At the press conference, a journalist asked whether, given the “propaganda
lambasting” the country was taking because of the attack on Cuba, it would not
be useful “for us to explore with you the real facts behind this, or our



motivations.” President Kennedy’s reply seemed aimed at a different question,
but became central to the media story that emerged about the Bay of Pigs
misadventure and the president’s part in it.

One of the problems of a free society, not met by a dictatorship, is this
problem of information . . . There’s an old saying that victory has 100
fathers and defeat is an orphan . . . I have said as much as I feel can
usefully be said by me in regard to the events of the past few days.
Further statements, detailed discussions, are not to conceal
responsibility because I’m the responsible officer of the Government—
that is quite obvious—but merely because I do not believe that such a

discussion would benefit us during the present difficult situation. >

It’s important to mark the terms under which JFK expected the discussion of his
foreign policy failure to be conducted. First, he denied any American
responsibility for the affair. This wasn’t really a question of misleading the press,
which already knew the extent of US involvement, but it was a bald untruth—
and it closed a door to accountability. He then apparently accepted responsibility
for the defeat as the “responsible officer of the Government,” but since officially
the US had not participated, it was difficult to say just what the president was
taking responsibility for. Finally, when invited to enlarge on the subject of the
US government engaging in secret conspiracies, he refused outright, and cited
national security reasons for doing so.

From the perspective of the reflexive negations of our own times, it seems
surprising how completely the news media bought into the president’s terms. No
member of the White House press corps mocked the fiction of non-intervention.
No secret documents were published in the press exposing the depth of CIA
involvement in the Cuba operation. Few if any media voices were raised to
object that the secrecy blackout was politically self-serving.

For the speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors, the White House
had solicited input from two of the lions of journalistic opinion, Walter
Lippmann and Joseph Alsop. Their words made it into the delivered text. This
type of exchange wasn’t a new practice, but it obviously made media criticism of
the administration’s response less likely. In fact, the media as an institution

“appeared to rally to Kennedy’s support.”> Failure was transformed into a



positive experience. As Thomas W. Benson observed in Writing JFK, the young
president was typically described in the media as learning from defeat, after
having assumed responsibility for it. The implication was that Kennedy, though
inexperienced, possessed the intellect to master the demands of the presidency,

and the strength of character not to shirk responsibility that was his alone. ©

7.1 JFK press conference: April 21, 19614

Because of his untimely death, President Kennedy never stood for reelection, but
neither did he suffer the slightest political damage from the failure of the Bay of
Pigs invasion. The public in large numbers continued to trust the president. A
Gallup poll taken two weeks after the incident gave him an 82 percent approval
rate, a 10 percent improvement over the previous poll. “The worse I do, the more

popular I get,” Kennedy joked.” He was probably the last occupant of the White
House to be able to say that. The Bay of Pigs and Kennedy’s inexperience in
foreign affairs did not materialize as issues in the 1962 mid-term elections,
which saw the Democratic Party maintain a lopsided majority in the House and



increase its majority in the Senate to around two-thirds of the seats in that
chamber. ¢

Failure at ground level became for JFK a steppingstone to political success. How
this was achieved lies beyond the scope of this book. Kennedy had mastered a
formidable rhetorical arsenal. He was popular with the press, which worked to
protect his reputation during a difficult time. But it is just as persuasive, for me,
to say that coming out of World War II, and standing deep in the heart of
darkness of the Cold War, the media and the public felt they were on the same
side as the president—that his successes and failures were theirs as well. Such
loyalty to an institution today would be considered corrupt or motivated by false
consciousness.

To recognize how far the ground has shifted in the relationship between elites
and the public, we need to fast-forward to an incident with somewhat similar
attributes, much closer to the present.

Barack Obama won election to the presidency as the financial system of the
United States and the world crumbled to pieces, with brutal economic
consequences. The new president, like JFK, was young, popular, eloquent, and
relatively inexperienced. The crisis Obama faced was more painful and
fundamental to the public than a failed attack on a Caribbean island: but, unlike
the Bay of Pigs for JFK, it was not of his making. The catastrophe had taken
place on his predecessor’s watch, and political blame flowed entirely in that
direction.

In the last chapter I sketched out President Obama’s reading of the crisis and
how he expected to surmount it. His was an uncompromising sectarian critique
of the Center: corrupt institutions, seduced by false, outmoded theories, had
brought calamity down on themselves and the nation. His new administration,
Obama believed, was free from the stain of the past. His experts were thus true
experts. Their theories were data-driven and up-to-date. We already know where
this logic ended: with the stimulus.

In the months after his election, President Obama gave two major speeches on
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Plan, as the stimulus package was
formally known. One was at George Mason University, on January 9, 2009,
before he was inaugurated, and the second before a joint session of Congress on



February 24, after the bill had already been enacted into law. What was
remarkable about both speeches, beyond the rhetoric developed by the president
in his advocacy of the bill, was the dissonance between what was condemned
and what was proposed.

The president’s analysis of the causes of the recession was strategic, far-
reaching, and coherent. The crisis, President Obama argued at George Mason
University, “is largely of our own making”—a moral failure more than an
economic downturn. “We have arrived at this point due to an era of profound
irresponsibility that stretched from corporate boardrooms to the halls of power in
Washington D.C. . . . It’s time to trade old habits for a new spirit of

responsibility.”

But the practical proposals to demonstrate this new spirit, as explained by the
president, were all over the place. The stimulus bill was expected to jump-start
the economy and “save or create” 3.5 million jobs, but it was also about
promoting sustainable energy, repairing infrastructure, reforming our children’s
education, improving the competitiveness of the American worker, and
delivering better health care to all. At more than 1,000 pages in length, the
legislation lacked a guiding thought: its mandates could drift, potentially, toward
any corner of social or political life.

Such programmatic fracturing has typified government action under the
conditions of the Fifth Wave. The effect on the public has been to engender
alarm and suspicion of hidden motives.

Congress enacted the stimulus measure in February 2009, with the vote divided
along party lines. It was, on the face of it, a triumph for the president, who had
implemented a major piece of his political agenda less than a month after
inauguration. White House experts had gone confidently on the record
prophesying in detail how the provisions of the bill would reduce
unemployment. We know today that they were wrong, and that the stimulus
failed on its own terms, but it took time for this fact to become apparent. The
Bay of Pigs had been an immediate and undeniable disaster for JFK—by
contrast, the stimulus, in February 2009, was a successful if controversial
presidential initiative.

Yet the public, which in 1961 rallied to President Kennedy, in 2009 rose in revolt



against President Obama and shattered his governing majority in Congress at the
2010 mid-term elections.

The emergence of the Tea Party movement in 2009 anticipated many of the
patterns followed by the insurgent groups of 2011. It began online. On the day
before the stimulus bill was signed into law, Keli Calender, a 29-year-old Seattle
blogger, organized a protest that drew over 100 persons. Before the event,
Calendar had posted an ambitious challenge on her blog, Redistributing
Knowledge:

Make no mistake, the President will be signing that bill tomorrow, I
have no illusions that he will actually listen to us. BUT, maybe, just
maybe we can start a movement that will snowball across the nation
and get people out of their homes, meeting each other and working
together to redirect this country toward its truly radical founding

principles of individual liberty and freedom. 1

The group of local activists that coalesced around Calender’s call for action
called itself “Seattle Sons and Daughters of Liberty.”

Two days later, on February 19, an obscure TV business reporter called Rick
Santelli broadcast an anti-stimulus rant from the trading floor of the CME Group
in Chicago. The thrust of Santelli’s complaint was that the bill promoted “bad
behavior” by bailing out irresponsible mortgage borrowers. He left no doubt
about the source of the problem: “President Obama, are you listening?” Santelli
concluded with an activist message: “We’re thinking of having a Chicago tea
party in July. All you capitalists that want to show up to Lake Michigan, I'm

going to start organizing!” 1!

Santelli’s cable TV channel, CNBC, had a miniscule audience, but the global
information sphere provided amplification: conservative and libertarian bloggers
chatted up video of the rant, which immediately went viral on YouTube. The
popularity of this pedestrian TV performance should have been a warning that
something was in the air. Tea Party protests erupted in at least 40 American cities
on February 27. On April 15, 2009—tax day—around 750 protests took place
across the US. A “Taxpayer’s March on Washington” on September 12 drew

between 75,000 and 300,000 persons, depending on who did the counting. 12



After less than a year in office, President Obama confronted a new movement
dedicated to frustrating his objectives.

koK 3k

The Tea Party was a party in name only. Geographically as well as by
temperament, these were Border types, people from nowhere constituted into
hundreds of local networks, interacting by means of digital platforms like
Meetup and Facebook but firmly rejecting any official organization, hierarchy,
leadership, and spokespersons. The handful of national groups that helped with
planning and funding, like FreedomWorks and Tea Party Express, were never
embraced as representative of the movement, and tended to be viewed with
suspicion. Alliances among Tea Party networks were described by one author as
“tenuous, often arising for a single lobbying effort or political event, then

disintegrating.” 12

The ideals propelling Tea Partiers into action were wholly sectarian, that is to
say, against: against Big Government, high taxation, the deficit, the debt,
Washington politics and politicians in general, and President Obama’s
legislation, like the stimulus and the health care plan, in particular. This was a
revolt against the Center, viewed as tyrannical and self-seeking. The seductive
appeal of the Tea Party movement, like that of the Occupiers who were to
follow, was the joy of negation, of bringing down the roof on the temple of
political authority. Beyond a fundamentalist respect for the Constitution, any
positive proposals inspired either lack of interest or fractious disputes.

The Obama administration, the grandees of the Democratic Party, and even the
Republican establishment—all objects of the Tea Party’s uninvited attention—
reacted to the uprising with surprise and disbelief. That has been true of every
collision between the public and authority I have documented in this book. The
Center, Douglas and Wildavsky wrote, is easily surprised. It finds it hard to
fathom why anyone would question its decisions. In this particular instance, the
president and the Democrats were fresh off a decisive victory in the 2008
elections. The most satisfactory explanations, from their perspective, were
conspiratorial.

When, in August 2009, Tea Party activists disrupted town hall meetings held by
congressmen across the country to discuss the president’s health care legislation,



Democratic Party leaders dismissed the participants as “astroturf”—Republican
operators faking a grassroots movement. Once it became clear that mainstream
Republicans were more likely to be targets than beneficiaries of Tea Party
political activity, an alternative conspiracy theory was put forward: the
movement had been “co-opted” by corporate interests, notably the brothers

David and Charles Koch of Koch Industries. 14

There is always some truth to such blanket accusations. Republican candidates
no doubt wished to ride the tiger of an anti-Obama revolt. The Koch brothers
donated money and organizing muscle to libertarian groups, including some
associated with the Tea Party. As hypotheses to account for the sudden eruption
of people from nowhere into US political life, however, elaborate conspiratorial
notions appeared, at best, insufficient. If the Republican Party or the Koch
brothers could really play Pied Piper to the libertarian masses, why on earth had
they waited to do so until after the presidential elections? If “co-optation” meant
altering the direction of the movement, basic analytic questions about what the
change was, and when and how it had occurred, needed to be addressed.

A simpler explanation was that the public was on the move. The Tea Party
represented a substantial number of persons interested in a particular affair. This
had happened before, in the anti-establishment insurrection that was Barack
Obama’s 2008 bid for the presidency, and it was to happen again, in the phase
change of 2011 and after. The public was on the move, on this occasion from the
right instead of the left. The tectonic collisions that define our age had been
resumed. That the institutions were blind to the situation—that they could not
perceive a threat in mere amateurs, and needed to concoct elaborate stories that
placed other elites in command of events—did not invalidate the reality of what
was taking place.



7.2 Tea Party demonstration, Washington DC: September 12, 200912 Photo © 2009 Chase Whiteside

As in every other recent uprising of the public against authority, the rebels of
2009 didn’t belong to the proletariat or the downtrodden, nor were they
untutored know-nothings. They came from the affluent middle class. Tea Party
shock troops appeared to be somewhat better educated, wealthier, whiter, and
older than the average American. If the indignados considered themselves a
youth without a future, the Tea Partiers could be described as families afraid for
theirs. But by any historical or global comparison, their present was

prosperous. 1

A strong tendency within the movement was libertarian, a reflexively anti-
authority attitude embraced by many voters who had been politicized by Ron
Paul’s presidential candidacy in 2008. These people were indifferent or hostile to
religion, and tolerant, in principle, of what John Stuart Mills called “experiments
in living.” Another wing of the movement was occupied by the religious right,
which focused on social issues like gay marriage and abortion. The two groups
had nothing in common except their negations: for a time, at least, that was
enough.



The Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street have often been paired as ideological

mirror images of each other.” I wouldn’t push this parallel beyond its natural
limits. The Tea Party was about personal liberty, OWS about social and
economic justice. Each, in a sense, was the beast in the other’s nightmare, the
living horror their country seemed on the verge of becoming. If a similarity
existed, it was found in the sectarian temper that identified the two movements
as the work of political amateurs from the Border. Both feared the great
institutions of power and money yet disdained to organize or appoint their own
leaders. Both believed themselves to be the last outpost of civic virtue in a
landscape of moral and political desolation. Between libertarian and anarchist, it
may be, the distance can be reduced to a quarrel about private property.

Ideological differences have powerful consequences, and I don’t intend to
downplay them. I only observe that ideology, left and right, must now
accommodate itself to the deeper struggle—to the crisis of authority and the
sectarian character of the public.

Unlike the Occupiers, Tea Party adherents swarmed head-on into electoral
politics. Here was a difference that made a difference. And unlike the Five Star
movement in Italy, the Tea Partiers did not strike out on their own. Instead, they
focused their energies into transforming the Republican Party and making it the
vehicle for their ideals. Success was partial, but still remarkable: in the 113th
Congress, 48 Republican congressmen and five Senators belonged to the “Tea
Party Caucus.” Many governors and state officials were also associated with the
movement.

The high-water mark of the insurgency came at the 2010 mid-term elections. To
an unusual degree, the Tea Party turned Congressional races into a national
referendum on President Obama and his programs: in one survey of voters, 56

percent stated that they had cast their vote either for or against the president. 18
The approach favored the party with an edge in enthusiasm—in this case, the
Republicans, who won big at the federal and state levels. The House flipped
from a Democratic to a Republican majority, while in the Senate the Democrats
lost five seats and, with that, their filibuster-proof majority.

For Barack Obama, this electoral calamity meant the end of one mode of
governing and the beginning of another. His transformation was unique enough



to become part of my story: I’ll pick up this thread at the end of the chapter. But
any hope by the president to assert strong claims of competence from the Center
—any idea that he could emulate FDR and LBJ with big programs aimed at big
“problems”—had to be abandoned. Partisan legislative battles devolved to the
margins of budget and taxation decisions. After 2010, not a single major
program pushed by the president became law.

In less turbulent times, the Tea Party might have been expected to build on its
surprising victory and challenge for control of the government—for example, in
the presidential elections of 2012. Just the opposite occurred. Once President
Obama’s political agenda had been checkmated, the movement began to lose
cohesion and force. It was a revolt of the sectarian Border, motivated by the
negation of the Center, and lacked positive proposals around which believers
could rally and move forward after that negation had been achieved.

koK 3k

I have described failures of government under two administrations, spaced some
50 years apart: the Bay of Pigs for President Kennedy and the stimulus
legislation for President Obama. The consequences differed in fundamental
ways. JFK, whose troubles were clear and self-inflicted, found his popularity on
the rise. The public rallied to a floundering president. In the case of President
Obama, failure was, at the time, as much a matter of opinion as of reality, yet he
faced a revolt of the public which wiped out his governing majorities in
Congress.

The answer to what changed between 1961 and 2009 would fill a much fatter
book than this one. In a sense, everything changed. I am less concerned with this
trajectory than with providing some connective tissue to my theme: the revolt of
the public and the crisis of authority, developments very much tangled up in
President Obama’s difficulties but not at all in President Kennedy’s.

For governments to “fail” in the way I have used the word at least two
circumstances must be present. Some empirical event must occur which is
perceived as a failure. That much is obvious—but not enough. Just as important
is a rupture in the relationship between government and the governed. Habits of
command and obedience, trust in the competence of higher authority, faith in the
stories which justify the elites—all of these relations must be frayed or broken,



for failure to bear political consequences.

The presidency from which John F. Kennedy governed was a protected
institution. His failure at the Bay of Pigs was blamed by the media on the new
president’s youth and inexperience: he had not yet grown into the office.
Kennedy’s ambivalent acceptance of responsibility allowed the media to tell a
positive story about a young president learning his job. The Bay of Pigs wasn’t a
failure. It was an important learning experience. The public embraced the story
and supported JFK.

Matters stood quite differently with President Obama. Almost immediately after
he began to implement his program, a chasm of distrust opened up between the
president and a significant slice of the public. Rather than offer protection, the
presidency, as an institution, exposed the incumbent to debilitating levels of
suspicion. Obama the candidate had cashed in on this revaluation. As president,
he was swiftly punished by it.

Barack Obama ran for the presidency as a righteous voice from the Border,
rising up against a failed, unprincipled Center represented by Hilary Clinton
within his own party and by President Bush as the retiring Republican
incumbent. This made the US presidential elections of 2008 an early instance of
the public on the move against the established order. As in all such events I have
considered, the public possessed a new strategic advantage: control of the
information sphere. The Obama campaign enjoyed unparalleled success telling

its story, raising money, and recruiting volunteers online. 12

But the public in revolt also faced a strategic dilemma: having originated in a
political vacuum, it lacked a unifying organization, ideology, program, or plan.
The solution, hit upon virtually everywhere that the public has enjoyed political
success, was an unrelenting focus on the particular wrong or injustice under
assault at the moment. Negation, digitally amplified, has been the glue holding
together a multifarious public.

Recall that the protesters in Cairo’s Tahrir Square comprised many ideals and
opinions, but all were united in hostility to the Mubarak regime. The Occupiers,
anarchists and liberals, stood against an economic system which favored the
“one percent.” The Tea Partiers, who could be libertarians or religious
conservatives, jointly opposed Big Government, exemplified by the stimulus and



health care laws. Advocating a positive program would have shattered these
groups: participants felt energized by what they opposed, but were murky and
divided about what they stood for. In fact, when circumstances demanded that
they spell out an alternative to the status quo, all three movements faltered and
splintered.

Much the same happened to President Obama’s public support. He had been a
sectarian candidate, vehemently against, earning his political spurs as an
opponent of the Iraq war and running for president on a platform of total
repudiation of the Bush legacy. His positive program, however, was vague and
unformed. A slogan like “Change we can believe in” appealed to many
contradictory political opinions. Once he was elected, any program he espoused
was bound to alienate a portion of his base. Strong evidence suggests that the
Tea Party was nourished by independents defecting from the president’s camp—
many of them, I suspect, libertarians who had been disgusted with President

Bush but remained suspicious of big government programs. 2V

The rupture between President Obama and the Tea Party was prefigured by the
decline in the legitimacy of the office of the presidency. Multiple causes drove
that decline, not all of them connected to the conflict that is the theme of this
book. At some point after the congenial era of JFK, the elites fell out of love
with politics and politicians. The news media, pre-eminently, withdrew its
protection from democratic institutions, including the presidency, and began to

portray elected officials in the guise of inveterate liars.2! For my purposes, it
should be enough to say that, by the time the public arrived as a force on the
political stage, the presumption of a common purpose that hedged Cold War
presidents had dissolved in an acid bath of distrust.

One similarity endured, however. The claims of competence made by the
government over which Barack Obama presided were as extraordinary and
improbable as those asserted in JFK’s time. Everything had been diminished
except the talk. The radical disconnect between the rhetoric and the reality of
government was apparent to anyone with eyes to see, and, amplified by the
information sphere, was itself a major vector for the contagion of distrust.

HOW BRASILIA AND CABRINI GREEN BECAME DODD-FRANK AND
THE EU CONSTITUTION



The claims made by governments today, and possibly even believed by them,
were inherited from their predecessors of the industrial age. The same applies to
the public’s expectations of government. The public looks past the feeble figures
of their actual rulers to the towering ambitions of the industrial age. These
ambitions, I note, were almost never realized, but that doesn’t matter. They were
impressive and persuasive, they were articulated at a time when government
controlled the means of communication, and they have become, without much
thought or discussion, the default setting of democratic politics today.

So any attempt to examine the claims of government against the reality of what
is possible must necessarily begin with a bit of history.

What James C. Scott has called the twentieth century’s “high modernist”
approach to government routinely gambled on colossal projects designed to

bring perfection to the social order.2? Authoritarian examples of such projects
were Stalin’s collectivization of Soviet agriculture, Mao Zedong’s “Great Leap
Forward” for China, and Julius Nyere’s “villagization” of Tanzania. Democratic
examples included the building of the city of Brasilia, “urban renewal” housing
projects like Chicago’s Cabrini Green, and the various “wars” waged by the US
government against poverty, crime, drugs, and cancer.

The purpose in each case was to engineer perfection in social relations by the
application of political power. High modernist ideology was a utopian faith: it
assumed that rational planning and scientific knowhow, if imposed on a gigantic
enough scale, could eradicate the miseries of the human condition, from tyranny
and inequality to hunger and disease. The enemy was history, mother of
superstition and disorder. The hero was the expert-bureaucrat, who could wipe
the slate clean. We have met this character before: Lippmann’s “specially trained
man,” magically wielding his “wider system of truth.”

High modernism suited the hierarchies of the industrial age. In politics, this was
true for dictators and elected presidents, left and right. The appeal was structural.
Everything cascaded from the top down. Only the elites possessed the technical
and scientific training to rationalize society. The public at that time was still
considered a formless mass—carrier of the imperfections which it was the
ambition of government to eliminate forever. The ruling elites wished to raise
this human mass closer to their own higher state of being. Their ambitions were
altruistic. Their intentions were pure. If they were ruthless in their means—these



included, at different times, forced relocation, intrusive surveillance, even
incarceration and death—it was because they believed, with an unwavering
conviction, in the justice of their cause.

Under the spell of this ideology, governments defined conditions like economic
backwardness as “problems,” and focused on some immediate solution with an
almost manic intensity. “The clarity of the high-modernist optic is due to its
resolute singularity,” Scott wrote. “Its simplifying fiction is that, for any activity

or process that comes under its scrutiny, there is only one thing going on.” 22 The
tendency to political gigantism followed naturally from this mindset.

The construction of Brasilia can stand as an example of the stupendous ambition
of government in the last century. The project began in 1957 under Juscelino
Kubitschek, democratically elected president of Brazil. A new capital would be
built out of nothing in the northern wilderness of the country, and by sheer force
of rational planning and technology, it would cut, at a single stroke, the knot of
poverty and underdevelopment. Vast apartment blocks, laid out in perfect
geometric grids, were provided with ideal living spaces, as determined by
experts. Fantastically wide highways, devoid of sidewalks, crisscrossed the city.
Naturally, the whole design was oriented toward the centers of political power,
whose palaces were often isolated by enormous empty spaces. Naturally, only
the ruling elites, the politicians and the expert-bureaucrats, were to dwell in this
glorious City of Man. But the project meant to transform Brazil into a modern
nation and radically improve the lot of ordinary Brazilians. It was utopian in
spirit and intent. Building the city, Kubitschek promised, would win Brazilians

“fifty years of progress in five.” 24



7.3 Government ministries, Brasilia24

Brasilia stood for the negation of Brazil: of the real country, with an actual
history, with habits and styles evolved from past experience. To achieve
perfection, the world had to be made anew. That was the extraordinary claim of
high modernist government—handed down, in the form of immoderate rhetoric,
to the governments of our own time.

No less extraordinary was the fact that virtually all attempts to enforce this claim
met with failure, yet failure never became part of the story. The laborers who
built Brasilia, for example, were supposed to leave after their work was done,
but instead stayed on, lodged in wholly unplanned, ramshackle housing. Wealthy
persons who needed to live near the capital disliked the antiseptic apartment
blocks and built irrational mansions around the periphery. By 1980, according to
Scott, “75 percent of the population of Brasilia lived in settlements that had
never been anticipated,” and this messy, unofficial Brasilia sustained and

underwrote the austere modernist capital.2> The dream of fast-forwarding
Brazil’s economy had been forgotten long before.

Under authoritarian governments, the zeal to make the world anew inflicted



horrors on the public. Dozens of millions of human beings died in Soviet
collectivization and the Great Leap Forward. This story is well known, yet rarely
linked to its cause. Nyere’s villagization campaign was a version of Soviet-style
collectivization, 30 years after the disastrous failure of the latter should have
been apparent. While the tally of victims in Tanzania was somewhat less
appalling, the results were essentially the same.

Similarly, Cabrini Green, like most housing projects, has been razed to the
ground. The wars waged by the Federal government against social conditions
have ended with the enemy standing more or less where he was before hostilities
began. The failures of high modernist democracy also are well known, but
disconnected from their source. I say here that the connection must be made, if
you wish to understand the predicament of representative democracy.

All of us, public and elites, live under the historic shadow of governments that
sought to re-create the human condition.

Today, few governments imagine this to be possible or desirable. Since the fall
of the Soviet Union, the mania to make the world anew has gone out of fashion.
But instead of acknowledging that they have awakened from a nightmare of
perfectionism, elected governments appear ashamed of their impotence,
frustrated by their ineptness. Instead of entering into a new age, political life in
democratic countries feels old and late. Politicians shiver under the immense
shadow of the past. They sense that the public is divided on the question of high
modernism. The indignados and the Occupiers, for example, demanded the
abolition of history and the release of human relations from the prison of
memory.

To return to my concrete examples: President Kennedy belonged to a different
age. The Bay of Pigs was a typically ambitious high modernist project, an
attempt to spark the overthrow of an established regime with a few hundred
armed men. Typically, too, the project failed, yet failure lacked negative political
consequences and never became part of the story.

President Obama, however, is very much a man of our own day: what I propose
to call, in this context, late modernism, to capture the prevalent feeling of the
times. The political landscape around him has grown flatter. The circle of
possibilities has contracted. I have dealt briefly with the path between then and



now: whatever the chain of causation, the change itself has been undeniable.

When Barack Obama entered into office, he stood in the shadow of his
predecessors. He looked back with envy and nostalgia to FDR, LBJ, even
Ronald Reagan. Like all his contemporaries, President Obama imitated the high
modernist habit of defining specific conditions as immense problems which
demanded equally large solutions. In the recession of 2009, he found the need to
make “a clean break from a troubled past, and set a new course for our

nation.” 2° President Bush had done much the same after the atrocities of 9/11.
Instead of focusing on the group that perpetrated the attack, he declared a global
“war on terror.”

Late modernist governments have asserted their claims of competence from the
same peak of ambition which launched the high modernist projects. This has
placed them in a false and dangerous position. High modernism failed, but it
involved governments in actions of monumental proportions, which dazzled
elites and public alike by the scope of their objectives. The story told about these
projects wasn’t one of failure but of epic activity, high drama, reaching for the
stars.

It is too late in the day now for such romance: government has lost the will for
heroic effort.

The economic situation of 2009 was framed by President Obama as demanding a
clean break from the past and a new course for the country. Yet he lacked the
manic “singularity” of high modernism, and his proposed solution, the stimulus,
was a grab-bag of activities needing over 1,000 pages to describe, costing nearly
$800 billion, but somehow, after all that, generating very little drama. The
president never followed up on the premise of a new start for the nation, never
engaged in epic combat against the dead hand of history. His mode of governing
was wordy, tactical, splintered among many objectives. He wanted every
deserving cause to get a donation. The stimulus never came close to matching
the razzle-dazzle of Brasilia or the war on poverty, and it attracted a fierce,
determined opposition from the start.

The president pitched his rhetoric on an ambitious high modernist plane, but he
directed the actions of his administration with late modernist timidity,
constrained, to be sure, by pressure from a restless public. The profound



disconnect between talk and action gives the game away. The aims of democratic
government have shifted, even if the language of politics has yet to catch up.
High modernist government was an austere prophet, demanding the destruction
of the muddled present to make room for the perfect future. Late modernist
government is more like a kindly uncle, passing out chocolate chip cookies to his
favorite nieces and nephews. He doesn’t wish to transform them. He just wants
them to be happy—most particularly, with him.

If high modernism in power was an engine of perfection, late modernism has
become a happiness machine. It feels bound to intervene anywhere it has
identified groups that were somehow victimized, disabled, troubled, below
average, offended, uncomfortable—actually or potentially unhappy. Its actions
are the political equivalent of handing out a chocolate chip cookie: government
today desperately wishes to be seen doing something, anything, to help, and be
recognized for its good intentions. There are no boundaries to intervention, but
no epic outcomes either. Elected officials know perfectly well that the public is
on the move, and are terrified of the consequences. Their chief ambition is to
persuade us that they feel our pain, are on our side, have given a little money to
our favorite cause, if only we, the public, allow them to last out their terms in
peace.

Interventionism has substituted a thousand tactics for a single bold strategy.
Programs seem scarcely intelligible in terms of their stated purposes, and, like
the stimulus, need to be legislated at exhausting length. President Obama’s
signature program, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, sprawled
over 900 pages of contradictory minutiae: the word “waiver” appeared 214
times. The Dodd-Frank bill that tightened regulation of the US financial system
in 2009 covered 848 pages. For comparison, it took 31 pages in 1913 to establish
the Federal Reserve, 37 to wrap up the Social Security Act of 1935.

The itch for microcosmic social adjustments is not an American invention. The
democracies of Europe surrendered to it first, and with far more conviction. The
European Union’s proposed constitution of 2004, for example, contained 400
articles (the US constitution has seven) and 855 pages, in which every
conceivable strand of right-thinking opinion was awarded a chocolate chip
cookie.

For Britain, Paul Ormerod compiled a list of the Early Day Motions of



Parliament—a procedural device that allows any MP to seek the government’s
support for a pet project.

On a single day chosen at random in 2004, the British government
was urged . . . to hold a full inquiry into political opinion polls; give
air quality a higher priority; take firm action against ‘disablism’; give
a posthumous VC to Lieutenant-Colonel Paddy Mayne; introduce
Northern Ireland-wide standards for care and access to arthritis
treatments; press for the introduction of regulations to improve safety
standards in European holiday resorts; increase the amount of funding
to hospices; not bring back the poll tax; ensure that members of the
British Diplomatic Corps can work safely in Bangladesh; deal firmly
with attacks on NHS staff; propose the suspension of the EU-Israel
Association Agreement; set up an independent public inquiry into Gulf
War Syndrome; support the Pay Up For Pensions march; invest in the
East Coast mainline railway; ban smoking in public; make clear the
cost to Oxfordshire County Council of an asylum centre; support small
business in legal action against large foreign multinationals;
apologize for claiming Iraq had WMDs; amend the finance bill to
allow people to invest in films; and, finally, abolish the need to

reballot to maintain trade union political funds. 2

Ormerod’s assessment: “The urge to intervene, to be seen to be doing something,
has reached epidemic proportions.” 2

The effect of this secular trend has been to engage the legitimacy of elected
governments across the entire surface of society, but to do so thinly and
ineffectively, like oil on water. From obesity to climate change, nothing is so
personal or so cosmic that it can’t be reckoned a failure of government. If
political power has become the guarantor of happiness, then politicians must
take the blame for the tragic dimension of human life. Democracy, as a system,
must be held accountable for every imperfection and anxiety afflicting the
electorate. Political intervention, though a gesture of appeasement to the public,
has compounded the distrust it aimed to nullify. The stimulus and health care
bills energized the revolt of the Tea Party, and the EU constitution, for all its
genuflections before accepted opinion, went down in defeat.



Failure, I repeat, is a function of government claims and public expectations.
High modernist governments claimed that they could do anything to achieve
perfection. Rhetorically, their present-day heirs have taken on this burden too, to
which they have added the claim that they can intervene anywhere to promote
happiness. The history of these claims in action can best be described as a
humbling collision with reality. Failure has been the rule, and the impact of
failure has been to bleed legitimacy away from the democratic process.

The public, for its part, has tended to accept government claims at face value.
The ambitious rhetoric of the last 100 years has evolved into the natural
language of democracy, and the public now takes it for granted that government
could solve any problem, change any undesirable condition, if only it tried. The
late modernist urge to intervene, with its aimless meandering, has been
interpreted by the public as either tyranny or corruption—never, somehow, as the
ineffectual pose of a kindly uncle. Yet government interventions have chased
public grievances. Ormerod’s endless list of parliamentary claims of competence
can find a mirror image in the equally endless expectations of government culled
by Manuel Castells from Occupier statements:

. controlling financial speculation, particularly high frequency
trading; auditing the Federal Reserve; addressing the housing crisis;
regulating overdraft fees; controlling currency manipulation;
opposing the outsourcing of jobs; defending collective bargaining and
union rights; reducing income inequality; reforming tax law;
reforming political campaign finance; reversing the Supreme Court’s
decision allowing unlimited campaign contributions from
corporations; banning bailouts of companies; controlling the military-
industrial complex; improving the care of veterans; limiting terms for

elected politicians; defending freedom on the Internet . . . %°

The public has judged government on government’s own terms, but added bad
intentions. My analysis of this complex set of relations arrives at a different
place: high modernist claims exceeded government’s capacity for effective
action. Late modernist dithering can be explained more economically by
political necessity than by elaborate conspiracy theories. In both cases, failure
ensued with apparent inevitability. The obvious question to pose is whether it
was, in fact, inevitable: and to that question I now turn.



PAUL ORMEROD AND WHY MOST THINGS FAIL

Brasilia was built. I have been there: it’s a creepy place. The failure of Brasilia
consisted in the growth of the unplanned city, which swallowed the original, and
in the disappointing economic returns. Kubitschek had intoned the magical
words, modernization and progress. None of that happened with Brasilia.

Modern governments have many achievements to their credit. They have built
superhighways and helped to eradicate smallpox and polio. But they have
promised many more things—nothing less than the good life—and they have
asked for increasing control over wealth and power to get there. Failure has been
a function of extravagant promises and great expectations.

At some point around the turn of the new millennium, elites lost control of
information, and power arrangements began to flip. Assured of the public’s
wrath, elected governments have acted, or failed to act, motivated by a terror of
consequences. Legitimacy was equated with the deflection of blame, and the aim
of governing became to exhibit a lack of culpability.

“Instead of seeking to achieve political objectives, people seek certain physical
and moral qualities,” writes Henri Rosanvallon. “Transparency, rather than truth
or the general interest, has become the paramount virtue in an uncertain

world.” 20 Punished whether they moved forward or back, governments have
agonized in an endless loop of failure, real and perceived, at many levels,
everywhere.

In Greece, birthplace of democracy, what passes for a government was made
answerable to a “Troika” of international institutions, following the catastrophic
economic failure of 2008. The political system teetered on the edge: the
elections of May 2012 benefited radical leftist, communist, and ultra-nationalist
parties, left the country deadlocked, and necessitated new elections in June. Trust

in government, by one measure, sank to 14 percent in 2013, 3!

In Spain, three years after the indignados had condemned the failure of the
country’s “obsolete and anti-natural economic model,” unemployment stood at
25 percent, and youth unemployment surpassed 50 percent.?? Seventy-five
percent of the public disapproved of President Mariano Rajoy’s handling of the



economy—but 85 percent disapproved of the chief opposition leader. 2> Trust in
government fell to 18 percent.

In Italy, the most powerful political figure of the last decade, Silvio Berlusconi,
was convicted of tax fraud, although there seemed to be little likelihood that he
would ever spend a single day in prison. The government was a fragile coalition
of cats and dogs mashed together after two months of political gridlock. The
rising new party, the Five Star movement, was led by a former comedian turned
blogger who called himself Beppe Grillo—Jiminy Cricket. Trust in government
had declined to 15 percent.

The emergence of anti-establishment parties like Five Star over much of Europe
signaled the exasperation of the public with democratic politics as usual. These
parties originated in the bipolar fringes of the political spectrum, or else came
from nowhere, yet all shared a radically different set of claims from those of the
mainstream right and left: their promises were all about blame and punishment.
The enemy they wished to eliminate were capitalists, bankers, immigrants and
foreigners, the EU. Some insurgent parties, like France’s National Front and
Greece’s Coalition of the Radical Left, actually hovered on the threshold of
power. Others, like Britain’s UK Independence Party, were substantial enough to
horrify the elites. In every case, the utopian projects of high modernism and the
timid intervention of late modernism were rejected in favor of a politics of pure
negation.

In the US, government failure at times resembled a preemptive strike on the
public. Leaked classified documents revealed that the National Security Agency
had placed billions of mobile phone and web communications, including those
of American citizens, under surveillance. In May 2013, the IRS admitted that it
had targeted President Obama’s political opponents for audits in the run-up to
the 2012 elections, and had consistently denied tax-exempt status to groups
associated with the Tea Party. At airports and Federal buildings, typical
interactions placed members of the public in the role of suspects and supplicants
before the armed power of the state. Nervousness on the part of government
could be gauged by the urge to militarize: the Department of Education, NASA,
and the Fish and Wildlife Service each funded their own SWAT teams. The
belief that Big Government posed the greatest threat to Americans was by no
means a Tea Party eccentricity: in one December 2013 poll, 72 percent of



respondents were of this opinion. 24

Failure pervaded the most basic functions of government. In October 2013, the
American public watched while their elected officials in the executive and
legislative branches failed to agree on a budget. For 16 days, until a budget was
finally cobbled together, the federal government staggered about in a zombie-
like state of semi-existence. In the following month, after three years of
preparation, the technical and procedural elements of the president’s health care
law crashed and burned at the moment of takeoff. Public support for the program

nose-dived in parallel—to 36 percent in one January 2014 poll.2> Other
traditional government activities, like border control and the postal service,
seemed to have embraced failure as their mission.

Our political system—Ilet’s call it by the proper name: representative democracy
—was buckling under the stress of constant failure. At the same time that
politicians were blamed for displaying unprecedented levels of partisanship,
voters were said to be abandoning the Democratic and Republican parties “in
droves,” and 60 percent of Americans, according to one survey, believed that a

third major party was needed.=° There was no contradiction in these reports.
Together, they accurately depicted the rupture between the public and the people
it kept electing to office. Public trust in government during JFK’s time fluctuated
between 70 and 80 percent. By 2013, at the start of President Obama’s second

term, trust had reached a level worthy of Silvio Berlusconi: 19 percent. 3/

As I review this depressing litany of failure, the key question is whether it could
have been otherwise. Even if government claims have been excessively
ambitious, it may be that government capabilities can achieve some level of
success on some of the great issues that have troubled democratic politics for a
century, and so satisfy, to some degree, the heightened expectations of the public.
If the answer is yes, then we must ask more pointed questions about the
competence and good faith of democratic governments. If the answer is no,
however, we face an even more disturbing possibility: that democratic politics
are fought over issues that democratic governments have no power to resolve.

Finding the boundaries to government action has been considered the business of
ideology. I intend to come at the question from a different direction. My guide

will be Paul Ormerod, a British economist with a gift for statistical analysis. 2 In



Why Most Things Fail, Ormerod’s abiding interest was to understand human
action in the framework of complex systems. An action can be an individual
decision or a government program. A complex system can be a company or a
nation. For analytical purposes, it’s all the same. The heart of the matter, for
Ormerod, was how closely an actor’s intention matched up with the results of his
action.

His title gives the answer away. Ormerod has found no obvious connection
between the results of actions in a complex environment and their stated
intentions. That holds true for you and me, for corporations like Apple and
Google, and for the Federal government. Most things fail, because our species
tends to think in terms of narrowly defined problems, and usually pays little
attention to the most important feature of these problems: the wider context in
which they are embedded. When we think we are solving the problem, we are in
fact disrupting the context. Most consequences will then be unintended.

Ormerod’s findings are by no means definitive, but I consider them extremely
persuasive. He has moved the argument about the boundary conditions for
government from the realm of ideology—that is, of morality and politics—to
that of possibility, of a more realistic understanding of how humanity interacts
with the world. Morality and politics should begin where Ormerod concludes:
with the possible.

This isn’t remotely the case today. Political life in democratic countries revolves
around ambitious intentions and claims of competence which will fail,
necessarily, on first contact with reality.

The same can be said for business, with one crucial difference. Ormerod
compared the failure rates of companies with the extinction rates for species:
“The precise mathematical relationship which describes the link between the
frequency and size of the extinction of companies,” he wrote, “. . . is virtually
identical to that which describes the extinction of biological species in the fossil

record. Only the timescales differ.”2? Consider the implications. Companies
intend to survive, indeed to thrive, and act on those intentions. They research the
market environment, draft strategic plans, seek to maximize their advantages and
minimize their weaknesses. Yet, ultimately, their failure rate is “virtually
identical” to the random pattern of animal extinction.



The difference is that failing companies go out of business and are replaced by
new companies, while government accumulates failure, making it, systemically,
much more fragile.

Ormerod examined the performance of democratic governments on those issues
that perennially engaged their ambitions: what I have called their claims to
competence. Take unemployment as an obvious example. Every contemporary
government has claimed the ability to reduce unemployment. The architects of
the stimulus bill passed in 2009 claimed that it would save or create 3.5 million
jobs and significantly lower the unemployment rate. It would do so by spending
a lot of money. Of necessity, that has been the chosen economic tool of
government. Since World War II, Ormerod notes, governments have absorbed a
much larger chunk of the national output in pursuit of worthy goals such as full
employment. In Britain, where excellent statistics have been kept from the
Victorian era onward, the size of the public sector as a proportion of the
economy has doubled since 1946, compared to the period 1870-1938. Yet the
difference in the average unemployment rate before and after the expansion of
government was statistically negligible.

A similar historical trajectory described every wealthy democratic country,
including the US. The public sector grew enormously, while long-term
unemployment rates remained unaffected. The stimulus cost nearly $800 billion,
but its effect on unemployment, if any, was still a subject of debate. “Whatever
benefits may have arisen from this massive increase in the role of the state,
reducing unemployment, the primary cause of poverty, has not been one of

them,” Ormerod concluded. #”

Another clear-cut issue was crime. Enforcing the law and preserving the security
of persons and property has been a basic function of government since the
Bronze Age. You would expect that as governments grew in wealth and reach,
the crime rate would decline, but in fact the opposite occurred. Between 1960
and 1980, the US crime rate tripled. Today, after strict enforcement of “three
strikes and out” laws and the accumulation of an all-time high prison population,
the crime rate remains double what it was in the years following World War II.
Britain and the major countries of continental Europe, involving a variety of
economic models and attitudes toward law-breaking, have also seen sharp spikes
in their crime rates. An analyst from Mars, unblinkered by ideology, might



conclude that the efforts of democratic governments to prevent or reduce or
punish crime appeared largely disconnected from actual crime rates. 4!

A parallel disconnect existed with regard to poverty, income inequality, and
geographical segregation along class, ethnic, or religious lines. Democratic
governments for decades have labored mightily, and spent immense amounts of
money, to raise citizens out of poverty, redistribute income more fairly, and
integrate neighborhoods to promote cohesive communities. Despite these
persistent exertions, little has changed. At best, poverty, inequality, and
segregation have endured unchanged. In most cases, conditions have worsened.
Results failed to match intentions.

For Ormerod, government failure was an inescapable consequence of the human
condition. Even Homo informaticus, with his smart devices and connectivity,
was a very limited organism when it came to processing information. Actors
within a complex system—even expert actors, armed with doctorates and reams
of scientific research, and wielding the awesome power of the state—were blind
to the perturbations caused by their actions. The component parts of such
systems interacted in mysterious and fundamentally unpredictable ways. A mild
racial preference at the individual level, for example, could result in marked

racial segregation at the system level. %2 Singling out a section of the system as a
“problem” to be solved by government action propelled a chain of unintended,
and usually undesired, consequences. No matter what strategy or technology was
applied, the future continued to hide behind a veil of uncertainty. Prophecy and
control were illusions.

Humans, whether acting as individuals or making collective decisions
in companies or governments, behave with purpose. They take
decisions with the aim of achieving specific, desired outcomes. Yet our
view of the world which is emerging is one in which it is either very
difficult or even impossible to predict the consequences of decisions in
any meaningful sense. We may intend to achieve a particular outcome,
but the complexity of the world, even in apparently simple situations,
appears to be so great that it is not within our power to ordain the

future. *3

This description of reality makes a hash of many modern assumptions: that



science and technology can penetrate the future, for instance. Or that given
enough information, any problem can be solved. Or that social relations can be
rationalized according to some visionary principle. If Ormerod is right, most
democratic contests today are fought over phantom issues, and democratic
politicians, to get elected, must promise to deliver impossibilities. If, in truth,
they have displayed excessive partisanship, it may be because team play between
political organizations—the tally of wins and losses—retains a reality to which
they desperately cling, as a drowning man will clutch a bit of floating debris.

If it isn’t within our power to ordain the future, an irresistible temptation will be
felt by political actors to confuse progress with the negation and condemnation
of the present. That has already transpired with the sectarian public. From Tahrir
Square to Zuccotti Park, the public has rejected the legitimacy of the status quo
while refusing to get involved in spelling out an alternative.

A preference for negation as a political style has begun to spread among the very
people who are responsible for the preservation of the political status quo. For
this paradoxical development, much of the responsibility, I believe, falls to
President Obama, whose sectarianism from the heights brings him back to my
story.

BARACK OBAMA AND THE JOYS OF NEGATION

The hypothesis of the revolt of the public, if true, must have profound
consequences for the conduct of government. Hierarchy, slow to respond and
easy to surprise, has lost the argument in the information sphere before it began.
Trust and legitimacy have bled away from those whose task it is to summon the
collective will to action. Rulers everywhere are pale, trembling prisoners of their
own rhetoric. Democratic rulers, for purely historical reasons, are condemned to
propose ambitious projects and assert extravagant claims of competence: that’s
the way the game is played. But the game of democracy is now at war with
reality. The result has been persistent failure.

There is a democrat’s dilemma that is no less perilous than the dictator’s.
Politicians must promise the impossible to get elected. Elected officials must
avoid meaningful action at all costs.

In JFK’s time, the public and the elites averted their gaze from the emperor’s



nakedness. In contrast, we paraded the failures of President Bush in Iraq and
President Obama with the stimulus in the manner of defeated chieftains at a
Roman triumph. Democratic life, as I write these lines, has been reduced to the
exhibition and contemplation of the emperor’s naughty bits. A way out of the
utopian ambitions of modern democracy was needed, for democratic government
to subsist.

All this by way of explanation for the rise and resurrection of Barack Obama.

The president has been mocked by opponents for having “community organizer”
on his resume, but that work aligned him, from the first, with the rhetoric and
self-image of a rebellious public. The community organizer is expected to
expose, denounce, whip up indignation. He dwells constantly on the many
injustices of the established order, and he demands change on a heroic scale. The
change itself is pushed off to some other responsible party—usually, a
government agency. The organizer deals in negation, not action. The president’s

vision of democratic government can be described in similar terms. %

Barack Obama campaigned for the presidency in 2008 as an insurgent from the
Border, but it was clear that, initially, he wished to govern from the Center by
implementing big programs in the tradition of FDR and LBJ. This was a tricky
pivot, and, as I have shown, the president never managed to pull it off. The
programs he espoused became a drag on his popularity. Those that were
implemented into law, like the stimulus, sparked the Tea Party uprising that
dismantled his ruling coalition in the 2010 mid-term elections.

At this critical juncture, the president took the measure of the changed landscape
and adjusted his ambitions accordingly. Whether by plan, or, as I think more
likely, by temperament, he resumed the posture of a righteous outsider calling
out a corrupt establishment. He distanced himself rhetorically from the power of
his office, from the Center, and abandoned the claims of competence and heroic
projects that had led his administration to failure and defeat.

Few observers, then or now, have grasped how deeply against the grain of
history this approach was. American presidents are supposed to be doers and
achievers—masters of legislation, policy, and politics. President Obama seemed
uninterested in fitting into that mold. He had risen on a tidal wave of hostility
against authority, and he had been smashed down when he, in turn, was



perceived to be the authority. The public was angry and disgusted with
government. Henceforth he would be the voice of that anger and disgust. The
veteran community organizer would embrace and reinforce the public’s distrust
of the established order.

The president became chief accuser to the nation. Liberated by the partisan
divisions in Congress from the need to pursue a positive legislative program, he
wrapped himself in the warm blanket of combative rhetoric, and turned his back
on the strenuous give-and-take of democratic politics.

Between 2010 and the presidential elections in 2012, a large number of issues
and episodes earned President Obama’s condemnation. All fit a politically
divisive “wedge” profile: racism in the shooting of Treyvon Martin, economic
injustice and the inequities of the market system, putative violations of the rights
of women, immigrants, gays. In a remarkable political maneuver, the president’s
reelection campaign ignored his achievements in office and portrayed him, once
again, as an insurgent battling the status quo. His opponent, Mitt Romney, found
that his career as a successful businessman assigned him to the millionaires’
cabal that really ran the country. The president, as accuser, could shrug off the
burdens of incumbency. Two years after the disaster of the Tea Party revolt,
Barack Obama won reelection with relative ease.

The broad features of the Obama style can be identified in an address to Planned
Parenthood delivered on April 26, 2013: that is, six months after he had been
reelected and was as free as any American political figure ever can be to speak
his mind. The president first selected a divisive issue—in this case, abortion and
birth control. He then framed the subject in terms of vague but powerful forces
that wished to trample on the rights of ordinary citizens.

So the fact is, after decades of progress, there’s still those who want to
turn back the clock to policies more suited to the 1950s than the 21st
century. And they’ve been involved in an orchestrated and historic
effort to roll back basic rights when it comes to women’s rights.

Forty-two states have introduced laws that would ban or severely limit
access to a woman’s right to choose . . .

In North Dakota, they just passed a law that outlaws your right to



choose, starting as early as six weeks, even if the woman is raped. A
woman may not even know that she’s pregnant at six weeks . . .

That’s absurd. It’s wrong. It’s an assault on women’s rights. %

You would expect the president to argue at some length against each of these
egregious injustices, name the culprits, and announce a White House strategy to
defeat those who wish to turn the clock back to the 1950s. But this is precisely
where President Obama differs from his predecessors. Despite the apparent
severity of the assault on women'’s rights, few specifics and no plans for action
were mentioned. The health care law got a nod, together with a plea to the
audience, community organizer-style, that they “spread the news” about the
program, but no connection was made to the effort to roll back basic rights. The
president offered his accusations in a manner that was curiously detached, more
descriptive than argumentative.

He concluded with these words: “I want you to know that you’ve also got a
president who’s going to be right there with you fighting every step of the way.”
The battle and even the battleground appeared to be rhetorical, but the
implication seemed to be that, without his accusatory voice, the anti-women
forces would conspire in the shadows and triumph.

An even more striking example of President Obama’s embrace of negation was
found in remarks he delivered before another friendly audience at the Center for
American Progress, on December 4, 2013. Again the subject chosen was a
wedge issue: this time, economic inequality. The president began with an
admission of the vast chasm separating the public from their government.

. . . between a reckless shutdown by congressional Republicans in an
effort to repeal the Affordable Care Act, and admittedly poor execution
on my administration’s part in implementing the latest stage of the new
law, nobody has acquitted themselves too well these past few months.
So it’s not surprising that the American people’s frustrations with

Washington are at an all-time high. “°

The president, however, believed that the public’s frustrations were not merely
the result of transient political events. They had deep structural causes.
Economic inequality and lack of mobility drove the public’s anger and despair.



America, the president noted, had once been a land of economic opportunity, in
large part because of the vast programs of his high modernist predecessors, from
Lincoln to LBJ, on which he heaped much nostalgic praise. “But starting in the
late 1970s,” he continued, “this social compact began to unravel.”

As values of community broke down, and competitive pressure
increased, businesses lobbied Washington to weaken unions and the
value of the minimum wage. As a trickle-down economy became more
prominent, taxes were slashed for the wealthiest, while investments in
things that make us all richer, like schools and infrastructure, were
allowed to wither.

.. . And the result is an economy that’s become profoundly unequal,
and families that are more insecure.

As in the Planned Parenthood address, President Obama’s villains in the story of
inequality remained shadowy and nameless. It was unclear from the president’s
words whether the businesses that lobbied Washington did so from malice or
necessity, and no explanation was offered for the decline of community values
and the rise of trickle-down ideas. But the forces of selfishness, though nebulous
and undefined, were powerful enough to transform the tenor of American life
from opportunity to degradation. Once his rhetoric moved into accusatory mode,
the president turned specific:

So the basic bargain at the heart of our economy has frayed . . . this
increased inequality is most pronounced in our country, and it
challenges the very essence of who we are as a people. . . . The

problem is that alongside increased inequality, we’ve seen diminished
levels of upward mobility in recent years. A child born in the top 20
percent has a 2-in-3 chance of staying at or near the top. A child born
in the bottom 20 percent has a 1 in 20 chance of making it to the top. .

. statistics show not only that our levels of inequality rank near
countries like Jamaica and Argentina, but that it is harder today for a
child born here in America to improve her station in life than it is for
children in most of our wealthy allies—countries like Canada or
Germany or France. They have greater mobility than we do, not less. .
. . The decades-long shifts in the economy have hurt all groups: poor
and middle class; inner city and rural folks; men and women; and



Americans of all races. . . . A new study shows that disparities in
education, mental health, obesity, absent fathers, isolation from
church, isolation from community groups—these gaps are now as
much about growing up rich or poor as they are about anything else.

I find it difficult to imagine another president, in any historical period, drawing
such an unrelentingly dark portrait of the United States. “The combined trends of
increased inequality and decreasing mobility pose a fundamental threat to the
American Dream, our way of life, and what we stand for around the globe.”
Clearly, Barack Obama found the country over which he presided to be in the
grip of moral and material disintegration. And while this wasn’t the first time he
had made similar accusations, the difference in purpose indicated a changed
approach to government.

When, in 2008 and 2009, President Obama had charged his immediate
predecessors with “profound irresponsibility,” he assumed a posture typical of
modern presidents. He spoke as the country’s political prime mover, defining a
problem to make the case for his proposed solution: the stimulus. In 2013, there
was no solution in sight. The president invoked his “growth agenda” and his
“trade agenda,” but these were slogans rather than a plan. A number of existing
government programs were praised—including, inevitably, the health care law—
but nothing new was proposed.

The president was now a denouncer rather than a fixer of problems. He had
described a destructive trend, but refused to make any claims of competence
over it. The purpose of the exercise seemed to be to align him with the public’s
anger on this issue, as he perceived it.

KOk 3k

The administration’s response to controversy or scandal demonstrated its
peculiar relationship to power. In each case, President Obama and his immediate
advisors made a show of underlining the vast distance between the president’s
chosen identity—Border prophet chastising a sinful society—and the dull
machinery of government. A virtuous passivity was imposed over the
conventional portrait of the American president as always in command of the
situation.



To cite just one example: President Obama was said to have learned on
television news about the IRS inspector general’s investigation of that agency for
targeting Tea Party groups. His senior staff supposedly had been informed
earlier, but had concluded that the matter wasn’t worthy of his attention. A
former senior aide blamed the scandal on “some folks down on the bureaucracy,”
adding: “Part of being president is there’s so much underneath you because the

government is so vast.” % The president himself asserted that he “certainly didn’t
know anything” about the IRS inspector general’s report until it was “leaked to

the press.” 48

In another politician, that would sound like an artful dodge. With President
Obama, if there was a dodge it was altogether on a grander scale. Although the
highest political authority in the land, he had won two presidential elections by
his rhetorical separation from all authority. He has been a man of negation: a
prophet in the wilderness. For the president and his inner circle, the Federal
government existed an immense moral distance “underneath” them, and was
staffed by grubby bureaucrats who fully deserved the distrust of the public.

We need only recall John F. Kennedy’s “I’'m the responsible officer of the
Government” to obtain a sense of how forlorn the exercise of political authority
has become, under the pressure of a rebellious public.

Barack Obama’s detachment from the levers of power caused consternation
among elites generally friendly to his administration, who had mistaken his
accusatory rhetoric for the voice of traditional activism. Dana Milbank of the
Washington Post chided “Obama, the uninterested president,” complaining that

“he wants no control over the actions of his administration.” 2 A satire in the
liberal New Yorker hammered at the same point: “President Obama used his
radio address on Saturday to reassure the American people that he has ‘played
no role whatsoever’ in the US government over the past four years,” it

deadpanned. 2°

The implication seemed to be that the president was trying and failing at
industrial-age, high modernist politics. If my analysis has come anywhere near
the truth, that did not remotely describe the situation. Barack Obama, I believe,
represented a new and disconcerting development in democratic politics: the
conquest of the Center by the Border, and the rise of the sectarian temper to the



highest positions of power.

It’s important to revisit these terms. According to Douglas and Wildavsky, the
Border identified itself as the negation of the Center. The sectarian temperament
was formed in alienation from the inequality and corruption of hierarchy. By this
logic, the rule of the sectarian Border must mean the self-negation of
government: the alienation of power from itself. To govern at the heart of this
contradiction has been the essence of the Obama style. Failure was condemned
pre-emptively, from the rooftops: failure of the previous political leadership, of
outmoded economic theories, of the protection of basic rights, of “community
values” and society as a whole. Condemnation served to prove the president’s
good faith, and to rally the public—not, indeed, behind the institutions of the
Federal government or the democratic process, but behind his administration and
his person. Legitimacy adhered to qualities intrinsic to Barack Obama, sectarian
prophet, the president who was going to be fighting side by side with the public
every step of the way.

7.4 An unusual relationship to power2! (AP Photo/Jacquelyn Martin). © 2013 The Associated Press



As for democracy, its value was made contingent on specific outcomes. A
process that allowed women’s rights to be trampled and businessmen to promote
inequality could not in good conscience be tolerated. Thus the election of Barack
Obama made democracy legitimate, rather than the other way around. His defeat
could only have been the result of conspiracy by secretive forces, and would
have justified the public’s flooding the streets in indignado-style protests.
Something like this speculative scenario had come to pass in Egypt. Against the
authoritarian Hosni Mubarak, democracy, for the public, had meant elections.
Against the legitimately elected Mohamed Morsi, democracy meant purging the
government of the Muslim Brotherhood and its religious mandates.

But representative democracy, as it actually exists, is a procedural business.
Either it tolerates pluralistic outcomes, or it will degenerate into chaos or
coronations. More to the point, the president demanded outcomes that—to
paraphrase Ormerod—were not within the power of government to ordain.
Economic inequality, for example, has grown everywhere despite the best
intentions of democratic governments. In the US, it increased under the Bush
administration but worsened under President Obama’s. The president has
managed to detach his own claims of competence from the “problem” of
inequality, and thus escaped the democrat’s dilemma, but he did nothing to
bridge the gulf between democratic politics and reality.

The accusatory style of government must be understood as a pathological
development, a deformation, brought about by the underground struggle between
the public and authority. Like all politicians, Barack Obama needed a viable
political space from which to maneuver. In his particular case, he was squeezed
between the ambitious failures of modern democracy and the predations of a
networked public. After the defeat of 2010, the president decided on a strategy
that placed the public’s chosen weapon against authority—negation—at the
center of government. He divorced his political personality from his official
position, a paradox best explained as a desperate response to severe external
pressures. His personal success made it likely that he will have imitators.

Yet the public remained as before: unsubdued, unquiet, unhappy. It could erupt
at any moment, as it did in 2010. President Obama was able to mimic the
public’s voice, but he was not its chosen instrument: he’s riding a tiger, and must
constantly sharpen his rhetorical attacks to avoid having it turn against him. This
can only intensify the public’s corrosive distrust of the political system. When



that distrust is validated by the highest elected officials, outright rejection of
democracy becomes a defensible position, to be invoked at the next, inevitable,
failure of government.
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NIHILISM
AND
DEMOCRACY

The grand hierarchies of the industrial age feel themselves to be in decline, and
I’'m disposed to agree. They evolved to operate on a more docile social structure
—one in which far less information circulated far more slowly among far fewer
persons. Today a networked public runs wild among the old institutions, and
bleeds them of the power to command attention and define the intellectual and
political agenda.

Every expert is surrounded by a horde of amateurs eager to pounce on every
mistake and mock every unsuccessful prediction or policy. Every CRU has its
hacker, every Mubarak his Wael Ghonim, every Barack Obama his Tea Party.
Nothing is secret and nothing is sacred, so the hierarchies some time ago lost
their heroic ambitions and now they have lost their nerve. They doubt their own
authority, and they have good reason to do so.

This great strategic reversal has produced few alternatives to the ideas and
ideologies that dominated the industrial age. The public rides on new
technologies and platforms, but as users rather than makers: it is uninterested in
leveraging technical innovation to formulate its own ideology, programs, or
plans. The public opposes, but does not propose. So in the second decade of the
new millennium, political arguments resemble a distorted echo of the French
Revolution or Victorian England: we still quarrel in terms of left and right,



conservative and liberal, even while the old landscape has been swept clean and
the relevance of these venerable labels has become uncertain.

The lack of new alternatives, of a way out, has trapped democratic politics in a
perpetual feedback loop of failure and negation. And negation, invoked from
every corner and without relief, has driven the democratic process to the edge of
nihilism—the belief that the status quo is so abhorrent that destruction will be a
form of progress.

I have touched on the question of nihilism before: the time has come to confront
it squarely. A dose of social and political nihilism—a suicide wish—becomes
inevitable, if you grant the hypotheses I have sought to establish in previous
chapters. If the industrial-age hierarchies of contemporary democracy are
suffering a crisis of authority, if the public is on the move and expecting
impossibilities, then, all things equal, the system will continue to bleed away
legitimacy—and there will be those who argue it should be put out of its misery.

One concern is to discover the point at which such a chain of reasoning turns
fatal. This is a tough question to parse analytically. “Legitimacy” is a kind of
authorizing magic: so far as I know, it’s impossible to quantify. Words may be
said that have never been said before. A president, for example, may condemn
the political system over which he presides. But the impact is unclear. Opinion
polls, which gyrate around dramatic events, can offer measurements of distrust,
but only through a glass, darkly.

My intention in this chapter is to tell a story in which nihilism is possible—and
possibly about to go viral. A growing chorus of voices now affirms, with
passionate conviction, a preference for nothingness—nihil—over the present
state of affairs. All you need is ears to hear its negations and condemnations
from many corners of the information sphere. Under certain circumstances, let
me suggest, this chorus could swell into the public’s mainstream opinion.

Virtually none of those who rail against the established order belong to the
economically downtrodden or the politically oppressed: rather, they are middle
class, well educated, mostly affluent. So part of my story must be an attempt to
understand how such persons can arrive at political views that, if taken seriously,
would entail their own destruction.



I want to analyze that creature of the shadows, the nihilist, in the environment
that made his evolution possible.
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8.1 Nihilist’s night at the movies 1 Photo of the Grand Lake Theater, Oakland CA © 2011 David Gans

FROM DECADENCE TO NOTHINGNESS, STOPPING AT STRANGE
PLACES IN BETWEEN

In this late, tired age of democracy, large numbers of people believed that life
was getting worse. The climate was changing for the worse—we had the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change to tell us that every year. “Warming of
the weather system is unequivocal,” the IPCC warned in 2013, “and, since 1950,

many of the observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia.” 2
The fault lay with us—more particularly, with our economic system: global
warming was “anthropogenic,” human-made. Our punishment took the form of
extreme weather events like the killer hurricane Sandy, which devastated New



York City in 2013. An environmentalist group claimed to have gathered 280,000
signatures of Sandy “survivors” petitioning the White House for “climate action

now.” 2 President Obama agreed to the extent of turning to accusatory mode on
the subject. Rising ocean levels had “contributed to the destruction” in New
York, he charged, and the cost of extreme weather events could be “measured in
lost lives and lost livelihoods, lost homes, lost businesses, hundreds of billions of

dollars in emergency services and disaster relief.” %

The economy was getting worse. For liberals, this belief justified continued
intervention by the government. For conservatives, it justified attacking the
president and his ambitious high modernist rhetoric. For the American public,
according to one poll, the decline of the economy was an apparently “intractable

judgment,” with only 25 percent dissenting. >

Political life was getting worse. I listed multiple failures of democratic
governments in the last chapter. These took place in the open, in full view of the
public, and they were difficult to blame on a single person, party, or ideology.
Failure seemed to be systemic. Political elites were at once dogmatically partisan
and weak. The public, unlike in President Kennedy’s day, was unforgiving.
Compared to the “greatest generation,” the present generation had failed its way
into a politics of decadence and despair.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that Barack Obama, with this keen sectarian taste
for condemnation, took it for granted that American life was getting worse in
many ways. Whether the question at hand was extreme weather or economic
inequality, the president in his statements described a society in moral and
material decline. It hadn’t always been thus. Like every thinker—right and left,
public and elites—who abominated the present order of things, President Obama
looked nostalgically to the righteous past.

. . . during the post-World War II years, the economic ground felt
stable and secure for most Americans, and the future looked brighter
than the past. And for some, that meant following in your old man’s
footsteps at the local plant, and you knew that a blue-collar job would
let you buy a home, and a car, maybe a vacation once in a while,
health care, a reliable pension. For others, it meant going to college—
in some cases, maybe the first in your family going to college. And it



meant graduating without taking on loads of debt, and being able to
count on advancement through a vibrant job market.

But the golden age of high modernism was over. In the 1970s, the president
explained, “this social contract” had unraveled, and we entered on our own

fallen times. ©

American politics, and I think democratic politics globally, fretted under the
shadow of the heroic past. Great projects had been attempted once, and the result
had been stability, security, advancement. Today, conditions were deteriorating
along many fronts, but the system appeared unable to generate fixes. The
economy, for example, was universally believed to be getting worse, but the
conversation among the elites and the public alike fixated on the symptoms of
decline, on persistent unemployment, on inequality, lack of mobility, the
outrageous salaries of CEQOs, rather than on policy changes that might turn the
situation around. President Obama had consigned his predecessor’s tax cuts to
the dustbin of outmoded theories. His effort to engage in large-scale economic
policy, the stimulus, had failed on its own terms. Now there was no debate about
a new tax cut or a new stimulus. The political process appeared sterile and
exhausted, and the politicians were afraid.

Here was the overarching feeling of our age: that we were the decadent children
of a great generation, and that no way back could be found, no exit from the
quicksand into which we were sinking, because that quicksand was us. The
natural urge to find responsible parties and assign blame was baffled by the
immense number of targets. In the US, but also in Britain, France, Spain, and
Italy, right and left governments had alternated, with results that could scarcely
be teased apart. Ideologies, political parties, elections—the formal choices of
democracy all ended, it appeared, in the same failed place.

Under the circumstances, the system bearing the weight of so many
imperfections—representative democracy—began to lose its authorizing magic.
This could be seen from the top of the pyramid and from below.

From the top: democratic politics had become the guarantor of individual
happiness, yet the voters felt viscerally unhappy about their lives, unhappy, too,
with politics and politicians in this hour of decay—any number of opinion

surveys, in country after country, attested to this fact.” With growing



desperation, democratic governments intervened in individual lives to achieve
what they claimed were benevolent ends, yet the electorate saw in these efforts
little more than usurpation and corruption. The Tea Party and the Occupiers,
polar opposites, both had reacted against a government that intruded on everyone
and failed everywhere. The contract that bestowed legitimacy on elected officials
was being shredded. The politicians understood this, but labored under the
conviction, probably correct, that the voters would punish rhetoric that failed to
promise heroic improvements. They could, like President Obama, divorce
themselves from their positions, but this would only aggravate the hemorrhage
of legitimacy.

From below: a public on the march perceived the institutions of democracy to be
indistinguishable from every other hierarchy of the industrial age. Presidents and
prime ministers, congresses and parliaments, appeared remote, self-serving,
hopelessly bureaucratic at best, debauched by money at worst. The public did
not feel represented by their elected representatives, and spoke of them as a class
apart. The indignados, who had a way with words, conveyed in their slogans a
clear sense of separation from the political class: “You don’t represent us,” “The
markets rule and I never elected them,” “We are not anti-system, the system is
anti-us.” The negation, even the destruction, of democratic politics, was now
detached in the public’s mind from the ideal of democracy.

That ideal still retained some authorizing power. The main indignado faction
called itself Real Democracy Now. The Occupiers claimed to stand for the 99
percent, the Tea Partiers for the people against the government. To the public in
revolt, however, the ideal of democracy could not be reconciled with the top-
down control that characterized the standing institutions of representative
democracy.

Some groups, like the Tea Party in the US and the Five Star in Italy, participated
in elections, but did so in a spirit of sectarian rejection of the Center. Barack
Obama had done the same in 2008. Others, like most indignados, assumed a
“neither-nor” attitude, and abstained from voting. In either case, the public,
comprised of amateurs, took a simple view of democracy: it was direct. When
Wael Ghonim wished to settle a controversial point on his Facebook page, he
polled his readers. The Tea Party Patriots’ website followed an identical
procedure. The anarchist assemblies of the Occupiers allowed everyone to speak
and required general agreement before arriving at a decision.



These were not alternatives to representative democracy. A nation of millions
couldn’t be governed by online surveys or anarchist assemblies. The elites, of
course, had little interest in reforming the system: they wished to cling to the top
of the existing pyramid. The sectarian public, always suspicious of hierarchy,
had never believed that new structures would deliver happier results. The
established order had failed, persistently, but there was no talk of alternatives, no
pressure for reform, no faith—as I’ll have occasion to note—in revolution.

The crisis of authority was a crisis of democracy. The public’s assault on the
institutions was often an assault on the democratic process.

Elected officials were routinely described as tyrannical by insurgents from the
right. A favorite political conceit used by the Tea Party was the American
Revolution, with Barack Obama playing the part of King George. Nobody
seriously advocated a violent overthrow, but the metaphor was telling. Like the
president, Tea Partiers believed that it hadn’t always been so, but their time
horizon for “our nation’s decline” was much longer—*“it has taken us a hundred

years or so to reach our present state of crisis.” ¢ According to Mark Meckler and
Jenny Beth Martin of the Tea Party Patriots, the gist of this crisis was the
trampling on the rights of Americans by a government voracious for power.

We felt threatened because a government that once existed to protect
our rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness had become the
primary obstacle to the exercise of those rights. Our government had
broken through its constitutional restraints, seized power over
everything from our financial markets to our home loans, and aimed to
go even farther, seeking control over things as large as our health-care

system, and as small as the menus in school cafeterias.

The sense of betrayal evident in these words strangely echoed President
Obama’s statements about a “misguided philosophy that has dominated
Washington,” and his belief that powerful forces were engaged in an
“orchestrated and historic effort to roll back basic rights.” The sectarian temper
found different targets from the perspectives of the right and the left, but all
agreed on the malevolence of the Center, even when that Center had been
endorsed by the voters.



To insurgents from the left, elected government was plainly a tool of the
corporations. “The will and goal of the system is the accumulation of money,”

explained an indignado manifesto. '’ The “Declaration of the Occupation of
New York City” was even more explicit: “We come to you at a time when
corporations, which place profit over people, self-interest over justice, and

oppression over equality, run our governments.” 11 A participant at the Puerta del
Sol demonstrations in Madrid struggled to convey the enormity of the
movement’s negations: “It’s a peaceful extra-parliamentary political explosion
aimed against all the system in its totality, national and international, against the
bankers, the businessmen, the labor unions, the political parties, the institutions,

the communications media.” 12

These were words only—but that such words represented a repudiation of
democracy by an alienated public I take it to be beyond question. The rhetoric
connected to reality. Across the world, support for democracy was ebbing: the

scholars who measure such things had little doubt on that score. 2 Democracy
was disintegrating in Egypt and wobbled on a knife’s edge in Venezuela, Turkey,
Greece, and many more countries. Matters stood differently in Western Europe
and the US, yet even there, legitimacy and loyalty to the system often appeared
contingent on achieving desired outcomes, rather than the will of the voters.

Elites in the old democracies manifested a certain irritation with their decadent
politics, coupled with open admiration for authoritarian methods that “worked.”
China was the favorite example. Tom Friedman, columnist in the New York
Times, wrote in 2009: “There is only one thing worse than one-party autocracy,
and that is one-party democracy, which is what we have in America today.” He
went on to explain that one-party autocracy had “drawbacks,” but if it “is led by
a reasonably enlightened group of people, as China is today, it can also have
great advantages. That one party can just impose the politically difficult but
critically important policies needed to move a society forward in the 21st

century.” 1

Legitimacy, in other words, depended on outcomes: and in democratic America
outcomes were a muddle compared to those in authoritarian China. The CEO of
General Electric, in a televised interview, seemed to agree with this judgment.
Speaking specifically of China, he said, “The one thing that actually works,
state-run communism . . . may not be your cup of tea, but their government



works.” 15 The interviewer, Charlie Rose, observed: “They get things done.”

Condemning the “stale political arguments” in Washington, President Obama, in
his State of the Union address on January 28, 2014, offered to work with a
divided Congress, but pointedly added: “But America does not stand still—and
neither will I. So wherever and whenever I can take steps without legislation to

expand opportunity for more American families, that’s what I’m going to do.” 1°
A sectarian president seemed to be suggesting that the democratic Center could
not get things done.

While elites longed for a political system that worked, the public, for its part,
perceived a politics submissive to hierarchy, corrupted by the will to power. The
public had no love for Chinese-style autocracy, and, given its mutinous temper,
scarcely distinguished between authoritarian and representative institutions.
Democracy, from this perspective, appeared like another structure of control.
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Henri Rosanvallon has told a persuasive tale to explain how voters fell out of
love with a political system that raised them, in theory at least, to the status of
sovereign.

Historically, the preferred strategy of democracy has been more democracy,
Rosanvallon observed. Progress meant the expansion of the franchise.
Marginalized groups—workers, women, racial and religious minorities—could
conceive of no greater political conquest than full voting rights. The democratic
ideology turned, primordially, on inclusiveness. Implicit in the long struggle for
universal suffrage was the promise that, once all the people were inside the
system, something magical would happen: the good society. “It would put an end
to corruption,” explained Rosanvallon. “It would ensure the triumph of the

general interest.”

In fact, inclusion and alienation have progressed in lockstep. Rosanvallon
contended this was no paradox—it was cause and effect. Look around: every
adult citizen can vote, yet nothing remotely magical has happened. Nothing has
changed. Instead, we, the voters, were abandoned to our own imperfect selves,
muddling through the necessarily procedural and uninspiring machinery of
representative government.



Here was one source of public “disenchantment” with democracy, the pivot, it
may be, away from an ideology of inclusiveness toward a society of distrust. But
there was a deeper source of discontent, derived from what can only be
described as a world-historical trauma.

A generation ago, faith in revolution still provided a standard of progress—a
promised land for those who considered themselves radicals. I have touched on
this before, from a different perspective. Once upon a time, high modernist
governments presumed they could cure the human condition. They could make
the world anew. All they needed was a transcendent project, like the
collectivization of agriculture or the building of Brasilia. The debate, back then,
was whether revolution should be achieved suddenly and violently, in “one great
night” that transformed social relations, or gradually and democratically, by
means of incremental reforms.

That faith has died. I won’t dwell on the cause of death, but will only state an
incontrovertible fact: there are no serious political actors today who believe in
the reality, much less the desirability, of revolution. In consequence, radical and
democratic politics, which shared the same utopian end-point, have lost their
directional coherence. The word “progress” itself has become impolite, an
embarrassment. Nobody has a clue which way that lies.

Government’s loss of faith in radical sociopolitical fixes marked the boundary
between high modernism and our later, wearier version—experienced, I repeat,
as a fall from grace rather than an increase in understanding. The “resolute
singularity” of high modernist action was replaced by an irresolute multiplicity
of tactical zigzags. The scowl of the prophet gave way to the twitches of the
kindly uncle. Such changes were not flattering to the elites on whom they were
imposed.

To advocates of radical change—and this came to include the public in revolt—
the death of revolution resembled a blow to the head. They, too, lost their
strategic vision, became disoriented, blind to the big picture. Absent the goal-
line of revolution, radicals found themselves able to mobilize only on a “case-
by-case” basis, against some immediately felt injustice. 1® Rather than defeat or
overthrow the government, they sought to control its actions toward the specific
case that engaged their energies. And they did so by pure force of negation.



Radicalism, which once aimed to transform society, now more modestly (but, it
may be, more successfully) labored to browbeat democratic governments into
acknowledging an endless string of failures in need of correction. “To be
radical,” Rosanvallon affirms, “is to point the finger of blame every day; it is to
twist a knife in each of society’s wounds. It is not to aim a cannon at the citadel

of power in preparation for a final assault.” 1° Thus the itch for condemnation,
and disdain of positive programs, that have shaped the behavior of the sectarian
public.

Revolution, whatever its cost in human life, was an ideal grounded in utopian
optimism. Hopelessness, however realistic, drives prophets to the wilderness, to
feed on locusts and wild honey and dream of a messiah. Here is Henry Farrell,
blogger, academic, social democrat, a sensible thinker, brooding on the sterility
of what he calls our “post-democratic” age:

The problem that the center-left now faces is not that it wants to make
difficult or unpopular choices. It is that no real choices remain. It is
lost in the maze, able neither to reach out to its traditional base (which
are largely dying or alienated from it anyway) nor to propose grand
new initiatives, the state no longer having the tools to implement them.
When the important decisions are all made outside democratic
politics, the center-left can only keep going through the ritualistic

motions of democracy, all the while praying for an intercession. 2



8.2 A political slogan in the age of negationZ! No Justice, No Peace, Fuck the Police March, © 2012 Glenn
Halog is licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0.

A system that began by promising perfection had at last delivered nothingness.
Governments were powerless, politics were lost in the labyrinth, democracy was
a hollow ritual, a falsehood. Nothingness was the only reality, and it presided
over nations. To strike at nothingness seemed at least like something: a step
forward, an intercession to be prayed for. So we were back to the cinematic
nihilism of V for Vendetta: “With enough people, blowing up a building can
change the world.” We were back to the real-world nihilism of the London
rioters in August 2011: “Bare SHOPS are gonna get smashed up so come get
some (free stuff!!!) fuck the feds we will send them back with OUR riot!”

I want to be extremely clear about what I’'m suggesting. A vast structural
collision—pre-eminently, the revolt of the public against authority—has left
democratic governments burdened with failure, democratic politics far removed
from reality, and democratic programs drained of creative energy, and thus of
hope. At this point, the nihilist makes his appearance. He is not a philosopher
with an elaborated ideology, or a political figure leading an organization.



Membership in the Nihilist Party cannot be had for love or money. Rather, the
nihilist is merely reacting, as all human beings must, to the pressures applied by
his environment: which means, in this case, that he is acting to destroy that
environment.

If I’m correct with this line of analysis, the nihilist, while essentially at war with
himself, will happily bring down the entire edifice of democracy as part of his
suicide pact. He has taken radicalism to its logical extreme. He doesn’t mean to
conquer power or replace it with some new deal, only to obliterate the
institutions that stand in his way: “fuck the feds.” And if this is truly the case, I
think it’s worth spending a few moments examining this political mutant, on
whom so much of the future seems to hinge.

PORTRAIT OF THE NIHILIST AS THE SUM OF OUR NEGATIONS

What is this uncanny beast, born of the Fifth Wave and now stalking into the
uncertain future? After all the talk of public and authority, of network and
hierarchy, where—you ask—does he fit in?

Above all, he is seized and animated by a very particular feeling. I will
characterize this feeling more explicitly later: here, let me begin by saying that it
partakes of alienation. The world of the nihilist does not belong to the nihilist. It
belongs to the forces of selfishness and to repulsive people.

He considers his elected government to be a thing apart, and beneath contempt.
That is the view from below. George W. Bush told him that the invasion of Iraq
was about weapons of mass destruction, but none were found there. Barack
Obama explained to him that the stimulus would cap unemployment, but
millions more lost their jobs. Jose Luis Zapatero refused even to mention the
word “crisis” to him, while economic disaster ravaged Spain. I called these
episodes failures of government, but that is not how the nihilist sees them. He
thinks his rulers are liars and cheats, and he fills the web with angry rants on the
subject.

He can do that because he’s extremely well connected, in the current sense of
that word. He’s Homo informaticus run amok. At the high end of his
communications skills, he might be a hacker in Anonymous, vandalizing Sony’s
corporate database. At the low end, he could be a young rioter coordinating a



looting expedition on his messaging service. The nihilist comes to life through
his digital devices. Without them he would sink to a condition identical to
nothingness: he would be silent. Instead, he is fantastically well-informed about
those few odd topics that obsess him, and he produces a torrent of hard-core
negations posted about the world around him.

Being connected, the nihilist is networked. He can link to others just as
destructive as himself, and bring them together in a flash of real-time mayhem.
And there are always others: the nihilist isn’t one but many. He belongs with the
public when he’s interested in an affair, as sometimes he is, but his predilections
are sectarian to an absolute extreme. He is morbidly, monstrously, against. He
imagines he would be happy, if the society in which he lives were wiped out
tomorrow.

In politics, this impulse pushes him way beyond rejection or revolt. The nihilist
is a political black hole, allowing no light or mass to escape his violent embrace.
Yet he’s not a professional agitator, as he surely would have been in the last
century. He’s a private person, an amateur in politics moving among other
amateurs. Nihilism, in him, isn’t a full-time job—it’s a latent condition. It erupts
on a case-by-case basis. The fuse might be lit by some news on his Twitter
stream about the war in Afghanistan or the flood of immigrants into his country.
Or he might just reach a tipping point in that all-consuming feeling that partakes
so much of alienation. Then he becomes what he is: an agent of annihilation.

In the assembly of protesters, his is the loud, irreconcilable voice. In the peaceful
demonstration, his is the hand heaving a Molotov cocktail through the shop
window. In confrontation with police, he is eager to shed blood. In online
forums, he is fertile with ideas to hack, expose, paralyze the institutions that run
the world. He is the bomber, the random shooter: a terrorist without a cause.

I could go on. He is possessed by a fuzzy but apocalyptic sense of doom, for
example. The world, he holds, is going to rack and ruin. To push it along is the
best thing. The government could fix everything and solve our problems if it
tried—for all his alienation, the nihilist is convinced of that, and the most
persuasive evidence he has of government corruption is that life keeps getting
worse.

But enough: I want to get to the heart of the matter. I am arguing here that the



nihilist haunts democratic politics like a specter portending disaster, but I don’t
believe the most significant factor pertains to what he is, or what he thinks, or
even what he has done. The disquieting truth about his emergence is where he
comes from. The threat to the future, if there is such, originates in his past.

The nihilist benefits prodigiously from the system he would like to smash. He’s
not marginalized—not a street person, not a forsaken soul, not a persecuted
minority. He stands in a very different relation to the established order than did,
say, an industrial worker in Victorian England or a Catholic in Communist
Poland. He’s not a sufferer in any sense, whether relative to historical standards
or to the world today. On meeting him, you would not recognize him as someone
alien to you. Talking to him, I would not necessarily think that he’s a different
type of person from me. In the way such things get reckoned today—statistically,
in the gross—he is you and me.

The mortal riddle posed by the nihilist is that he’s a child of privilege. He’s
healthy, fit, long-lived, university-educated, articulate, fashionably attired,
widely traveled, well-informed. He lives in his own place or at worst in his
parents’ home, never in a cave. He probably has a good job and he certainly has
money in his pocket. In sum, he’s the pampered poster boy of a system that
labors desperately to make him happy, yet his feelings about his life, his country,
democracy—the system—seethe with a virulent unhappiness.

Feelings of this sort compelled Daphni Leef to pitch her tent on Rothschild
Boulevard to demand the destruction of “swinish capitalism.” She came from an
affluent family. She was a film school graduate and held a job as a video editor.
Compared to most people anywhere or anytime, hers was a privileged life. Yet
she seethed with a sense of injustice because he couldn’t afford her old
apartment. She felt the system was fundamentally rapacious, and she would
bring it down to shorten her commute. “We all deserve more,” was her one
commandment. In the clouded mind of the nihilist, that “more” stretched
infinitely toward utopia.

Similar feelings drove the “neither-nor” indignados to turn their backs on
representative democracy. Historically, Spain had recently emerged from poverty
and military dictatorship, and the current generation, even after the crash of
2008, was the wealthiest, best educated, and socially and politically freest the
country had known. Yet those who raised the banner of “neither-nor” seethed



with an irreconcilable feeling of grievance: like Leef, they felt they deserved
infinitely more, and were willing to tear down a system that had failed to give it
to them.

“Our parents are grateful because they’re voting,” said Marta
Solanas, 27, referring to older Spaniards’ decades spent under the
Franco dictatorship. “We’re the first generation to say that voting is

worthless.” 22

So here we have a privileged class in revolt against itself. Here we have the
beneficiaries of democracy loathing democracy and clamoring for its demise,
even without an alternative in sight. Like the character in the cartoon, the nihilist
hates the knotty branch on which he sits, and conceives the idea that it should be
sawed off. Does he know he will plunge to earth and break his neck? Maybe he
does know: nihilism is a suicide pact. Or, possibly, does he think he will levitate
on the air, defying the laws of gravity? Maybe he does think this way: nihilism is
a call for the obliteration of history, and, at its most obdurate, a declaration of
war on cause and effect.

I ask you to ponder the words of the young indignada 1 just cited. She said her
parents were grateful for electoral democracy. Her generation was the first to
make a virtue of ingratitude. José Ortega y Gasset, a fellow Spaniard, once
discerned a “radical ingratitude” in the type of modern person he called “mass
man” and portrayed as the spoiled child of history. Mass man is heir to a long
and brilliant past. The good things in life in the world he was born into—
security, freedom, wealth, vacations to warm places—are in fact the outcome of
a specific historical process, but mass man doesn’t see it that way. Newly risen
to education and prosperity, he imagines himself liberated from the past, and has
grown hostile to it as to any limiting factor. The good things in life have always
been there. They seem detached from human effort, including his own, so he
takes them as given, part of the natural order, like the air he breathes. Gratitude
would be nonsensical. Mass man accepts the gifts of the system as his due, but
will tear up that system root and branch, present and past, if the least of his

desires is left unfulfilled. 22

The nihilist is by no means identical to Ortega’s mass man, but both share
certain family traits. More accurately than alienation, a radical ingratitude



describes the feeling that makes the nihilist tick. His political and economic
expectations are commensurate with his personal fantasies and desires, and the
latter are boundless. He expects perfection. He insists on utopia. He has, in
Ortega’s words, “no experience of his own limits,” at least not as something he
should accept in good grace. Every encounter with the human condition, every
social imperfection and government failure, triggers the urge to demolish.
Fortified by the conviction that he deserves more, he feels unconquerably
righteous in his ingratitude—a feeling sometimes validated by late modernist
governments bent on the promotion of universal happiness.

All this matters only diagnostically: as a symptom of a sickness of the system.
The way I have characterized him, the nihilist looks to be a blurry figure, a part-
timer lacking a program or an organization. He might be networked but he is
also nameless. The riddle he poses is whether, in any sense, under any
combination of events, he could gain enough momentum to damage or wreck the
democratic process.

The answer shouldn’t be difficult to arrive at. Follow the thread of this book to
one possible conclusion, and you will be there.

The nihilist, it seems to me, isn’t necessarily an alienated individual, a clever
“V” figure behind a Guy Fawkes mask, bent on blowing up the status quo. A
lone-wolf attacker like Anders Breivik, who killed 77 random persons in
Norway because he hated immigrants, is only a glimpse, a warning, of more
horrific possibilities. From the evidence of the preceding chapters, it should be
clear that the bundle of destructive impulses I have called the nihilist represents
a latent tendency in the public in revolt. Potentially, he is a multitude. Under
certain conditions, he could be you.






8.3 Oslo, Norway: bombing of the prime minister’s office, July 201124

Every public in the story I have told mobilized from a privileged position. That
was true materially, politically, morally. None were paupers. None were pariahs.
The public was constituted in this condition: it did nothing to achieve it other
than appear on the scene. The protesters in Tahrir Square were the sons and
daughters of the well-off Egyptian middle class. They were born to privilege.
The indignados, offspring of the first generation in Spain to rise out poverty and
tyranny, cherished the ambitious expectations of a privileged class. Tea Partiers,
Occupiers, protesters in Turkey, Iran, Venezuela, Ukraine—all wielded negation
as a birthright. Command of the information sphere, distinguishing feature of our
moment, was bestowed on the public by companies like Google, Facebook, and
Twitter.

Born to privilege, the public must maintain some relationship to the institutions
and individuals that raised it out of necessity and bondage. If the past is
acknowledged, that relationship must be one of indebtedness. The Romans
littered their homes with carved images of illustrious ancestors. But when, as is
the case today, the public rejects history and longs to start again from zero, its
relationship to the institutions that sustain it will be one of radical ingratitude.
Once privilege is felt to be natural, a matter of birth rather than previous effort,
the phantom that is the nihilist becomes flesh in the rebellious public—and any
failure, any fall from perfection, will ignite a firestorm of discontent.

I called this a latent condition. Latency has been sometimes actualized—this
book can be read as a series of variations on that theme. From above,
governments have failed habitually, and are doomed to fail while they continue
to promise the impossible. The public, from below, has seized on each failure to
batter the ruling institutions, on occasion with a nihilistic contempt for the
consequences. In between, attempting to mediate the conflict, stand the clumsy
mechanisms of representative democracy. The answer to the riddle of the nihilist,
I said, wasn’t particularly difficult to arrive at. Those who worry about the future
of democracy—and I count myself in that number—have good reason to do so.

ZOMBIE DEMOCRACY, A MASS EXTINCTION HORROR SHOW

The old industrial world is passing away. This mode of organizing humanity, so



brilliantly successful for a century and a half, has been overwhelmed by too
much information, too much contradiction. The elites who manage the system no
longer believe in a way forward. Stuck in the muck, they strive simply to endure:
apres moi le deluge.

The nihilist—the public as destroyer of worlds—twists his knife into institutions
that often resemble a body without a soul. You can pick examples at random: the
daily newspaper, the political party, even modern government. Such institutions
retain outwardly imposing structures, but they seem to lack vital signs, and can
only stagger, zombie-like, from crisis to crisis.

My concern from the start has been with representative democracy. I worry that
it, too, may be passing away. I wonder whether Farrell was right to assume that
democratic politics, as practiced today, are also a body without a soul.

By that literary turn of phrase I mean something very specific. I mean an
institution that clings to life and still wields power, but has been bled dry of
legitimacy. It has no true authority or prestige in the eyes of the public, and it
survives by a precarious combination of inertia and the public’s unwillingness to
produce an alternative. It exists by default. That, for example, is the condition of
mainstream political parties in the old democracies—Republican and Democrat,
Tory and Labor, Socialist and Gaullist, Christian Democrat and Social Democrat.
Even their names have been bled dry of meaning. They exist by default.

Legitimacy is about information. Compared to the effects on the mind of a police
raid or an exploding drone, it’s soft. Once again we confront the idea of power as
a game of Rock—Scissors—Paper, except we now possess an interesting data
point, manifested, as always, in the guise of a riddle. We know that paper
sometimes beats scissors. Wael Ghonim began the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak
on a Facebook page. But we don’t yet have an inkling about the process that
made this revaluation possible.

So let me tell a story about the stories we tell ourselves—how they explain and
justify, how they live and how they perish.

Every great institution is justified by a story. That story connects the institution
to higher political ideals and ultimately to the moral order of the world. It
persuades ordinary people—you and me—that, if we wish to do the right thing,



we should act as the institution requires of us. The story bestows the authorizing
magic I have called legitimacy.

High modernist government, for example, told a story about perfecting social
relations by the application of power and science. On this basis, it razed entire
neighborhoods, without much protest, to make room for housing projects like
Cabrini Green. The Federal Reserve, in Alan Greenspan’s time, told a story
about mastery over the economy by means of esoteric knowledge. It allowed the
institution to argue, persuasively, that a casino atmosphere was the most prudent
approach to the money supply.

Such stories aren’t surface gloss. They influence our behavior directly. This is
why paper sometimes beats scissors: soft words ignite powerful historical
memories, and the public takes to the streets. Political actors, consequently, tend
to dispute with one another the ownership of the grand narratives. In his first
inaugural address, President Obama made a case for expanded opportunity by

appealing repeatedly to the Founding Fathers and the Constitution. 2> Yet the Tea
Party, we know, made the Constitution central to its argument that the president
had trampled on the country’s founding principles. America’s political future
looked to be decided by whoever controlled the story of its past: not a
particularly unusual or paradoxical situation.

A great catastrophe has overwhelmed many long-standing stories of legitimacy.
They are dying out in droves.

Since each story purports to explain a shifting human reality, it must rely on
institutional gatekeepers who interpret messy events according to tidy plot lines.
That has been the business of Christian bishops and White House press
secretaries: to impose the justifying story on the chaos of events. But we have
seen that the evolution of technology hasn’t been kind to mediators. The public’s
conquest of the information sphere has meant the overthrow of the gatekeepers
—often accompanied by the collapse of the stories which imbued their
institutions with authority and prestige.

Consider the case of Abu Ghraib. Perverse digital images from that Baghdad
prison made a hash of a carefully articulated US story justifying the invasion of
Iraq. Almost immediately, these images spread beyond the reach of any
authority, including the US government. In a bizarre juxtaposition of two



informational eras, the photos of Abu Ghraib were going viral on the web and
garnering obsessive international attention, while the secretary of defense
pondered whether to make them officially public.

The Middle East today resembles a graveyard of narratives. In Tunisia and
Egypt, aging rulers—like our own secretary of defense—simply didn’t grasp
how preposterous their messages sounded in the context of available
information. Collapse of the official story in both countries preceded the collapse
of the regime: when towering figures stood exposed as clueless pygmies, the end
was close at hand.

The region’s counter-narratives have also been swept away by events. Rejection
of Israel failed to ensure tranquility or legitimacy for Syria’s Bashar Assad. Al
Qaeda’s doctrine that local dictators would never be toppled unless the “far
enemy”’—the United States—was first terrorized into retreat, has been utterly
discredited. Pro-Western or anti-Western, pro-regime or pro-violence, most
established ideologies in Arabic-speaking nations are being consumed in a
prodigious bonfire of the narratives.

Closer to home, the justifying stories of democracy are coming unraveled. Faith
in the magic of universal suffrage has gone up in smoke. Trust that elected
officials truly represent the people stands at an all-time low. The myths of
revolution, high modernism, and the ability of government to remake the human
condition, now appear like childish fairy tales. Not even an advocate of Big
Government like Barack Obama could persuade himself of their reality. Late
modernist claims that happiness can be calibrated by kindly-uncle interventions
have never won the acceptance of a distrustful public. That pillar of top-down
democracy, Lippmann’s hero, the expert-bureaucrat, melted down like the
Wicked Witch in 2008.

The authority of institutions that surround and support modern democratic
government—ijournalism, academia, science—has been systematically
challenged, with disastrous consequences for mediated domains like the news
business and the politics of climate change. The conflagration has already
engulfed government itself, with its ambitious promises and habitual failures,
and it may reach all the way up to the narrative of the all-embracing nation-state,
stripping political life to a cold nakedness, as Tony Olcott, citing Marx and the

Manifesto, suggests: 2°



All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and
venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed
ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profaned . . .

It is at this point, and to do this work, that the nihilist arrives on the scene.
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To the extent that the institutions of democracy remain lashed to the industrial
mode of organization, they risk becoming part of an immense cultural extinction
event.

I am compelled to add that the timeline and even the inevitability of this
calamity are uncertain. Deep beneath the mass extinction of justifying stories,
beneath the failure of government and the living death of democracy, the slow-
motion collision of the public against authority, at once cause and consequence
of those surface dramas, grinds on. Elites can’t preserve a status quo that the
public is unwilling to transform. Turbulence sweeps the landscape but never
arrives at the next stage, as if the world-historical clock, the Big Ben of human
events, has stopped dead at midnight. That is where we are today. We may be
here a long time yet.

So I am also compelled to ask about the degree of yield, of contingency, in this
lost hour between our exhausted era and the unformed future. If, as Marxists and
Calvinists insist, we are like bugs stuck in the solid amber of history, then the
writing of this book has been a pleasant but ultimately pointless exercise. I have
no evidence that we are so fated, however, and I have no faith in inevitabilities.
Even if I accept that social and political structures constitute a kind of destiny,
they are precisely what is at play today.

Otherwise, I may as well shrug my shoulders and say, like John Searle’s
determinist at the restaurant: “I think I’ll just sit here and wait to see what I
order.”

Grant me, for the sake of argument, that history hasn’t frozen solid—not entirely.
What, then, of the conflict between the public and authority? It must erupt out of



the depths and become personal. By this I mean that, in a world of contingent
outcomes, each of us will be faced with choices, and that our choices will come
wrapped in a fatal question.

The choices are the obvious ones of picking sides, of involvement and non-
involvement. The question will relate to the vastness of the system within which
the conflict is taking place, and the smallness of each person. If modern
government, for all its wealth and power, can’t ordain the future of complex
systems, what difference can it possibly make whether we, in our smallness,
embrace one side or the other, choose this rather than that?

All the wounded vanity of our decadent age will be rolled up in that one
question.

I acknowledge that I have now slipped out of analysis and plunged into the realm
of speculation: but here we are. This is how I perceive the situation. The analysis
of the preceding chapters has been an attempt to map, however crudely, a new
sociopolitical environment that is as unprecedented as it has been unnoticed. But
a map is just an instrument. There’s still the matter of getting to the right places
—of navigating to the “X” on the map that marks the right relation to this
environment for someone, like me, who remains an unreconstructed supporter of
representative democracy.

That will be the theme of the next chapter.
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CHOICES
AND
SYSTEMS

This chapter is more speculative and less analytical than the preceding ones. You
stand warned. The reason for the change should be apparent. At some point, I
needed to cash in my analysis. If the world is as I have described, something
follows. Something must be done or changed or cut loose from our previous
understanding. Otherwise, I have merely added my camel’s straw to the vast
weight of negation crushing democratic politics today.

I began my story with an information tsunami and ended with that rough beast,
the nihilist, and with democracy, as actually practiced, staggering into a maze of
failure and self-doubt. Now I wish to parse the choices available to the players—
the public, the government, you and me—in this turbulent landscape. Ultimately,
the question in my mind is whether any combination of choices can chart a path
out of the labyrinth, into the open sunlight.

I originally titled the chapter “What Is To Be Done,” which conveyed my
intention all too blatantly. Having portrayed a system deformed by relentless but
poorly understood forces, I felt obliged to offer a fix. I learned, however, that
I’m not comfortable posing as a prophet or even as an advocate. I can think of no
reason why you should act on anything I have to say—unless, of course, you
were driven by motives and ideals similar to mine in the first place.



I won’t pretend to have discovered an escape hatch from our enervated age, and I
won’t indulge in idle negation. So I settled on identifying choices. They are to be
found in the new landscape. You, reader, must decide on yours. Mine, I will
make known.

Some choices lead to chaos, some choices lead to China, but the truly perplexing
analytic question is how to tell one from the other in a complex environment. I
am persuaded by Paul Ormerod’s argument: even the colossal machinery of
modern government has been unable to ordain the future. The crisis of
democracy arose from the denial of that fact. We want to build Brasilia over and
again, to leap ahead 50 years into a future that is always more rational than the
present. At a minimum, we demand that our politicians talk as if they can use the
power of government to perfect the human condition, when we have known,
since 1991, that they have no notion how to do so.

In the reality interpreted by Ormerod, most things must fail, including ambitious
government projects, because the world is too unpredictable and nonlinear. But
if that is the case, what difference can a personal choice make? The intelligent
reader will at once understand this to be another question entirely: in what social
and political environment could personal choices make a difference? The search
for an answer is a major thread in this chapter.

The habits of high modernism have led to certain default assumptions: that only
the top of the pyramid can impose meaningful social, political, and economic
change, for example. Only the highest reaches of government, therefore, have
the capacity to choose the path ahead. The rest of us belong to the inert masses.
These assumptions were always undemocratic in spirit, but, more importantly,
they have been falsified by the experience of the last 50 years. Heroic top-down
initiatives have failed, habitually and in their own terms. The masses have
awakened to political life in the unruly public, and the tremendous energies
released by the Fifth Wave have surged entirely from below. Ideologies
justifying hierarchical control over society have faltered, fallen, and begun to go
extinct.

The central theme of this book has been the war of the two worlds, high and low,
but that has entailed a radical reversal of roles, with amateurs, people from
nowhere, swarming up the slopes of the pyramid to trample on the preserves of
the chosen few. The simple world of the public, now networked and online, has



thoroughly perturbed the complex system administered, for better or worse, by
the elites. The question I have is whether the two spheres can be brought into
better alignment from the perspective of representative democracy.

Consider this chapter a reflection on how choices, personal and political, can
influence the functioning of democracy.

IF STRUCTURE IS DESTINY THEN THE PERSONAL WILL TRUMP THE
POLITICAL

Drill down into the networks that have enabled the public to confound authority,
and you soon arrive at what I would call the personal sphere. This is the circle of
everyday life, experienced directly, in all its local specificity. Here the choices
meaningful to an individual get generated: spouse, children, friends, career, faith.
Government and high politics fill in the background. To imagine they can ordain
or legislate happiness at this level is a modern illusion.

Because the personal sphere is tightly clustered, information seldom strays more
than one or two causal links away from action. A friend mentions a job opening
in his company, you apply for the position. This is the equivalent of seeing that
truck bearing down on you, and using the information to step out of the way. It’s
immediately and demonstrably effective. A few longer links to more distant
acquaintances, or friends of friends, make possible personal participation in
large-scale clusters: the network.

The evolution of Homo informaticus, who, when interested in an affair, deploys
digital devices to interact personally with a network of millions, triggered the
great phase change in the public’s relationship to political authority.

If the revolt of the public at times has resembled the struggle of the personal
against the official and categorical, it is equally true that the industrial age often
seemed intent on bulldozing every personal, local, or historical feature out of the
landscape. Government in the twentieth century looked into the personal sphere,
found it illegible to its purposes, and sought to impose on it symmetry and
uniformity.

[T]he modern state, through its officials, attempts with varying success
to create a terrain and a population with precisely those standardized



characteristics that will be easiest to monitor, count, assess, and
manage. The utopian, immanent, and continually frustrated goal of the
modern state is to reduce the chaotic, disorderly, constantly changing
social reality beneath it to something more closely resembling the

administrative grid of its observations. !

In democracies, the impulse to standardize usually led to some version of
Brasilia—the geometric city without sidewalks or neighborhoods, built in the
wilderness to escape the irrational clutter of the past. Government, in high
modernist mode, imposed a bargain on the silent masses: surrender your
personal sphere in exchange for social perfection. That adventure has been part
of my story. It ended badly, as we know, but the price paid for the failure of
government went beyond the big issues I have touched on—inequality,
unemployment, and so forth. Choices were sucked out of the personal sphere,
where causal links are short and effective. They flew all the way to the top of a
very high pyramid, to be absorbed by elites who must contend, at each step, with
the nonlinearities and unintended consequences of causation within a complex
system.

Vandalism and gang violence at Cabrini Green offered a glimpse into what
transpires when personal choices stand blocked by a standardizing logic.
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Only a generation ago, structural necessity dictated that hierarchy must grow
steeper, more controlling, more efficient. There were two political parties, two
automakers, three TV networks, one newspaper for every city, all functioning
with little energy and no input from below. The Taylorist spirit ruled. The top
could command the bottom in minute detail. The bottom was a formless, inert
mass, activated solely by commands from the top. That was the structural
destiny of the industrial age. Nothing else was really possible. The public was
offered a narrow band of choices—Republican or Democrat, Chevy or Ford—
unless it wished to opt out of the system and all its benefits.

Today the polarities have been reversed. The public has options: that is the single
defining feature of the Fifth Wave. The public has options, and everywhere has
cashed them in to pull the elites down and lower the height of the political
pyramid. Ordinary people have turned the tables on the standardizing



bureaucracies, and now insist that their tastes and interests be imposed on the
larger system. They demand personalized service. They crave latte without milk
—not just from Starbucks, but from their government.

Rulers and ruled find the distance between them tightened until neither can stir
without elbowing the other. Daphni Leef, with her commuter’s insurgency, and
Barack Obama, with his detachment from institutional power, exemplify a new
crowding of the personal into the political. The old, stately pyramid is sagging.
Its walls look brittle. The nihilist awaits his hour. This would appear to reflect
the structural destiny of our own times.

But destiny comes in the guise of a historic choice. We have options—not just
the nihilists among us, but everyone, including those, like me, who have never
given up on representative democracy. The options in this case involve an
analytical assessment. By an accident of history, our democracy became
industrialized and Taylorized. That is its present form, how it appears in the
public’s mind. But the tide of history is now moving in the opposite direction.
Government as pure hierarchy and authority has lost much of its legitimacy, and
is under assault along many fronts.

The analytic question is whether democracy must remain industrialized to
endure. Or to put it somewhat differently: whether democracy will suffer or
thrive if the steep pyramid of power gets collapsed into a tighter structure. Or to
put it personally: whether people like me, uncomplicated defenders of our
system of government, are condemned forever to defend the system in its present
form, against the predations of history.

Cyber-utopians and cyber-pessimists have debated the importance of new media
to democratic activism. Research on the subject remains inconclusive, but I am
posing a different kind of question in any case. My question concerns the
intrinsic necessity of industrial modes of organization to democratic government,
and the intrinsic destructiveness of a public organized in digital networks, riding
the tsunami of information.

I don’t see this as an especially tough puzzle. If I set aside, for the moment, the
negations and contradictions of the public, the answer emerges from the body of
evidence presented in this book. The failure of government isn’t a failure of
democracy, but a consequence of the heroic claims of modern government, and



of the constantly frustrated expectations these claims have aroused. Industrial
organization, with its cult of the expert and top-down interventionism, stands far
removed from the democratic spirit, and has proven disastrous to the actual
practice of representative democracy. It has failed in its own terms, and has been
seen to fail, and it has infected democratic governments with a paralyzing fear of
the public and with the despair of decadence.

The nihilist is dangerous in part because he’s right. Zapatero was egregiously
mistaken when he imagined that the Spain of 2008 was not in the grip of an
economic crisis. President Bush was equally mistaken about Irag, President
Obama about the stimulus. These were very unlike political personalities,
espousing very different ideologies, but they were similar in one crucial respect:
they believed they could ordain the future. They embodied a system that had lost
touch with reality. If democracy is to be judged on their performance, it would
be hard not to lapse into negation.

So it comes down to alternatives. The most effective alternative to the steep
pyramid of industrialized democracy isn’t direct democracy on the Athenian
model or cyber-democracy in the style of Wael Ghonim’s Facebook page. It’s the
personal sphere: the place where information and decisions move along the
shortest causal links. To the extent that choices are returned to the personal from
the political, they can be disposed directly, in the light of local knowledge, as
part of an observable series of trial and error. Personal success can be emulated
and replicated. Personal failure will not implicate the entire system.

I note that the present trajectory is heading mostly in the opposite direction. The
public wishes to impose the personal on the political, in the same manner that it
has imposed a personalized mode of doing business on capitalism. Here’s a
contradiction: for all its disdain of politicians, the public has often behaved as if
happiness were indeed a gift bestowed by presidents. The apocalyptic anger of
the Occupiers and the indignados was the dark side of a muddled utopian vision
that demanded the impossible from authority. Even the Tea Partiers, for all their
libertarianism, assumed that the legitimate role of political power was to
“protect” the pursuit of happiness.

The public, I mean to say, has been fully complicit in the failure of government.
And the question of alternatives must extend beyond the formal organization of
democracy to our expectations of what democratic government can deliver.



TELESCOPIC PHILANTHROPY, OR THE POLITICS OF THE
IMPOSSIBLE

As I wrote these lines, opinion polls showed that a majority of Americans
disapproved of President Obama’s handling of the economy. The president, who
prided himself on his political instincts, was well aware of the numbers, and
countered with a condemnation of a system that fosters economic inequality.
These are the great issues of American politics, and have been so since the rise,
late in the nineteenth century, of high modernist ideals.

I won’t pretend to certainty in understanding what the public has in mind when it
evaluates a president’s “handling” of the economy. But I imagine it expects epic
outcomes in the economic field, such as high growth and dramatically lowered
unemployment, imposed by a ruler who enjoys command and control of the
system. President Obama, in some way, has disappointed these expectations. The
failure of the stimulus probably weighed heavily on public opinion—but this is a
piece of circular logic. President Obama proposed the stimulus because he
believed, correctly, that epic economic outcomes were expected of him as
president.

Yet the claims of modern government with regard to the economy have been
falsified many times over. President Obama, from the top of the power pyramid,
resembled a bystander to economic developments far more than a heroic figure
with command and control. His post-2010 sectarian rhetoric recognized this
implicitly. He would rather have condemned inequality than proposed big
economic initiatives, because, politically, it appeared more rational.

The Federal government and the US economy are two aspects of the same
monstrously complex social system. Their interactions are uncertain, nonlinear,
and prolific with unforeseen consequences. To judge a president’s “handling” of
the economy as if he were managing the mortgage and checking account of his
own personal sphere is a gross inversion of reality—but I suspect that is
precisely what the public has done for a generation and more. If, during this
time, politicians have made claims for government that are untethered from
reality, and have consequently failed to deliver the impossible, we should not be
surprised. Success with the public on election day has entailed failure the day
after.



The alternative I wish to consider comes in two parts. The first has to do with
honesty in our expectations. Presidents can’t handle the economy. They have no
clue how to do it. The experts who advise them rarely have what N. N. Taleb has
called “skin in the game”: they pay no penalty when they are wrong, as they
were, catastrophically, in 2008, and immediately again, with the stimulus, in
20009.

When it comes to economic questions, politicians should be rewarded for the
modesty of their claims rather than the heroic ambition of their rhetoric. Sitting
presidents should be applauded for discarding the pose of papal infallibility, and
speaking about uncertainty, risk, and trade-offs. The more people we elect to
office who grasp the concept of trial and error, which means nothing more than
learning from mistakes, the happier we should be.

Whether this alternative is practicable I leave for you, wise reader, to decide. But
it is a choice. You and me, and every member of the public, can bend our
political demands to reality, as we must do with our private needs, when
managing our affairs in the personal sphere. The ideal of government as master
of the economy is an artifact of the industrial age. Today we know perfectly well
that the whirlwind of aggregated activity we call “the economy” isn’t like a
factory floor, to be orchestrated by some maestro according to Taylorist
principles.

So the choice we face is pretty stark: align our demands with the knowledge of
our historical moment, or stay under the shadow of the failed ambitions of the
past.

Aligning the public’s expectations with historical reality should have a ripple
effect on ideology. The old categories will themselves be realigned. The
immanent faith in political power and pseudo-experts, the latter-day feeling of
decadence and impotence—all of that, ultimately, will be swept away, replaced
by political quarrels and emotions that actually connect to the possibilities of the
moment.

I hasten to add, however, that seizing the choice before us doesn’t require some
sort of Pauline conversion. You may keep your old political faith and still break
new ground: but you may not treat reality like an enemy, and you may not
compound failure with dishonesty.



There is a second part to this choice. The standards used to evaluate government
projects are also inventions of the industrial age. We, the public, are invited to
take sides, to applaud or condemn presidents, based on some statistical
abstraction, some number—the gross domestic product, for example, or the
unemployment and poverty rates. We saw the unemployment rate used like a
baseball score in the controversy surrounding the stimulus. The number shows
the public who’s winning the political game.

Numbers like the GDP fulfill a rhetorical function. They partake of the prestige
of science, appearing superior to the confused jumble of reality as actually
experienced. They sustain the high modernist claim that we can know at a glance
the truth about vast systems.

But we know that we don’t know. The number is an illusion. If I lose my job, I
understand what this signifies in all the intimate details, because I have direct
access to my personal sphere. If I am told that the unemployment rate went up
from 5.1 to 5.6 percent over the last month, I have no idea what this signifies. I
lack access to the reality behind the number. The rise could reflect the
machinations of greedy corporations or a corrupt government, or the effects of a
natural disaster, or plain misfortune, or any combination of these and many other
possibilities.



9.1 The meaning of round numbers. “In Toll of 2,000, New Portrait of Afghan War,” From The New York
Times, August 21, 2012 © 2012 The New York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission and
protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, or
retransmission of this Content without express written permission is prohibited.

Even if the unemployment rate measured the actual number of unemployed

Americans—it doesn’t2“—and even if I set aside the vexing question of whether
the government should be responsible for employment, playing politics by the
number is a frivolous game of make-believe. Politics is nothing like baseball. In
the end, the most persuasive story wins, not the highest score. That is true
whenever government tries to impose a specific outcome on a complex system.
In the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, for example, the tally of dead American
military personnel has been used as a surrogate measure, but the success or
failure of war policies have depended entirely on who wins the argument about
the rightness of the cause. Abraham Lincoln, who oversaw the most horrific
slaughter of US troops in history, is today considered our greatest president.

Much of the negation poisoning the democratic process has stemmed from a
confusion of the personal and the statistical. I may hold down an excellent job,



but the failure of the stimulus to meet its targets infuriates me. I may live in
peaceful Vienna, Virginia, safe from harm—but a report that several Americans
have died violently in Kabul appears like a fatal failure of authority. By dwelling
on the plane of gross statistics, I become vulnerable to grandiose personal
illusions: that if I compel the government to move in this direction or that, I can
save the Constitution, say, or the earth, or stop the war, or end poverty now.

Though my personal sphere overflows with potentiality, I join the mutinous
public and demand the abolition of the established order.

This type of moral and political displacement is nothing new. The best character
in the best novel by Dickens, to my taste, is Mrs. Jellyby of Bleak House, who
spent long days working to improve “the natives of Borrioboola-Gha, on the left
bank of the Niger,” while, in her London home, her small children ran wild and
neglected. Dickens termed this “telescopic philanthropy”—the trampling of the
personal sphere for the sake of a heroic illusion.

Mrs. Jellyby, sitting in quite a nest of waste paper, drank coffee all the
evening and dictated at intervals to her eldest daughter. She also held
a discussion with Mr. Quale, the subject of which seemed to be—if I
understood it—the brotherhood of humanity, and gave utterance to
some beautiful sentiments. I was not so attentive an auditor as I might
have wished to be, however, for Peepy and the other children came
flocking about Ada and me in a corner of the drawing-room to ask for
another story; so we sat down among them and told them in whispers
“Puss in Boots” and I don’t know what else until Mrs. Jellyby,

accidentally remembering them, sent them to bed. 2

The revolt of the public has had a telescopic and Jellybyan aspect to it. Though
they never descended to details, insurgents assumed that, by symbolic gestures
and sheer force of desire, they could refashion the complex systems of
democracy and capitalism into a personalized utopia. Instead, unknowingly, they
crossed into N. N. Taleb’s wild “Extremistan,” where “we are subjected to the
tyranny of the singular, the accidental, the unseen, and the unpredicted.” In that
unstable country, “you should always be suspicious of the knowledge you derive

from data.” 4

I can’t command a complex social system like the United States, but I can



control my political expectations of it: I can choose to align them with reality. To
seize this alternative, I must redirect the demands I make on the world from the
telescopic to the personal, because actionable reality resides in the personal
sphere. I can do something about losing my job, for example, but I have no clue
what could or should be done about the unemployment rate. I know directly
whether a law affects my business for better or worse, but I have no idea of its
effect on the gross domestic product. I can assist a friend in need, but I have little
influence over the natives of Borrioboola-Gha, on the left bank of the Niger.

Control, however tenuous, and satisfaction, however fleeting, can only be found
in the personal sphere, not in telescopic numbers reported by government.

A telescopic philanthropist, from the moral heights, would call this selfishness or
escapism. Yet selfishness, it seems to me, would entail the demand that the
government meet all my needs. Escapism would mean burying my personal
responsibilities under a concern for the brotherhood of man. Mrs. Jellyby, as
depicted by Dickens, was a selfish escapist. That is not necessarily the case with
those who choose to anchor their expectations to the realities of the personal
sphere.

From within the short causal links of that intimate space, I can engage the
tangled web of politics and government, form opinions, and act, if I wish, on
those opinions. I can join vital communities of interest, and participate in
philanthropic activity, including protests on behalf of radical change. I can exult
when my ideals triumph on the great stage of the world, and feel despondent
when they are defeated. That is allowed.

What I cannot do is demand certainty of complexity, or expect that statistical
formulas and numbers, accessible only to a chosen few, will have the power to
ordain the future. What I should not do is pour a corrosive stream of rejection
and negation on a democratic system that has struggled, and mostly failed, to
meet my impossible demands and expectations.

ADVICE TO THE PRINCE, OR THE ART OF GOVERNMENT IN
SOCIETIES OF DISTRUST

The most consequential choices available under the conditions that prevail at the
moment concern the public—you, me—and its political expectations. Such



choices are grounded in true contingency: I can align my expectations with
reality or with utopian illusions. Nothing is settled. The power to decide is mine
(yours, ours).

Government also faces epochal choices. Hierarchy and bureaucracy, the expert
and the trained professional, are losing favor with the public. The pyramid is
shrinking: the distance between top and bottom has grown uncomfortably tight.
Wael Ghonim, anonymous administrator of a Facebook page, was sought out by
powerful members of the Mubarak regime as a negotiator during the 2011
protests. He had just walked out of a secret prison, where state security had kept
him for 11 days.

Power and persuasion have headed in different directions. Legitimacy currently
belongs to actions and persons as much as to institutions. Democratic
government is everywhere surrounded by a rebellious networked public.
Institutional changes, even radical ones, are possible, but they will not arrive as
the result of necessity or the laws of history. They must be chosen.

I will tread lightly in my discussion of government, for an obvious reason. For
me, there’s no contingency in the question. I can choose my expectations of
government, but I have no way to impose these expectations on the human
beings and structures that embody the government. Since I don’t wish to dabble
in utopian fantasies, or sound like King Lear railing at the storm, my options in
dealing with this subject are limited.

But I can’t avoid consideration of the choices of government without leaving a
large, inexplicable hole in the center of my story.
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9.2 Structural destiny: network against hierarchy ©

Let me begin with the ideal, if only to dismiss it. In the best of all possible
circumstances, government will assume the shape that dominates the
imagination of a historical period. Modern government, creature of the industrial
age, would give way to networked government, able to exploit “small world”

links to reduce, formally, the distance between power and the public. > Political
issues—proposed legislation, for example—would be debated and resolved on a
much vaster virtual stage, on which ordinary people, no less than elected or
bureaucratic elites, have their say. The output of government would be crowd-
sourced and thus sanity-checked.

This won’t happen. Hierarchy is too stubborn a structure. The self-interest of the
top and the disinterest in wielding power of the sectarian bottom makes it almost
certain that the current structures will endure. The pyramid is losing height, but
it almost certainly won’t flatten altogether. Barring some unforeseen and
unprecedented breakthrough, the organization of government, like that of
corporations, will remain top-down.

In a non-perfect world, which happens to be the one we actually live in,



hierarchical government, democratic government, must find ways to regain
legitimacy without yielding on every point to the negations of a networked
public. The decisive choices, I believe, concern the handling of that perturbing
agent, information.

Hierarchy, as a structure, has proven transcendentally inept in dealing with
digital platforms. Despite a lot of brave modernizing talk, social media and the
new communication technologies remain a profound mystery to government,
while those at the top of the pyramid continue to detest the intrusion of amateurs
and the rude informality of the web. Hence their serial amazement each time the
public rode digital tools to materialize, as from thin air, on the streets.

Government’s awkward attempts to embrace digital technology provide the most
revealing examples of its incapacity. According to a December 2011 study, some
56 federal agencies owned 1,489 “.gov” domains—but 400 of these domains
redirected the user to another government site, 265 didn’t work, and 20 were
“under development.” There seemed to be no guiding principle for hosting
federal websites: the number per agency varied from 160 to two. A total of 150
different web publishing systems and 250 different web hosting providers were
used to run the government’s 11,000 sites. Main users of this crazy quilt of
technology and information were “federal workers, followed by researchers and

the press.”’

This was information from the old elites of the industrial age to their brethren,
filtered, almost symbolically, through digital systems instead of paper reports.
The public need not apply, and was not interested in any case. The USA.gov site,
to take just one example, described itself as “The US Government’s official web
portal.” That sounded important and ambitious. Between 2010 and 2011,
however, the site garnered around 0.02 percent in “daily reach” or total traffic of
the web—Iless than half the daily reach of Icanhascheezburger.com, a website
featuring humorous photos of cats. Currently, the US government’s official web

portal ranked 1,751 in popularity among US websites, and 6,303 globally. ¢

When government has tried to reach the wider public through digital media, it
failed in spectacular fashion. The online insurance marketplace that was part of
the new health care system cost the federal government $400 million and took
three years to develop. According to the New York Times, the website was



supposed to be a “one-stop, click-and-go hub for citizens seeking health
insurance.” Instead, it crashed and burned on delivery. Merely to log on was
impossible for many users. An insurance executive was quoted by the Times as
saying, “The extent of the problem is pretty enormous. At the end of our calls,
people say, ‘It’s awful, just awful.” !’ But this should surprise nobody. The
government has no idea of how to interact with the public other than from the
top down. That is how federal agencies structured their 11,000 websites.
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Like the CIA after 9/11, those responsible for developing the health insurance



website insisted that they had failed because of insufficient funding. “The staff
was heroic and dedicated, but we did not have enough money, and we all knew

that,” one administrator claimed.! In reality, we have seen, the failure of
government has been systemic. It has followed the pattern of Greek tragedy, in
which excessive pride, or hubris, brings the hero to ruin. Modern government
believed it could conquer uncertainty and ordain the future. It couldn’t: and
when it tried, it failed. In the present case, government believed it could create a
vast “marketplace” on command, and simplify it to a few clicks per transaction.
It couldn’t do that, either.

The tragic flaw wasn’t incompetence with regard to technology. It was the
illusion of control—preeminently, the inherent urge of hierarchy to control
information.

On this matter, government has arrived at a fundamental choice. It can continue
to squeeze a top-down framework on a networked culture, as if the social and
technological reordering of the new millennium could be wished back to 1989.
The terms of government’s increasing proximity to the public will then be
dictated by forces external to government, and, it may be, indifferent or hostile
to democracy.

Alternatively, government can opt to participate in its historical realignment with
the public, and retain a measure of control by moving information online in ways
that are legible to the bottom of the pyramid. Even if interactivity—the back-
and-forth of a truly networked system—is restricted, the production process of
government can be made manifest at every step. Networked government, I said,
is today a utopian ideal: open government, in my judgment, remains a
possibility.

For government to communicate with the public online to any extent, official
language must be radically altered in style and length. That is also a choice, and
by no means a trivial or superficial one. Consider the making of laws by the two
houses of Congress. Each proposed bill can be posted, each version, alteration,
or amendment noted in real time: but that is not enough. When, like the stimulus,
a law is 1,000 pages long, it becomes indigestible by the public. In fact, it is
almost certainly indigestible to most of the elected representatives who vote on
it: an instance of top-down ambition trumping the democratic process.



When government goes online, it will no longer be speaking just to itself. If the
government chooses to feed information directly to the public at every level of
operation, it must learn the language of the public, even if it limits the public’s
ability to talk back. Laws will be shorter, for example. How much shorter? I
have no idea, but I imagine a lot less than 1,000 pages. The public, not the
government, will set that boundary, indirectly, through the information sphere.

Brevity from government isn’t a crazy dream. If our grandparents could deliver
Social Security in 37 pages, we can produce much less consequential tax or
budgetary decisions on a similar scale. It’s the government’s call.

That is only one speculative illustration of what might happen if government
chose to work its drafts out in the open, online. The legal and pseudo-technical
jargon clogging most official communications would also be reduced to a
minimum. The current incentives for opaqueness would be replaced by a need
for persuasiveness. Bureaucracy would behold itself through the cold eyes of the
public. That alone might be transformative. The interventions and interpretations
of regulators would be compared, transparently, to the original intent of a law.
Instead of 11,000 agency websites there would a single matrixed .gov web,
extending as deep into the global information sphere as our elected officials can
tolerate.

This can be tried step-by-step. It can be embraced sequentially by portions of the
Federal government in a rare shot at trial and error. But something along these
lines will either be done by the government or likely will be done to it. The
public is on the move. The age, recall, is stuck at midnight. I don’t do prophecy,
so call it speculation: but I feel certain that, to the extent government stands
aloof from the global information sphere, to that exact degree the information
sphere, in the form of Tea Party-like revolts and Wikileaks-style revelations, will
burst back, uninvited and destructive, into the precincts of power.

koK 3k

The reason to push information out to the public isn’t primarily so it can
participate in making law or policy. The public’s engagement with laws or
policies has always been determined by its interest in an affair, and that, in turn,
has been limited by the fractured nature of the public. For any given political
issue, a vital community, obsessed with the subject, may jump on the case. Most



of the population will yawn and turn away. Only in the rarest of instances will
shared points of reference arouse a politically significant multitude—and even
then, it may or may not represent the will of the majority. The public, we must
always remember, is not, and can never be, identical to the people.

The point isn’t to pull the public up to the top of the pyramid in some sort of
king-for-a-day “e-government” exercise, but to push the output of the elites to
the personal sphere, where the public lives and makes decisions.

The revolt of the public against authority can be framed as a contest between two
disparate ways of looking at the world: the institutional and the practical.
Institutions can perceive only generic abstractions like the unemployment rate or
the GDP. They are blind to the accumulation of detail that is everyday life.
Practical knowledge fills that gap: it consists of local idiosyncrasies that are
impossible to generalize. This can be as simple as knowing which car
dealerships in the neighborhood cheat on repairs and which medical practitioners
go by the book rather than the patient.

The choice of openness depends on the direction in which information should
flow to guide effective action.

A supporter of democracy would argue, purely on principle, that information
should flow from government out to the public, where it can be plugged into the
matrix of everyday decisions. But I believe the same answer obtains from the
perspective of efficacy in achieving outcomes. The failure of government has
proceeded in parallel with the devaluation of practical knowledge.

Intoxicated with the possibility of perfection, high modernist rulers endeavored
to reduce local reality to the administrative grid of their observations. They
wanted society at ground level to look like Brasilia or Cabrini Green. The public,
too, came to imagine that personal fulfillment depended on institutional action,
and adjusted its expectations of democracy accordingly. We stand late in that
cycle of top-down ambition and failure, with the public in revolt, the elites
horrified by their own weakness and decadence, and the collision between the
two worlds crushing practical and institutional knowledge into nothingness.

Government can choose otherwise. By pushing its business online, it will
demolish the mystique of institutional knowledge. You and I, as members of the



public, will observe the messy birthing process of official statistics, and connect
any pertinent information directly to our everyday experience. I (you, us) will
have the opportunity to make personal decisions with a reasonable understanding
of how complexity, bearing the aspect of government, will factor into the
decision. If I run a business, for example, I will receive early warning of possible
regulations that may affect my profit margins.

I (and you) can then take appropriate action. I can plunge into the complexity of
the political world, if T wish, and participate in a lobbying campaign. More
importantly, I can move within my personal sphere, where meaningful choices
reside, to position myself and my business in whatever I believe to be the right
relation to government. I can still make bad decisions. In fact, I probably will: I
can’t ordain the future any more than Alan Greenspan or President Obama could.
But my failure will redound on me, not on the government—and I will be able to
apply practical knowledge immediately to repair my circumstances, rather than
wait for action from remote and formulaic institutions. I will conduct my life
with humility, according to trial and error, rather than double-down on error and
expect power to deliver success.

By placing before the public the early drafts of government business, elected
officials and their expert-bureaucrats will bring themselves down to earth. They
will allow the public to catch them in the act of making assumptions, trade-offs,
best guesses. Government will be demystified, as nature was after the scientific
revolution. This will temper the public’s expectations of the outcome. If the
minutes of the Risk Commission’s meeting in L’Aquila had been immediately
posted online, the criminal prosecutions that ensued probably would have been
avoided: scientific failure would have been understood to be a consequence of
the limits of human knowledge.

To any who care to look, it will be apparent, in real time, that the veil of
uncertainty clouds the vision of presidents and Fed chairs, no less than that of
ordinary men and women. Once that fact is admitted, the loss of magical powers
might well be compensated by a gain in legitimacy. I don’t consider this a
paradox, only the difference between observing actions based on illusion or
reality.

Tremendous energies have been released by people from nowhere, networked,
self-assembled, from below. That is the structural destiny of the Fifth Wave—the



central theme of my story. Democratic government in societies of distrust can
choose to ride the tsunami or to be swamped by it. The latter choice will leave
government mired in failure and drained of legitimacy. It will leave democracy, I
fear, at the mercy of the first persuasive political alternative.



CHAPTERNOTES

1 Scott, Seeing Like a State, 81.

2 Bureau of Labor Statistic’s “How the Government Measures Unmployment,”
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cps_htgm.htm

3 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, Chapter 5: “Telescopic Philanthropy,”
http://www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/lit/charlesdickens/BleakHouse/chap4.html

4 N.N. Taleb, The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable (Random House, 2007), 34-35.

5 The most lucid and readable book on networks and small worlds, in my judgment, is still Albert-Laszlo
Barabasi’s Linked: How Everything Is Connected to Everything Else and What It Means for Business, Science,
and Everyday Life (2002).

6 My chart.

7 Ed O’Keefe, “How many .gov sites exist? Thousands.”, Washington Post, December 20, 2011,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/federal-eye/post/how-many-gov-sites-exist-
thousands/2011/12/20/glQAKGAGTO_blog.html

8 All website data derived from alexa.com
9 Chart by alexa.com

10 Robert Pear, Sharon Lafraniere, lan Austen, “From the Start, Signs of Trouble at the Health Portal,” New
York Times, October 13,2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/13/us/politics/from-the-start-signs-of-
trouble-at-health-portal.htm(?_r=0

11 Ibid.



FINALE
FOR
SKEPTICS

10

My thesis, again, is a simple one. The information technologies of the twenty-
first century have enabled the public, composed of amateurs, people from
nowhere, to break the power of the political hierarchies of the industrial age. The
result hasn’t been a completed revolution in the manner of 1789 and 1917, or
utter collapse as in 1991, but more like the prolonged period of instability that
preceded the settlement of Westphalia in 1648. Neither side can wipe out the
other. A resolution, when it comes, may well defy the terms of the struggle.
None is remotely visible as I write these lines.

If my thesis is true, we have entered a historical period of revolutionary change
that cannot achieve consummation. Institutions are drained of trust and
legitimacy, but survive in a zombie-like state. Governments get toppled or voted
out, but are replaced by their mirror images. Hierarchies are brought low, but
refuse to yield the illusion of top-down control. Hence the worship of the heroic
past, the psychology of decadence—the sense, so remarkable in a time of radical
impermanence, that there’s nothing new under the sun.

Very little about my thesis can be considered original. I said this at the outset,
and reiterate it now. The events that make up the bulk of my story have received
massive amounts of attention from high and low. But attention has riveted on the
singular and the tactical: beyond generalizing turbulence in the Middle East into



an “Arab spring,” many connections have been missed.

I have aimed at the strategic, at the big picture, folding Napster and blogging and
“Climategate” into the same insurgency that swept Barack Obama to office and
knocked Hosni Mubarak off his pharaoh’s throne. I have portrayed a public in
revolt against authority in every domain. So maybe that has been my
contribution.

It should be apparent by now that I'm less interested in originality than in
democracy, which has been caught in the crossfire between the public and
authority—sometimes, as in Egypt, literally so. The revolutionary impulse of the
age has been fueled by strangely personal utopian expectations. The failure of
democratic governments to deliver on equality, social justice, full employment,
economic growth, cheap apartments, happiness, and a meaningful life, has
driven the public to the edge of rejection of representative democracy as it is
actually practiced. Some have gone over the edge. Failure has bred frustration,
frustration has justified negation, and negation has paved the way for the nihilist,
who acts, quite sincerely, on the principle that destruction of the system is a step
forward, regardless of alternatives.

Anders Breivik, Norwegian, affluent and well educated by global standards,
posted a 1,518-page manifesto online abominating the system that had pampered
him, then detonated a bomb near the prime minister’s office in Oslo and
personally shot dozens of young kids to death. Consider him a premonition. The
longer the collision between public and authority grinds on unresolved, the more
likely we are to endure a multiplication of Breiviks.

And we already know what that looks like. Al Qaeda, the nihilist wing of
political Islam, has shown the way.

A number of contingencies flow from my thesis, choices open to government
and to the public. I have touched on them with what might have been appalling
brevity. I can choose to orient my demands on life toward the personal instead of
the political. This will shift meaningful decisions to the relative freedom of the
personal sphere, away from remote institutions lost in the Wonderland of
complexity. Government can choose to push out the drafts of its business into the
open, online, where they can be scrutinized by any who care to do so. This will
provide early warning of official interventions at the personal level, and explode



the myth of command and control—thus aligning the public’s expectations with
reality.

I honestly don’t know whether these choices, if taken, would restore the
legitimacy of the democratic system in the eyes of the public. But it would
counter much of the distrust: a step in the right direction.

10.1 The golden nihilist: Anders Breivik !

One large question remains. The skeptical reader has been asking it since the
first chapter. How (he wonders) can he be sure that my thesis, with all that
follows, is right? The answer is: he can’t be sure. That’s not how analysis works.
In fact, that’s not how human knowledge works. We can never know with
certainty that any proposition is right. We can only try to show that, so far, it
hasn’t been proven wrong. Analysts thrive on counterfactuals and falsification—
or at least they should.

As an analyst, I must take the skeptic’s question seriously. I must be an extreme
skeptic myself. Since my thesis can never be shown to be completely right, I
must take care to understand where and how it can be wrong.



IF MY STORY HAS BEEN FICTION, THE NULL HYPOTHESIS MUST BE
TRUE

Every thesis is simply a description of the world. From this description
something must follow, some demonstrable effect or change—otherwise, there’s
no point to raising the subject. Effects can be immediate or more distant and
higher-level. Because a thesis must rely on abstractions like “the public” and
“authority”—or, for that matter, “gravity” and “relativity”—it is to the effects
that we must look for both support and falsification. Eddington’s findings in
Brazil and Principe, for example, were in line with the predictable effects of
Einstein’s general theory of relativity.

Identifying effects in human affairs is beyond tricky, because the instances are so
few and the causes interact rather bafflingly with each other. The analyst must
live with a higher degree of uncertainty and imprecision than a physical scientist
would tolerate. I wish I could offer you a number, like Einstein’s curvature of
light, to prove or disprove my story: but I can’t. If I tried, it would be a symptom
that I had succumbed to the industrial delirium for numerology.

Honest analysis does require that the thesis be stated clearly, and that effects be
identified with as much precision as possible.

My thesis describes a world in which, as a result of changes in information
technology, two structural forces are found in permanent collision: the public,
organized in networks, and government (authority), organized hierarchically.

The overall effect has been constant political turbulence. Everywhere the status
quo is attacked and under stress—yet nowhere has the revolt of the public
crystallized into a completed revolution. Since, for structural and historical
reasons, such a tidy end-point is unlikely to come soon, I would expect a
proliferation of Egypt-style protests that threaten or overturn regimes, but fail to
reorganize into a new order.

A first-level effect can be seen in the character of the public. Opposition to
governments and policies has been self-organized rather than controlled,
conducted by amateurs rather than professionals, and outcome-oriented, usually
against, rather than ideological. These traits appear to be intrinsic to sectarian
networks. I would therefore expect more people from nowhere, in the indignado



and Tea Party mold, to erupt on the political scene—true for democracies and
authoritarian regimes alike. I’d also expect representative democracy, as a
system, to come under increasing challenge when desired outcomes fail to
materialize.

The behavior of late modern government, too, counts as a first-level effect.
Government today is slow to respond, afraid to advance, unwilling to yield. In
democratic countries, it is habitually drawn into promising outcomes which it
has no clue how to deliver. The public’s conquest of the information sphere has
left rulers dazed and confused. They know that heroic actions are expected of
them, but also that every initiative will be contested and every failure amplified.
The contradiction is structural and invariable, if the thesis holds.

Under such conditions, I would expect democratic governments to intervene
ever more thinly and erratically over the surface of society, to give the
appearance of doing something, of being in charge. More broadly, I’d expect
politicians and governments in democratic countries to promise more while
risking less. Laws and policies, for example, will continue to inflate in length,
allowing the authors to generate some words that appear, however vaguely, to
have ordained the future.

I turn to higher-level effects with trepidation: these are difficult to trace in the
maze of complexity, but happen to carry enormous significance for the particular
story I have told. So what I’'m going to place before you, reader, is an
interpretation, a story derived from another story, about the indirect effects of my
thesis that seem most powerful to me.

By far the most consequential higher-level effect has been the near-fatal
hemorrhage of legitimacy from established institutions. I say “near-fatal”
because in democracies the institutions have survived in the mode of the living
dead. They exist but can only stumble clumsily around the political landscape. In
authoritarian countries, matters stand somewhat differently. The regime and
ruling party of Mubarak in Egypt are dead and buried, but similar institutions,
run by much the same people, have replaced the old regime. In Libya, Tunisia,
and elsewhere, an institutional chaos prevails.

In all cases, I believe, the feeble pulse of the institutions can be traced to the
unforgiving trauma inflicted by the public. I would expect such assaults to



persist, bringing about continuing declines in public trust of government,
increased levels of negation and condemnation of the system in public
discussion, more leaked documents believed to be damning to rulers, and a
proliferation of street protests. I would look for entities external to government,
such as corporations and NGOs, to absorb many of the functions traditionally
assigned to the brain-dead institutions. Government could begin to unbundle.

Additional higher-level effects include a progressive loss of inhibition by the
public in its attacks on authority, the rise of anti-establishment political groups,
and the possibility, lurking in the shadows, of the nihilist and his fever dream of
annihilation. I would therefore expect ever more frequent calls for the overthrow
of government and the abolition of the system. Pariah parties, like the National
Front in France and the Five Star in Italy, will enjoy electoral success. Violence
could explode at any moment, though the precise circumstances needed to light
the fuse are unknown to me and probably unknowable.

Finally: in the political environment described by my thesis, government must
make it a priority to defend itself against the public. I would expect the Chinese
regime, for example, to be far more concerned with surveillance and control of
the Chinese public than with foreign adventures—and to court risk overseas
primarily to manipulate domestic opinion. The same would apply to our own
Federal government. It will treat the American public like the enemy and deal
with foreign enemies mostly to impress the public.

In democracies, elected officials will be tempted to gain favor by distancing
themselves from the democratic process. I would expect a number of would-be
Barack Obama imitators, who seek to rule by disdain of power, and to head
systems they profess to abhor. I’m not sure whether this is possible for political
players who lack the president’s gift of contradiction: but many, I expect, will

try.

Let me stop here. I have laid out, in as much detail as I can, the conditions under
which my analysis can be falsified, but my job isn’t quite over yet: one more
step is required. To respond to the question posed by that pesky skeptical reader,
I need to flip my thesis upside down, like a pancake. I must present a “null
hypothesis.”

First, I must explain what that bit of jargon means.



Suppose the evidence I have submitted in this book turned out to be a series of
random accidents and coincidences—sound and fury, signifying nothing. I
believe, for example, that the events of 2011 folded into a meaningful whole, a
phase change in the revolt of the public and the crisis of authority: but suppose I
am radically mistaken. Suppose these events were unrelated to each other in any
way. If what I took to be signal turned out to be noise, so that nothing new—no
effects, direct or indirect—would follow logically from my description of the
world, that would be the null hypothesis. It’s the theory of the persistence of the
status quo.

The null hypothesis to my story would describe some version of the world in
which cyber-skeptics like Malcolm Gladwell live. (But note that it could not
match Gladwell’s contentions exactly: these, I insist, have been falsified by
events.) In this world, hierarchical institutions still rule unchallenged. Properly
interpreted, 2011 turns out to be a series of local events, largely manufactured or
at least co-opted by powerful elites utilizing copy-cat tactics. The public and its
weak-bond networks can irritate but never seriously threaten the authority of
modern government.

The overall effect of the null hypothesis is a political environment safely
entrenched within the processes of the industrial age. Government actions and
policies are sheathed with authority and persuasiveness, while government
failures implicate specific politicians or parties but never the system as a whole.
You should expect, under such conditions, for political life to be characterized by
continuity rather than disruption. Protests occur, but they target specific rather
than systemic issues. Public opinion will be more forgiving—even, on occasion,
as gentle as it was with JFK over the Bay of Pigs.

A first-level effect is the nature of the opposition: it’s loyal rather than radical,
shares many basic assumptions with those in power, and sits comfortably inside
the political system. If this is true, Republicans and Democrats, Tories and
Labor, will take turns running the government, and the public will accept the
monotony in the manner of a dull but tolerably successful marriage. Counter-
hierarchies of professional agitators might be found in the world of the null
hypothesis, but eccentric political organizations, inspired by bloggers or
comedians or Facebook pages, will never encroach on the power pyramid.



A crucial first-level effect of the null hypothesis concerns information: it belongs
to the institutions and remains effectively under their influence. Persuasion is
practiced mostly by the elites, whose voices and phrases are echoed by the
public over the information sphere. Discussion focuses on “problems” and
“solutions” rather than the failure of the established order. You should expect
public opinion to align with elite opinion, and the information sphere to serve as
a pillar of the system rather than as the means for its subversion.

Higher-level effects will reflect the tenacity of the industrial mode of
organization. Institutions retain the full measure of legitimacy: they rule
uncontested. Government embarks on ambitious interventionist projects at home
and abroad. The public and its purported eruptions are really the manipulations
of interested parties, insiders playing at populism. The public lacks reality: it is a
phantom, without the will to stand apart or against.

In this environment, you should expect a substantial measure of trust in
government, few leaks of damning official documents, mutual deference and
limited negation in political disputes. When, as at present, the trend in every
instance appears to run in the opposite direction, you should suspect a conflict
among the institutions rather than posit the revolt of a fictitious public.

Even in democracies, the preferred government style will be command and
control—coupled, however, with reduced interest in policing the public. The
Chinese and US governments will take for granted the loyalty, or at least the
forbearance, of the population, and will concentrate their energies on projections
of power in pursuit of social improvement and the national interest. Established
political parties will absorb new political factions and tendencies. They will
wield great influence over affairs, but will be checked on occasion by visionary
leaders who, from the top of a very steep pyramid, implement ambitious
schemes.

So there they are: my thesis and the null hypothesis. If events resemble my
description of the world, I am not necessarily right in any final sense. But if they
appear more accurately described by the null hypothesis, then my thesis is false.
It is up to you, skeptical reader, to decide.

Before you do so, I have one more bit of evidence I wish for you to consider.
Much has happened in the months since I began to write this book.



THE FUTURE’S UNCERTAIN BUT THE PRESENT IS ALWAYS HERE

At college, I took a class in Latin American social revolutions, taught by a
professor who had just published a book on Chile. The professor had a mantra
about the Chilean revolution. “The Marxist Allende government might not last,”
he said more than once, “but its reforms are irreversible.” In his book, he had
banished contingency from human events. He had fallen in love with the word
irreversible. It was fall semester. That September, a week or so after the class
began, Augusto Pinochet and the Chilean military overthrew Allende and the
Marxists, and reversed all their reforms in as complete and permanent a fashion
as history, which never stops, allows us to judge.

My poor professor’s book suffered the academic equivalent of crib death.

I learned a lesson—one that had nothing to do with Latin American social
revolutions. I learned about the blindness of experts and the folly of prophecy.
Years later, Philip Tetlock was to put scholarly integrity around this insight, in
Expert Political Judgment. On reading Tetlock’s data, I found myself fascinated
but not in the least surprised.

I am, at present, keenly aware of another lesson from that class. Books that
interpret events sooner or later will be falsified by events: you just hope it’s later.
Over the last few months, I have scrutinized my information stream with intense
curiosity and something less than philosophic detachment.

Let me make the events flowing over that information stream a first cursory test
of my thesis and the null hypothesis. Of necessity, I will be brief—superficial. I
am coming to the end of my story, and I have no wish to linger unreasonably.

But I won’t be coy. A description of the world of yesterday, today, this very
instant, will have little in common, so it seems to me, with the null hypothesis.
That might change tomorrow, but I can only deal with what I can see from where
I stand.

On November 21, 2013, Viktor Yanukovich, elected president of Ukraine,
backed away from an association treaty with the European Union. The move



infuriated a large segment of the Ukrainian public, which had come to see the
EU as a guarantor against government abuses and corruption. That same day,
Mustafa Nayem, an online journalist just a few months older than Wael Ghonim,
summoned the Ukrainian public to the streets with a post on Facebook: “Let’s
meet at 10:30 p.m. near the monument to independence in the middle of the

Maidan,” the central square in Kiev.2 About 50 protesters were already there
when Nayem arrived, but the crowd swelled to 100,000 within days. Eventually
hundreds of thousands, quite possibly millions, participated throughout the
country.

It became known as the “Euromaidan” revolt: three months of protests,
government repression, and political violence, culminating in February 22, 2014,
when Yanukovich gave up the fight and fled to Russia. He was, I noted, the
elected president, but his removal was considered by the insurgents to be a
victory for democracy. For them it was the outcome, not the process, that
counted.

Events in Ukraine have repeated the patterns of the revolt of the public under the
conditions of the Fifth Wave. My interest in the matter starts and ends with that.

The protesters of Maidan resembled in important ways those in Tahrir Square
and Puerta del Sol. They were young and tech-savvy, and they belonged to a
cluster of contradictory ideologies and mutually hostile ethnic groups. Some of
the leading figures were Russian speakers, for example. Nayem was a Muslim
born in Afghanistan. Yet the anti-foreigner hard right also brought a considerable
presence to the protests: Yanukovich characterized the uprising as a “nationalist

coup.” 2

The rebels were united in opposition to Yanukovich. The uprising gained force
on a platform of negation: like their precursors of 2011, the Ukrainian insurgents
wished to be rid of the political status quo without having much of an idea about
what to put in its place. When they triumphed and the government collapsed, the
political situation in Ukraine remained as it had always been: fractured. To one
observer, the idealism of Euromaidan constituted “a classic popular

revolution.” ¢ To another, the aftermath was a mere “change of political elites.” >

Like so many other nations, Ukraine seemed frozen in a world-historical



midnight between the old order and radical change.

Information technology didn’t cause the Ukrainian revolution, but the revolution
would have been difficult to organize, and might have reached a different
outcome, without recourse to cell phones and digital platforms like Facebook
and YouTube. The street battles in the dead of winter captured the imagination of
the global public. Every instance of government-instigated bloodshed entered the
information sphere, with predictable effects on opinion. While the government
lived in a past nostalgic for Soviet-style repression, the young protesters
understood the speed of information and the power of demonstration effects.

This generation watches little TV, gets its news and information online.
. . . The organizers of the recent protests took advantage of this.
Amateur broadcasting on Ustream and YouTube quickly spread the
news of the events. Independent, crowd-funded radio and television
networks used the same low-budget streaming technology to deliver
live content from an attic in Kiev. Every movement of the unpopular
Berkut (the Ukrainian special forces) was closely followed on
Facebook and Twitter; supporters were mobilized to defend tents

erected by protesters. °

Ukraine is an invertebrate country: it lacks strong institutions, a true Center. The
Yanukovich government functioned in the manner of a mafia family. Yet even
that was too slow-moving, too much hierarchy, in the hands of persons of a
certain age, to respond effectively to a networked public in revolt. Nayem called
the government leadership “too old.” “If you asked Yanukovich or some others

about Facebook,” he wrote, “they wouldn’t understand what it can do.” ?

The rebels’ desire to eradicate the established order placed them in an
ambivalent relationship to democracy. They wanted what they wanted:
elimination of the government and the democracy and rule of law exemplified by
EU countries. They succeeded only in their negation. Euromaidan wasn’t a coup,
as Yanukovich alleged. It was a sectarian revolt. Participants aspired to purity in
democratic ideals, but were unwilling to invest their energies on the messy
details of democratic government. They left Ukraine as they found it, at the
mercy of events.

The new prime minister, a leading voice at Maidan, submitted to EU-mandated



economic reforms with a despair bordering on nihilism. “We are a team of

people with a suicide wish—welcome to hell,” he said.® His words were
remarkable for their honesty. His political circumstances precluded even the
pretense of command and control.

In Venezuela, sporadic protests assumed the character of a self-conscious street
uprising on February 12, 2014. University students began the trouble, but were
soon joined by the opposition parties and a considerable segment of the educated
class. Specific complaints about crime, inflation, and a bad economy added up to
the usual demand for radical change. The protesters wanted the government of
President Nicolas Maduro to be gone.

Like Hugo Chavez, his predecessor and mentor, Maduro was a creature of the
age of mass movements and top-down control. From his perch at the top of the
pyramid, the street protests could only be the work of “fascists groups” agitating

for a coup.? That Viktor Yanukovich had offered an identical interpretation of
events in Ukraine demonstrated the power of hierarchy to mold perspective.

Intransigence followed logically from that perspective. Confronted with the
public’s demand for change, Maduro, like Yanukovich, opted instead for a show
of force. Some 40 persons were said to have died in the street battles that ensued.

As I write this, Maduro remains in office, and it would not be an improbable
outcome if he served out his term. But the protests also continue. The violence
and disruption continue. Events in Venezuela bear no resemblance to the null
hypothesis. The government has focused largely on survival. The country is
stuck between today and tomorrow.

Persuasion belonged to the networked public. Chavez long ago bullied mass
media into silence, but Venezuelans were deep into social media, and 14 million
out of a population of 30 million owned cell phones. Protesters coordinated their

movements using the smartphone walkie-talkie application Zello. 1Y Other digital
platforms allowed them to flood the information sphere with images of large
opposition crowds and government violence. The demonstration effects were
powerful and effective. One opinion poll showed that nearly 54 percent of



Venezuelans believed that they were living under a dictatorship. ! In another

survey, 55 percent said they did not consider their government a democracy. 12
Maduro retained the support of many groups, but the heart of the conflict lay in
the failure of his government, the inability of the Venezuelan ruling elites to
match their own ambitious rhetoric.

The demographic profile of the rebels should be familiar by now. They were
young, many of them university students, nearly all from the well-educated and
globally-connected middle class. “I’ve got a rock in my hand and I’m the
distributor for Adidas eyewear in Venezuela,” one protester told the New York
Times. Other insurgents, according to the Times, included “a manicurist, a

medical supplies saleswoman, a businessman, and a hardware store worker.” 13
The anti-Maduro uprising belonged to the same affluent networked public we
have encountered in multiple settings—and was propelled, here as elsewhere, by
a sectarian rejection of the established order.

Venezuela could be Tunisia or Egypt or Ukraine. The public was on the move. A
semi-authoritarian government struggled to keep control of the streets. The
outcome will no doubt differ from country to country, but the structure followed
by events has been shaped, I believe, by the same tectonic forces.
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Recent upheavals in Thailand followed a recognizable pattern. In January 2014,
large crowds of protesters successfully “occupied” government buildings.
Crowds also disrupted polling stations during the February general elections.
Violence associated with the protests led to two dozen deaths. The conflict
continued into the spring, and appeared to have brought the Thai political system
to the brink of paralysis.
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10.2 Tweeting the street revolt in Venezuela !4

I am interested in only one aspect of this episode. The insurgents in Thailand,
once again, were not the poor but the urban elites and the educated middle class.
Their cause wasn’t social revolution but the abolition of the political status quo.
Candidates representing this group had regularly failed to win a majority in



national elections. The response has been a rejection of the electoral process.

Protesters pressed for a “people’s council” to take charge of the government,
untainted by the vote. Composition of the “council” was left undefined, but its
purpose was clear enough. It was expected to deliver what democracy could not:
the liquidation of the ruling party and negation of the established order. A leader
of the opposition insisted that the street protests would continue until the

“regime is wiped out.” 1> He was speaking about an elected government.

Prizing desired political outcomes over mere democratic procedures follows
naturally from the public’s disdain of established institutions.

In Turkey, the government of our old friend Recep Tayyip Erdogan stood in the
same relation to the public as that of Thailand. It kept winning elections and
losing legitimacy, in this case because of a destructive relationship with the
information sphere. Erdogan was outraged by what he called the “curse” of
social media. He had tamed Turkish mass media, and it plainly seemed to him
unnatural, a trampling of the sanctities, that the public should continue to
communicate without his permission. But the public did communicate, on
Twitter and YouTube and elsewhere, and Erdogan, for all his illusions of control,
became its target.

On February 25, 2014, a recorded telephone call was leaked to YouTube,
purporting to show Erdogan instructing one of his sons to “take out” money
from a safe in Erdogan’s home and “dissolve it” ahead of a corruption

investigation. 1° Additional calls were posted—Iless incriminating but still
unflattering to the prime minister. Erdogan’s reaction was what you would
expect from an official ensconced at the top of the hierarchy. He labeled the call
to his son a “fabrication,” brushed off the rest, and concentrated his energy on
punishing the offending media, primarily YouTube and Twitter. The scandal, for
him, wasn’t what he had said in the apparent recordings, but the insult to his
dignity and the collusion of social media in that act.
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Erdogan became entangled in a legal and political war against social media. He
swore to “eradicate” Twitter, and blocked the platform, as well as YouTube, in
Turkey. Users easily circumvented the censorship, with the help of instructions
from Twitter that the company had previously posted for Venezuelans during a
ban imposed by the Maduro government. To the West, the Turkish government,
once a model of freedom in the Muslim world, now appeared to be “one of the
world’s most determined internet censors.” Within Turkey itself, Erdogan and
his party continued to win elections handily, but street protests were gathering
momentum: more than 100,000 turned out in Istanbul on March 12, summoned,

inevitably, on Twitter.1® May 1 street confrontations led The Economist to
wonder whether Turkey was headed for “another summer of unrest.” 12



The answer was unknowable before the fact. However, if the world described by
my thesis has any connection to reality, I would expect Erdogan’s actions to be
guided primarily by the need to survive politically. Under the perilous conditions
of the Fifth Wave, governments cling more than they rule.

In Egypt, Defense Minister al-Sisi and the military, having overthrown an
elected government in the name of the people, mostly gave up the pretense of
legality in the following months. They concentrated instead on the repression of
political opponents. Hundreds of Muslim Brothers have been sentenced to death,

leading al-Sisi to boast that the Brotherhood was “finished.” 2" Like Erdogan’s
threat to eradicate Twitter, this bit of rhetoric, with its high modernist bravado,
said more about the military regime’s delusions than about its capabilities.

The people of the web who had organized the anti-Mubarak protests found
themselves under severe pressure from the new regime. Blogger Alaa Abd El
Fatah was slapped around in his home then arrested by “20 men—some of

whom were masked and carrying heavy arms.” 2! Ahmed Maher, Wael Ghonim’s
2011 partner and the guiding spirit behind the April 6 Movement Facebook
group, was also detained. Ghonim himself had left the country, stating that

“Egypt no longer welcomes those who are like me.” 22

To all appearances, matters stood exactly where they had been before January
25, 2011. Under the surface, everything was different. Homo informaticus had
broken the mystique of authority in Egypt. There was no going back—no return
to the passive obedience of the illiterate, parochial villager. The public knew it,
and the regime knew it as well. It was the rationale behind the persecution of
online activists.

Al-Sisi aspired to the presidency, and his fate will provide a powerful signal with
regard to the claims I have made in this book. If he can repress his way into a
stable and long-lasting dynasty in the mode of Nasser and Mubarak, my analysis
will be falsified. This isn’t an impossible outcome. The future—just ask my old
professor—is unknown.

But as I observe, from afar, recent events in Egypt—and in Ukraine, Venezuela,
Thailand, Turkey—I confess to many misgivings about the future of democracy,
far fewer doubts about the restlessness of the public or the crisis of authority.



THE OLD DEMOCRACIES AND THE NEW STRUCTURE OF
INFORMATION

I wish to conclude with the old democracies: Europe and the United States. After
the end of World War II, the material success of these countries lifted the
prestige of their system of government to the heights. Capitalism and the
industrial revolution were invented here, and scientific management too—the
apparent ability to become rich beyond the dreams of previous generations
because of brilliant top-down planning. The digital world was born here: the
tsunami of information could be said to originate in that unstable seismic region
south and east of San Francisco Bay.

The ideals of equality, of the people as sovereign, of the public as more than a
rabble, were also strongest here, part of the domestic political DNA.

The twentieth century saw the rise of mass movements dedicated to the
destruction of liberal democracy. Each, in turn, was defeated to the point of
extinction. With the fall of communism and implosion of the Soviet Union in
1991, no alternative system was left to oppose the democracies. They had
triumphed with a completeness rarely seen in history. As early as 1989, Francis
Fukuyama, in his famous essay “The End of History?”, could speculate about a
world wholly dominated by the democratic ideology:

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, of the
passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of
history as such: that is, the endpoint of mankind’s ideological
evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the
final form of human government. This is not to say that there will no
longer be events to fill the pages of Foreign Affairs’ yearly summaries
of international relations, for the victory of liberalism has occurred
primarily in the realm of ideas or consciousness and is as yet
incomplete in the real or material world. But there are powerful
reasons for believing that it is the ideal that will govern the material

world in the long run. 23

Following the horrors of 9/11, Fukuyama and his ideas were derided as
triumphalist nonsense. But he was only half wrong. Fukuyama, a Hegelian,
argued that Western democracy had run out of “contradictions”: that is, of



ideological alternatives. That was true in 1989 and remains true today.
Fukuyama’s mistake was to infer that the absence of contradictions meant the
end of history. There was another possibility he failed to consider.

History could well be driven by negation rather than contradiction. It could ride
on the nihilistic rejection of the established order, regardless of alternatives or
consequences. That would not be without precedent. The Roman Empire wasn’t
overthrown by something called “feudalism”—it collapsed of its own dead
weight, to the astonishment of friend and foe alike. The centuries after the
calamity lacked ideological form. Similarly, a history built on negation would be
formless and nameless: a shadowy moment, however long, between one true age
and another.

The end of the Cold War, in which Fukuyama discerned the millennial triumph
of democracy, appears in hindsight to have been the high-water mark for the
prestige and legitimacy of this system. Once the external pressure applied by
communism was removed, democratic countries lost their internal cohesion, and
began the slow descent into negation. The failures of high modernism became
painfully evident, when detached from the epic canvas of a life-and-death
struggle. The industrial mode of organization, with its militaristic respect for
rank, had placed democratic government at a great distance from the governed.
Lacking a shared enemy and the urgency of a war footing, public and authority
discovered they stood on the opposite sides of many questions.

Then the Fifth Wave swept over the political landscape, giving voice and image
and persuasive power to the insistent negations of the public. The result, if my
analysis has any validity, has been the bleeding out of legitimacy and living
death of many democratic institutions.

Recent events in Europe fit into this pattern. In France, for example, three
successive presidential elections reversed the previous mandate, but the
difference was imperceptible, and the common denominator was failure. Less
than a year after the election to the presidency of socialist Francois Hollande,
protests had erupted over his economic and tax policies, while Hollande himself
reached record lows in popularity.2¢ In March 2014, the socialists suffered a

disastrous defeat in local elections. Hollande dismissed his prime minister.
Another mandate appeared headed for reversal.



The impotence of the established parties turned a sectarian public toward
political groups less inhibited in their condemnation of the system. From the left,
insurgent parties like Syriza in Greece and the Five Star movement in Italy
increased their share of the vote by attacking capitalism and politics as usual.
Insurgent parties of the right, dubbed by The Economist “Europe’s Tea Parties,”

were also making dramatic progress at the polls. 2> Their negations ranged from
the anti-immigrant and anti-EU disposition of France’s National Front and
Britain’s Independence Party, to the openly neo-Nazi rhetoric of the Golden
Dawn faction in Greece.

The sickness of European democracy was demonstrable and generally
acknowledged by the Europeans themselves. The virulence of the malady
seemed less clear. Part of the difficulty is that complex systems often look
indestructible just before they collapse. That was true of the Soviet Union and
the Mubarak regime, for example. European democracy, by comparison, does
not look indestructible: it has the feel of an established religion, to which
everyone belongs by force of habit, but which few, in their hearts, believe in any
longer. Idle to speculate what it would take to sweep it aside. It is always useful
to remember history, however: not so long ago, Europe was the world’s leading
exporter of anti-democratic ideologies and movements.

koK 3k

The theme of recent American politics was once again failure: specifically, the
inauspicious rollout of the new health care program and President Obama’s
efforts to recover from the consequences.

I have already noted the botched delivery of the health insurance website. Here
is Clay Shirky’s take on the planning process followed by the government to
develop the $400 million site:

The management question, when trying anything new, is “When does
reality trump planning?” For the officials overseeing Healthcare.gov,
the answer was “Never.” Every time there was a chance to create
some sort of public experimentation, or even just some clarity about its
methods and goals, the imperative was to deny the opposition anything
to criticize.



At the time, this probably seemed like a way of avoiding early failures.
But the project’s managers weren'’t avoiding those failures. They were

saving them up. 2°

President Obama responded to critics with his uniquely dialectical style of
rhetoric. On the one hand, he seemed to accept responsibility, and to offer an
apology of sorts. “We fumbled the rollout on this healthcare law,” he said. “I
completely get how upsetting this can be for a lot of Americans.” That was
Barack Obama, the president, speaking.

But Obama the sectarian prophet, with his detachment from government and
disdain of its works, was also to be heard from: “I was not informed directly that
the website would not be working . . . I don’t think I’'m stupid enough to be
going around saying this is going to be like shopping on Amazon or Travelocity,
a week before the website opens, if I thought that it wasn’t going to work.” “The
federal government does a lot of things well. One of the things it does not do

well,” the president noted, “is information technology procurement.” 27

Barack Obama’s political gift lay in the condemnation of wrongs. As he wrestled
with malfunctioning features of the health care law, the president grew visibly
uncomfortable with having to advocate a positive program. “. . . What most
people I hope also recognize,” he complained, “is that when you try to do
something big like make our health care system better that there’re going to be
problems along the way, even if ultimately what you’re doing is going to make a

lot of people better off.” 2

Once enrollment in the new program climbed to eight million, the president

asserted: “the repeal debate is and should be over.” 22 This was a remarkable
statement, in equal parts sectarian certitude and Center blindness. Like Hosni
Mubarak with the internet and the British authorities after the London riots,
President Obama appeared to be searching for the off switch that would silence a
quarrelsome public.

He was unlikely to find it. The health care program remained unpopular. Not
surprisingly, the Republican Party was expected to exploit the issue for the
midterm elections. The burden of positive government would not soon be
removed from the president’s shoulders.



President Obama’s recent difficulties continued a pattern of bipolar reversals of
fortune that characterized democratic politics in the age of the Fifth Wave. Since
2008, in the US, elections every two years have repudiated the previous choice.
We saw much the same in France. Britain, Spain, and Italy have each flipped
from left to right or back the other way within the last few years. With the
possible exception of Italy, whose young prime minister has been called the
country’s “last chance,” the electorates in these countries felt a corrosive distrust

of the current crowd in power. 2

Let me submit, as my parting word, a warning to the skeptic: the democratic
process is in peril of self-negation. The public’s mood swings are driven by
failures of government, not hope for change. Each failure bleeds legitimacy from
the system, erodes faith in the machinery of democracy, and paves the way for
the opposite extreme. Democracy lacks true rivals today as an ideal and an
ideology. Fukuyama was indeed half right. But there is a decadence in certain
historical moments, an entropy of systems, propelled by an internal dynamic,
that makes no demands for alternative ideals or structures before the onset of
disintegration. At some point, failure becomes final.

The failure of democracy plays no part in the null hypothesis, but becomes a
possibility in the framework of my thesis. A rebellious public, sectarian in
temper and utopian in expectations, collides everywhere with institutions that
rule by default and blunder, it seems, by habit. Industrial hierarchies are no
longer able to govern successfully in a world swept to the horizon by a tsunami
of information. An egalitarian public is unwilling assume responsibility under
any terms. The muddled half-steps and compromises necessary to democracy
may become untenable under the pressure applied by these irreconcilable forces.

Democracy isn’t doomed. As an analyst, I have rejected prophecy and destiny as
tools of the trade. I see the future with no greater clarity than you, reader. But
processes at play today, right now, if continued, could well lead to the crumbling
of what has always been a fragile system of government.

Strange to say, this possibility never gets discussed explicitly—only in
indirections about China or about shutting down some policy debate. I wrote this
book, in part, to invite the discussion. I did so in the manner of a man who
notices a fire blazing in a corner of a locked room: I don’t want to start a panic,
only some sane talk among the occupants about how best to put the thing out.
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Reconsiderations:

The Revolt of the Public was first published in June 2014. I intended the book to
be the description of a conflict that was sweeping the world yet remained
invisible to most observers. The development of new information technologies, I
believed, had shattered the categories we have inherited from the industrial age.
Powerful political forces were unleashed, strange and uncouth players gained
ascendancy, and much mayhem resulted—but our minds were turned in the
wrong direction, and all the chaos somehow transpired beneath the horizon of
public awareness. Hence I used the words subterranean and tectonic to
characterize the struggle.

Events since publication changed all that. The election to the presidency of
Donald Trump, in particular, had the effect of a volcanic eruption that thrust into
the open, for everyone to see, the fractured and mangled pieces of the old status



quo. The June 2016 “Brexit” referendum that determined Britain’s breakaway
from the European Union was only slightly less of a jolt. The keepers of
established wisdom now know they got reality terribly wrong, even if they are
too dazed and disoriented to work out just how. Beyond the howls of pain and
rage, many elements of the struggle I identified in 2014 have entered the general
conversation.

A mobilized public, elites bleeding out authority, the failure of government and
the catastrophic collapse of democracy: are there themes, post-Trump, that
absorb more obsessive levels of attention?

In the clear light of hindsight, I’'m amused by the unease I felt about utilizing
dramatic language to tell my story. I thought long and hard about nihilist and
nihilism, for example. The terms fit the evidence before me. Individuals and
groups had been spawned by the conflict that combined the total negation of the
established order with a predilection for random violence. They considered the
mass murder of strangers to be a form of progress. In parallel, a rhetorical style
elaborated on the web relied entirely on rage and repudiation, making every
online political dispute likely to self-destruct in a “shitstorm” of personal abuse
and death threats.

That was the reality of the case. But analysts have scruples: and I was concerned
about sensationalizing a subject that held plenty of drama on its own account.

Today, everyone’s a nihilist. President Trump is a nihilist, many times over:
Andrew Sullivan, who writes of “Trump’s mindless nihilism,” describes the
president as “careening ever more manically into a force of irrational fury.” ! For
his part, Eugene Robinson warns in the pages of the Washington Post: “We will
all pay a price for Trump’s nihilism.” 2 The president’s former strategist, Steve
Bannon, was accused of fostering “the uncontrolled release of rage . . . it is
nihilism, a desire to burn it all down and damn the consequences.” 2 But Trump’s
predecessor in the White House, Barack Obama, turns out to be a nihilist too—
and at least one bewildered commentator has proclaimed (again in the

Washington Post), “We’re all political nihilists now.”

I also wondered whether I had exaggerated the weakness of liberal democracy,
and, by harping on the voices of negation, had myself contributed to a loss of



confidence in our system. I need not have worried. Since electoral calamity
overtook the elites in 2016, shouting your loss of faith in democracy from the
rooftops has become fashionable. “Our democratic republic is in far more danger
than it was even a few weeks ago,” E. J. Dionne exclaimed in a bad week of

December 2017.°> Yascha Mounk accused President Trump of being “on the

verge of staging a coup against independent institutions and the rule of law.”®
Mounk had previously warned of a “rebellion against multiethnic democracy in
the United States,” then had expanded the disaster zone: “[T]his is not just the
problem of particular societies, but one that affects virtually every liberal

democracy around the world.” 7 Other observers perceived a “worldwide crisis”
driven by “illiberalism” and “populism.” ¢

Parallels were drawn between the US today and the Weimar Republic that
spawned Adolf Hitler. Barack Obama, for one, took up the theme. Comparing
the present moment to Hitler’s “Vienna of the late 1920s,” the former president

added ominously: “And then 60 million people died.”? In keeping with the
temper of the times, the Washington Post devised a new, appropriately
apocalyptic motto: “Democracy Dies in Darkness.” For many in politics and the
news media, the darkness was already here.

On democracy, as it happened, mine had been a small, uncertain voice in the
crowd’s deafening roar.

The aim of this chapter is to extend my analysis to the events that caused such an
uproar. Beyond the existential shock Trump and Brexit represented, I must, at
some level at least, come to grips with a world of troubles: the collapse of
mainstream political parties in France and Germany, the failure of popular young
leaders in Italy and Greece, the slow-motion crack-up of the European Union,
the rise and fall of a blood-drenched “Caliphate” in the heart of the Levant, the
viral diffusion of terror and random slaughter. Then there’s the vexing question
of populism—a term that implies much more than it explains.

Though the word “Reconsiderations” appears on the title, I don’t believe—with
one important exception—that there’s much to reconsider. On the whole, the
thesis I put forward in 2014 has held up pretty robustly. The public, if anything,
is more alienated and angry at authority than I supposed. The elites, forever
astonished by events, oscillate between panic and moral outrage. The institutions



that hold up the status quo are falling to pieces around them. Rough, ungainly
characters, devoid of institutional loyalties, tramp impatiently in the wings. In
the US, Hungary, and the Philippines, they have gained power and strut on
center stage.

Elected officials in democratic nations seek to curry favor with the public by
distancing themselves from the democratic process. Donald Trump achieves this
with his tweets. France’s Emmanuel Macron has dreamed out loud of an
Olympian presidency. Less stable democracies have lurched, in plain daylight,
toward authoritarianism. Venezuela and Turkey, while retaining the forms of
liberalism, have become virtual dictatorships.

The great unraveling of the institutions has proceeded faster, further, and deeper
than I imagined possible in 2014. Here is the exception I mentioned above: my
reconsidered analysis. I think I identified, roughly, the forces driving the tempest
forward—but I failed to reckon the speed with which it was advancing. It was a
significant omission. In a few short years, the political landscape has been
transformed into a bedlam of irreconcilable factions. Violent and profane
language is routinely used that would have been unthinkable in 2014. Vital
communities of interest constituted and empowered by the web have
degenerated into online mobs and war-bands that exist purely to attack. The
nihilist, killer of innocents, has materialized among us over and over again.

Should we then yield to the doom and despair of the moment, and come to
terms, somehow, with the passing away of democracy? That question will haunt,
specter-like, every thought and theme in this chapter. The fate of democracy, I
believe, is inextricably bound to the fate of the elites in democratic nations. The
current elite class, having lost its monopoly over information, has been stripped,
probably forever, of the authorizing magic of legitimacy. The industrial model of
democracy is dysfunctional and discredited. That is the current predicament.
Every step forward must start there.

We need to understand more clearly the conditions of legitimacy under
democratic rule. The revolt of the public is out in the open. The focus of analysis
must move to a crisis of authority that has infected our sources of information—
think “fake news” and “post-truth”—and rattled our political class into postures
of panic and paralysis. The question agitating every defender of democracy is:
How can this be reversed? A more precise phrasing would be: How are



legitimate elites selected in a democratic society? The answer, let me suggest,
will go a long way to resolve, for good or evil, that haunting question about the
death of democracy.

ETERNAL SURPRISE OF THE ELITES, OR THE WORLD TURNED
UPSIDE-DOWN

On Tuesday, November 8, 2016, 135 million Americans took part in one of the
great democratic rituals in the world: the election of a new president. The
outcome had been foretold with rare certainty. Hillary Clinton was a former
senator and secretary of state, and was a chieftain and leading fund-raiser of the
Democratic Party. Donald Trump shared none of these attributes. He had gained
fame as a rich real estate developer and reality TV personality, but his
experience in government at any level added up to absolute zero. Clinton had
money, endorsements, an organization in every state. Trump lacked all of these
advantages. He fought with and fired his staff, divided Republican loyalties, and
went out of his way to alienate the articulate elites—notably, the news media.
The New York Times gave Trump a 15 percent chance of winning. Others offered

worse odds. 1!




11.1 An impossible president 1Y

Nearly unanimously, the country’s political and media elites expected Hillary
Clinton to be the next president. The voters decided otherwise.

The shock dealt by the election of Donald Trump to the structures these elites
controlled was therefore extreme. More than a year on, balance has yet to be
restored. Trump’s victory was in reality a highly improbable event; but to many,
then and now, it felt like a pure impossibility, a violent attack on settled truth.
While announcing “the most stunning upset in American history,” talking heads

on television stammered and wept.'? Suddenly, every aspect of social and
political life seemed up for grabs.

The sense of impossibility was compounded by the strangeness of the man.
Trump was a billionaire who rode a golden elevator to his Fifth Avenue
penthouse, yet he claimed to speak for “the forgotten men and women of our
country.” For all his celebrity, he had been a minor player on the national stage.
He lacked political alliances, an ideological following, institutional connections.
He said and did things that should have blown up his campaign many times over.
He was a favorite of the evangelicals, even though he’d been married three
times, and, in an unguarded moment, had boasted of grabbing women “by the
pussy.” His signature issue was a hard line on immigration, yet his mother and
two of his wives had been immigrants.

Even after eight years of Barack Obama’s condemnations, Trump’s was an
impossibly dark vision of US society. In his inaugural address, the new president
cast his eye over the “American carnage” he had inherited:

Mothers and children trapped in poverty in our inner cities; rusted-out
factories scattered like tombstones across the landscape of our nation;
an education system . . . which leaves our young and beautiful students
deprived of knowledge; and the crime and gangs and drugs that have
stolen too many lives and robbed our country of so much unrealized

potential. 1>

The nation as a graveyard: remarkable imagery from an occupant of the White
House.



Among those viscerally hostile to Trump—above all the elites and the
institutions, but also Democrats and the left generally, and some conservative
intellectuals—his election was received as a moral and political impossibility, a
malevolent absurdity that could only be explained in terms of lies and
conspiracies, whose legitimacy must be rejected and “resisted,” without
compromise, at all costs. Some called for members of the Electoral College

pledged to Trump to vote for Clinton instead. * Almost immediately there was
talk of impeachment on various grounds and of removal for incapacity.

The guiding principle of the opposition seemed to be that a sufficient volume of
rage would wash away the election results and restore reality to the status quo
before Trump. Following the election, thousands took to the streets in angry
“Not my president” protests. Participants shouted “Donald Trump has got to go,”
even though, strictly speaking, he hadn’t yet arrived. On the day after
inauguration, millions across the country joined in a “Women’s March” against
Trump’s perceived misogyny. Many demonstrators wore hats in the form of
female genitals—early indication of the president’s uncanny ability to drive his
antagonists into behavior even stranger than his own. Additional protests
followed in April and May. Every week found fresh cause for outrage and
scandal. Every day was doomsday for democracy. No one felt the slightest need
to come to terms with this impossible man.

The fracturing of reality had a discernible cause. I will dwell on it before I'm
done. Here, though, I want to pose the compulsory cosmic question: What in the
world had happened? Or if you prefer: How is President Trump, disturber of the
odds, object of so much fear and loathing, to be explained?

I don’t believe in single answers to complex puzzles: and an election with 135
million voters swirls along a massively complex causal stream. Two elements,
however, are in my opinion necessary to any answer. The first is simple and
generally acknowledged. The second made the first possible, but is a bit more
obscure.

I said that Trump is free of any taint of government or political experience. He’s
also ideologically formless—a member of his campaign staff described him,
generously, as “post-ideological.” 1> He has been for and against abortion in his
time, for example. His supposed nationalism, on close inspection, dissolves into



certain rhetorical preferences and the vague demand that the US get better
economic deals from the world.

The why of Trump’s election is simple enough. A candidate that innocent of
qualifications and political direction can be elected only as a gesture of supreme
repudiation, by the electorate, of the governing class. From start to finish, the
2016 presidential race can best be understood as the political assertion of an
unhappy and highly mobilized public. In the end, Trump was chosen precisely
because of, not despite, his apparent shortcomings. He is the visible effect, not
the cause, of the public’s surly and mutinous mood. Trump has been for this
public what the objet trouvé was for the modern artist: a found instrument, a club
near to hand with which to smash at the established order. To compare him to
Ronald Reagan, as some of his admirers have done, or to the great dictators, as
his opponents constantly do, would be to warp reality as in a funhouse mirror.

The right level of analysis on Trump isn’t Trump at all, but the public that
endowed him with a radical direction and temper, and the decadent institutions
that proved too weak to stand in his way.

The US public, like the public everywhere, is engaged in a long migration away
from the structures of representative democracy to more sectarian arrangements.
The public craves meaning and identity. From its perspective, late modern
society, including government, exists to frustrate this desire. Caught in the
collision between extraordinary personal expectations and feeble but intrusive
political institutions, the nation-state, here and elsewhere, is splintering into
sociopolitical shards that grow less intelligible to one another by the moment. To
a Hillary Clinton, peering down from the heights of a very steep pyramid, the
distant mass of Trump supporters could only look like “a basket of deplorables.”
Otherwise they were impossible to explain.

The political professionals who once managed the system and protected against
such eruptions from below are gone with the wind. Trump’s candidacy was
conventionally viewed as a grassroots revolt against the Republican

establishment. 1° But that turned out to be a nostalgic fiction. The 2016 primary
season revealed a Republican Party bled dry of coherence and authority as an
institution. The party “establishment,” under any description, had cracked to
pieces long before Trump arrived: only the word remained like an incantation.
Jeb Bush’s risible impersonation of an establishment champion only proved the



point. Bush lacked a following, barely had a pulse at the polls, and could claim

nothing like an insider’s clout. He had been out of office for nine years, “a
longer downtime,” one perceptive analyst wrote, “than any president elected

since 1852 (and any candidate since 1924).” ./ The Republican worthies who
endorsed him had been out of office for an average of 11 years. If this once had
been the party’s establishment, it was now a claque of political corpses.

For the Republican Party, in brief, the Bush campaign was a dance of the dead,
and Trump’s triumph became a moment of revelation and acceptance: more of a
burial than a revolt.

The Democratic Party has endured an equally fatal loss of authority. Barack
Obama in 2008 crushed a true establishment—fronted, as it happened, by Hillary
Clinton. For eight years, Obama and his immediate circle felt no debt and little

allegiance to the party organization. '® In the 2016 Democratic primaries, more
than 40 percent of the vote, and all the militant passion, went to Bernie Sanders
—an old, white, dull, socialist Independent. Many of his supporters saw Clinton
and other mainstream Democrats as cogs in a system they despised.

In somewhat slower motion than the Republicans, the Democratic Party is
unbundling into dozens of political war-bands, each driven by the hunger for
meaning and identity, all focused with monomaniacal intensity on a particular
cause: feminism, the environment, anti-capitalism, pro-immigration, or racial or
sexual grievance. The schism has been veiled by the generalized loathing of all
things Trump: but I find it hard to envision a national party thriving on tribalism
and wars of identity.

So that is the why of Donald Trump. He was the chosen instrument of an
insurgent public, and no established centers of power stood in his way. The
somewhat different question of how this transpired now needs to be posed. In
1980, 1990, even 2000, Trump’s bizarre trajectory would have been not just
impossible but politically suicidal. What has changed?

The information balance of power has changed, of course. A generation ago, the
public could exist only as a passive audience. Information was dispensed on the
industrial model: top down and one to many. That was the great age of the daily
newspaper and famous anchormen on the model of Walter Cronkite. The advent
of digital platforms, in a sense, created the public. People from nowhere, free of



institutional entanglements, pushed the elites out of the strategic heights of the
information sphere. Almost immediately, great institutions in every domain of
human activity began to bleed authority—a process that, as we have seen, in
now approaching the terminal stage for many of them.

That is my thesis for the revolt of the public. My claim here is that it applies in
spades to every phase of the 2016 presidential contest, and helps explain how the
outlandish Trump could trample so easily over once-authoritative institutions on
his way to victory. He was lucky in his moment. When, like the phantom at the
feast, he materialized at the head of the Republican pack, he was met by an
institutional vacuum and an informational chaos.

There can be no question that Trump’s online campaign “overwhelmingly
outperformed” Clinton’s. “Clinton’s coverage was focused on scandals, while
Trump’s coverage focused on his core issues,” concludes a study by Harvard’s

Berkman Klein Center for Internet and Society.!? Evidence from the same
source demonstrates convincingly the increased ability of new conservative
digital media, led by Breitbart, to influence the tone of the conversation on
Facebook and Twitter. Trump’s own fixation with Twitter, both as candidate and
president, is unusual and significant enough to merit an extended look. In
another context, I intend to provide that.

Here, however, I wish to focus on that labyrinth of contradictions that is Trump’s
relationship with the mainstream news media.

The facts are uncontroversial. Trump spent far less money on advertising than
Clinton or his Republican opponents, yet he received a vastly greater volume of

media coverage.2’ The news business seemed strangely obsessed with this
strange man, and lavished on him what may have been unprecedented levels of
attention. The question is why.

The answer will be apparent to anyone with eyes to see. Donald Trump is a
peacock among the dull buzzards of American politics. The one discernible
theme of his life has been the will to stand out: to attract all eyes in the room by
being the loudest, most colorful, most aggressively intrusive person there. He
has clearly succeeded to an astonishing degree. The data on media attention

speaks to a world-class talent for self-promotion.2! Again, there can be no



question that this allowed Trump to separate himself from his competitors in the
Republican primaries. He appeared to be a very important person. Everyone on

TV was talking about him. 22 Who could say the same about Ted Cruz?

Media people pumped the helium that elevated Donald Trump’s balloon, and
they did so from naked self-interest. He represented high ratings and improved
subscription numbers. Until the turn of the new millennium, the news media had
controlled the information agenda. They could decide, on the basis of some elite
standard, how much attention you deserved. In a fractured information
environment, swept by massive waves of signal and noise, amid newspaper
bankruptcies and many more TV news channels, every news provider
approaches a story from the perspective of existential desperation. Trump

understood the hunger, and knew how to feed the beast. 2

Paradoxically, the traditional news media felt uniformly hostile toward Trump, to
the extent of abandoning its vaunted claim to objectivity. “If you view a Trump
presidency as something that’s potentially dangerous, your reporting is going to

reflect that,” stated a front-page article in the New York Times.2* CNN also felt
comfortable using the word “dangerous” to characterize Trump statements. 2>

Examples of journalists lining up in opposition to Trump during the elections
can be multiplied at will—and it wasn’t just a question of open criticism. Well-
known personalities in both print and broadcast media colluded with the Clinton
campaign to maximize the chances of Trump’s defeat, as was revealed in a hack

of her campaign manager’s emails.2° Indeed, the most damaging revelations
against Trump weren’t dug up by Democratic Party operatives, but leaked by

NBC News to the Washington Post. %/

Yet the greater paradox is that Trump almost certainly benefited from these
attacks. He was able, with some justice, to portray journalists as members in
good standing in the club of entitled and out-of-touch elites. The public’s trust in
the news stood at an all-time low—by the fall of 2016, it had fallen to 19

percent. 2 Trump had the luxury of campaigning against an unloved institution
that was providing him with prodigious levels of free (if negative) publicity.
When he hurled insults at Megyn Kelly of Fox News, his crowds roared with
approval.



In the nineties, Thomas Patterson observed that the power to select presidential

candidates had passed, effectively, from the parties to the mass media.Z? That
time is over. The year 2016 showed many venerable institutions to be bare ruins
of what they once were. The news business featured prominently in the
wreckage. The information agenda could no longer be controlled by a handful of
news organizations in chummy interaction with a few Washington grandees.
Like so much else, the agenda was now a crazy quilt—a battleground. Donald
Trump, novice at politics, abominated by the elites, could win a presidential
election in part because he read and navigated this fractured information
landscape far more intelligently than the competition.

koK 3k

In that improbable year of 2016, Filipino voters raised to the presidency a
populist that by comparison made Donald Trump sound like an etiquette book.
Rodrigo Duterte bragged to the media that, as mayor of Manila, he had roamed
the streets at night and personally shot drug dealers to death. So the new
president of the Philippines was either a confessed murderer or, as now seems
likely, a pathological liar.

I bring up this weird story to jog our memories: the conflict that gave us Trump
isn’t uniquely American. The forces at play are global and secular.

In Europe, a series of electoral shocks have battered the European Union and
many individual states. This predicament has been labeled a “crisis of
democracy”—defined by one commentator as “a gap between elites and

voters.” 2Y For many right-thinking Europeans, however, democracy seemed to
be negating itself. Since this subject is central to my concerns, I want to reflect
for a moment on the troubles of European democracy.

The place to start is with election results and their consequences.

In the January 2015 Greek general elections, a motley coalition of communists
and anti-globalists came to power, grouped in a party called Syriza and headed
by Alexis Tsipras, who at 40 was the country’s youngest prime minister in the
modern era. Syriza had existed only since 2004, but in 2015 it won, and won big,
chiefly on a platform of negation and repudiation. The party stood firmly against
the European Union, the euro, austere budgets, debt payments, capitalism, the



Germans, the banks, “the rich, the markets, the super-rich, the top 10 percent.” 2!

Syriza had promised what Greek voters wanted: the impossible. Reality
intervened. By September 2015, the cranks and unrepentant radicals had been
weeded out of the government. Greece remained in the EU, kept the euro, put up
with austerity, and bowed respectfully to capitalists, the Germans, and the banks.
The promise of radical change had devolved into stasis. Under the youthful
communist Tsipras, conditions for the Greek public were similar to what they
had been under his middle-aged conservative predecessor. Not surprisingly,
support for the populist experiment Syriza represented has collapsed, while

Tsipras’s ratings have “nosedived.” 22

In February 2014, after a parliamentary maneuver, Matteo Renzi, 39, became
prime minister of Italy—the youngest man ever to hold that position. He
belonged to the mainstream center-left Democratic Party, but came to national
politics as an outsider, having been mayor of Florence. His mandate was to tear
down Italy’s immobile political system from within. Because of his character
and mission, the young redeemer became known as il rottamatore—demolition
man. Renzi was free of any taint of corruption, and took the title seriously. “I’'m
cleaning up the swamp,” he proclaimed in June 2015, curiously anticipating

Trump. 22

Renzi, like Tsipras, meant to be the negation of the status quo. A tangle of
institutional interests hampered his movements: in Italy, the rules of the game
aren’t designed to foster reform. Renzi, the demolition man, staked his political
life on changing the rules. He insisted that the central government needed greater
authority, and called a constitutional referendum for December 2016 as a first
step in this direction. The elite class swung in a body behind the young prime
minister. Constitutional reform received the universal support of the traditional
parties and of print and broadcast media, and enjoyed far more money spent on
advertisement.

But anti-establishment groups like Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement and
Matteo Salvini’s Northern League—the forces of populism—dominated social

media.>* An alienated public distrusted the motives behind centralization. The

vote against reform surpassed 60 percent, and a few days later Renzi was gone.
It was, wrote one dismayed observer, “the fall of Rome. . . . The status quo has



won.” 22

In reality the status quo had suffered a pivotal defeat. In March 2018, Renzi’s
Social Democrats were crushed at the polls, while populist parties received a
clear majority of the vote. Italian democracy, which had proved incapable of
reforming Italy’s political corruption and paralysis, now faced the task of piecing
together a government out of splinters of enraged opinion. Success would leave
“the eurozone’s third largest economy in the hands of economic populists with

critical views of the EU.” =©

For Spain, the general elections of December 2015 marked the transition from a
two-party system to a fragmented and chaotic political environment. The ruling
conservatives, though still the largest party, lost 64 seats and their majority in the
Cortes. The reasons for the setback were many, but together added up to a mood
of stark rejection by the electorate. The socialists suffered their worst showing
ever. Podemos, a party that embraced the anarchist ideals of the 2011 indignado
street revolt and hadn’t existed in the previous election, came in third. No party
could summon a majority to form a government. After ten months of paralysis,
new elections were called in January 2016. This time the conservatives
performed somewhat better, but the weak minority government that emerged has
been stuck in a holding pattern.

All the while, in the autonomous region of Catalonia, a series of local votes
favored groups that sought to break away from Spain. Catalonia was never a
nation, but the Catalans, having caught the bug of identity and negation, were in
revolt against history, and wished to smash through its consequences in the
present order of things. In October 2017, a referendum again went the
separatists’ way. Local authorities declared independence. The Spanish
government was compelled to send in the police, take over Catalonia’s affairs,
and throw the rebel leaders in prison. All of the latter had been elected
democratically. Democracy, in Spain, had become an accomplice to the
disintegration of national politics and of the nation-state.

And then there was Brexit.

The British vote to leave the European Union was a textbook example of
democracy delivering a perplexing outcome—and of the public on a rampage.
The referendum had been called by David Cameron, Conservative prime



minister, to fulfill a campaign promise. Cameron himself, however, strongly
opposed the exit initiative, as did the Labour and Social Democratic opposition,
the respectable news media, the archbishop of Canterbury, and a long line of

foreign heads of state starting with Barack Obama. =/ Given the thunderous pro-
Europe chorus of establishment voices, the vote against—Iike the Trump vote in
the US—became a matter of because rather than despite. Caught in the grip of a
glacial political order, ruled by elites who offered few alternatives, the British
public opted to break some crockery. That was in May of the difficult year 2016.
To this day, great uncertainty hangs over what happens next.

Britain—the “United Kingdom”—is an interesting country. As the sharp old
class differences have abated, all other differences have been magnified. The
official ideology of British institutions is multiculturalism, the glorification of
diversity. How much this has contributed to the fragmentation of national
identity would be a worthwhile topic of research. Ethnic and religious minorities
remain unreconciled. The Muslim population in particular has produced
perpetrators of domestic terror and Islamic State atrocities—recall the grim
video images of “Jihadi John,” beheader to the Caliphate, with his thick London

accent.® The Brexit vote in a sense was aimed at Jihadi John and his kind.
Whether this was driven by love of country and its civic traditions or by racism
and xenophobia very much depends on where you stand.

Although opinion polls had shown a tight contest, elites in Britain and Europe
were utterly shocked by the outcome of the referendum. “In 1,000 years, I would
never have believed that the British people would vote for this,” exclaimed a

baffled Labour MP.2? Such radical disconnection from the public, even more
than immigration or terror, helped explain the revolt from below implicit in the
Brexit vote. Afterwards, the mass media portrayed pro-Brexit voters regretting
their foolish impulse, or asking, in confusion, what the EU actually was. ° But it
was the elites who clung to a virginal ignorance about their alienation from the
public: next time, they were certain to be surprised again.

The England of the pub and the football field had struck a blow at the Britain of
the institutions. On Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, “Leave” activists had

outnumbered, out-posted, and out-energized their opponents.?! The almost
willful blindness to this strategy of revolt cost David Cameron his job. His
successor, Theresa May, had been against Brexit until she was for it. May proved



as inept as Cameron at reading the public’s mood. Under the slogan of “Strong
and Stable,” she called for early elections in June 2017. The voters delivered a
hung parliament, and May began her second term at the head of a weak, unstable
minority government.

In parallel, the Border used the triumph of Brexit to resume its conflict against
the Center. Scotland is governed by a party committed to leaving Britain much
as Britain is now committed to leaving Europe. The Scottish prime minister
insists that her region will remain in the EU, and has promised a new referendum
on exiting the UK.

The fate of Europe, like that of Britain, is slipping from the grasp of a purblind
political class. The higher meaning of Brexit may be as an indicator of a great
secular reversal. Globally, institutions have entered a moment of decadence and
disintegration—and the EU has been singularly afflicted. Like the old Holy
Roman Empire, it lacks a true center and a shared reason for being. Nationalists
and separatists, anarchists and populists, all tear at bonds held together mostly by
inertia. The question, “On what principle must we stay?” receives at best a
muddled answer. Democracy now favors the public, and the public, at every
level of social and political life, seems to want out.

koK 3k

In the 2017 electoral victories of Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron, many
perceived a decisive reversal of this trend toward secession. The Center was said
to have conquered, and preserved the order, in the two largest EU nations. After
Trump’s election, desperate elites had crowned Merkel the new “leader of the

free world.” %2 Macron inspired the same exaggerated enthusiasm—a cover of
The Economist showed him literally walking on water.*> The two champions,

having won at the game of democracy, were expected to rescue the house of
Europe from destruction.

I think this is a misreading of the facts of the case.

Stated bluntly, the September 2017 German elections were a disaster for the
political status quo. The two “major” parties together barely notched 50 percent
of the vote. Merkel’s coalition sank to 33 percent, losing 65 seats. The
opposition SPD was dealt the worst defeat in its long, proud history. The rest of



the Bundestag was divided among irreconcilable cats and dogs. Four months
after the elections, a majority for a new government had yet to be found. If
Germany hasn’t quite reached Spanish levels of political fragmentation, it’s
headed there. Merkel, dowager empress, looks on the ruin of her dreams and
works. She can still stitch a government together, but she has lost control, and is
at the mercy of events.

The situation with Emmanuel Macron is more ambivalent. If Merkel represents
the tired old regime, and Trump the upsurge of chaotic new forces, Macron seeks
to straddle the gulf between. His rise to the presidency was as wild and
improbable, in a French context, as Trump’s. His party, En Marche, was invented
scarcely a year before Election Day. His voters and activists were ordinary
people swept into politics for the first time. There hovers in Macron’s language a
vision of a society that was once glorious and can be so again: he favors words
like “confidence” and “rediscover.” In this, too, he comes closer in spirit than
has been acknowledged to Trump’s call to “make America great again.”

Two great questions confront him. The first is whether it is possible to combine
the tremendous political energies released by the public with the purpose and
permanence of the institutions. The answer is unknown. No one has tried the
experiment. The second question is whether Macron has the skill and experience
to pull the trick off, if we grant that it is possible. The answer is again uncertain,
but the recent track record of political prodigies in Europe isn’t encouraging. As
youngest president of the Fifth Republic, Macron stands in the same unfortunate
line of descent with Tsipras and Renzi.
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His instincts, too, run counter to the temper of the times. He’s a centralizer in a
centrifugal age, for example. He has said that he aspires to a “Jupiterian”

presidency—actually to increase the distance between power and the public. %2
He chose Versailles Palace, rococo backdrop to the Sun King, for his first
important speech. While the Olympian style may have served Charles de Gaulle
well, it is unlikely to be taken seriously on Twitter or Facebook. Macron is
clearly tempted by the crown of the decaying empire: that is, by the ambition to
become the next Angela Merkel. That way, it seems to me, lies perdition.

The odds, in sum, are stacked high against the newly delivered French president
growing up to be the savior of the French established order and European
democracy. But who can tell? Napoleon is reputed to have said that “impossible
is not French”—and one lesson of the foregoing analysis is that it isn’t now,
either.

THE RUSSIANS ARE COMING, THE NAZIS ARE HERE, AND
EVERYWHERE YOU LOOK THERE’S DONALD TRUMP

As the outcomes of democracy turned increasingly against the elites, the elites
with equal intensity worried about the failure of democracy. The tipping point, as
we saw, was 2016. To many thoughtful persons, the sight of Donald Trump in
the Oval Office signaled the downfall of our political system. The success of
right-wing populists in Eastern and Central Europe confirmed the worst fears.
Barbarians were not only inside the walls, but in charge of the government.

We have entered a time of extraordinary pessimism concerning the competence,
even the legitimacy, of representative democracy. Lamentations of the most
extreme kind pour out on a daily basis—here, to offer a random sample, is Henry
Giroux’s take on the “failures of American democracy” under Trump:

A dystopian ideology, a kind of nostalgic yearning for older
authoritarian relations of power, now shapes and legitimates a mode
of governance that generates obscene levels of inequality, expands the
ranks of corrupt legislators, places white supremacists and zealous
ideologues in positions of power, threatens to jail its opponents, and
sanctions an expanding network of state violence both at home and

abroad. #°



This is how the global elite class and many others interpret what I have called
the revolt of the public: as the death of democracy and a descent into
authoritarian darkness. The connection between political turmoil and the new
information landscape is now broadly understood, but the issue is often framed
in terms of social media opening the gates to destructive or undesirable opinions.
“It’s the (democracy-poisoning) golden age of free speech,” states an article on

social media by Zeynep Tufekci. #/

The corollary to democratic despair has been an almost mystical faith in the
effectiveness of foreign dictators. Russia’s Vladimir Putin, of all people, has
become the hero of conspiracy theories and the deus ex machina of illiberalism.
The belief that Russia “hacked” the presidential elections to favor Trump has
become entrenched in the media and public opinion: according to one poll, over
50 percent of Americans believe Trump’s dealings with Putin have been either

“illegal” or “unethical.”#® The elites have seized on this putative Russian
meddling as a weapon in the institutional reaction to the new president. Based on
revelations, official and leaked, from the federal bureaucracy, a Special Counsel
was appointed in May 2017 to investigate possible crimes committed by
candidate Trump or his circle in collusion with Putin.

I’d like to take this dismal vision of the present state of democracy and turn it
into an analytical question: Is it, in fact, the case that the struggle between a
digitally empowered public and the institutions of the industrial age has
promoted the ruin of democracy and “legitimized” the authoritarian impulse, at
home and abroad? In looking for answers, my approach is going to be broad-
brush and empirical. A government must do something to be considered
authoritarian: trample on institutional checks, break the law, abuse established
rights. I’'m searching for instances of Giroux’s “state violence.” Similarly,
dictatorial regimes navigating the current information environment must be
shown to be more confident or aggressive in pursuit of their interests or their
ideological goals.

My question is apparently about democracy—really about authority—yet I find
it clarifying to turn first to the dictatorships. Consider: If taming social media is
the fix to the present predicament, shouldn’t North Korea or Cuba be our models
for the future? I ask that rhetorically—and with a smile. The Kim and Castro
regimes resemble nothing so much as Lenin in his mausoleum, moldering in a



mummified version of the twentieth century.

So let me begin, instead, with the most successful and applauded of the
dictatorships: China.

China is the poster child of authoritarianism, but we know less than we think
about conditions in the country. The material boom that raised millions out of
poverty has brought more modern, less tangible anxieties in train. Society is
persistently said to be in the grip of a “moral crisis,” in which “hatred prevails
over compassion” and money is made “at the cost of other people’s lives”—but,

of course, there’s no way to quantify this.?? It is almost certain that the
population is Christianizing at a rapid rate—but actual numbers aren’t

available.?” We do know that the Communist Party, led by Xi Jinping, is
engaged in a ruthless “anti-corruption” campaign that has implicated high-level
officials. Here the moral crisis intersects with the political system: when it comes
to making money at the cost of human life, the rot starts at the top.

China’s overseers call their form of government a “people’s democratic
dictatorship”: opposites are thus reconciled in a phrase. The dictatorship side of
the equation has seduced certain Western intellectuals who despair of
democracy: they dream of an enlightened despot with the power to end the

current political and informational chaos.>! And, to be sure, the Chinese state
has erected a massive apparatus of censorship and repression, including an
“internet police” said to number in the millions. Controls over politics and media
have grown harsher under Xi. Bloggers now receive long prison sentences for

criticizing government policies, for example.>2 Journalists have been jailed for

leaking official documents. 22 High-flying party members have been snared and
broken in the purge against corruption.

The question is whether such tactics reflect strength or weakness in the regime.
Given the lack of transparency, it’s hard to say. My guess is that the ruling class
in China, having long ago abandoned Marx, is straining after some ideal or
principle on which to anchor its legitimacy. Xi, for this part, is pretty obviously
maneuvering to increase his power at the party’s expense. Hardened repression
may just be a factor of the gangster-like nature of the system. Much the same
could be said of China’s passive-aggressive geopolitical posture. These moves
may reflect internal divisions and doubts.



In any case, the concept of an enlightened dictator, with just-so repression, is a
fantasy of the intellectuals. Reality is about bad choices. The regime in China
survives on economic prosperity, which demands the free flow of information.
But sooner or later, the economy will begin to wobble—should that information
be allowed to flow? Xi has already hectored the Chinese media about “properly

guiding public opinion,” especially with regard to the economy. 2 He sounds, to
me, like a politician on the defensive, in spin mode. Every year the Chinese
government admits to thousands of “mass incidents” and labor strikes: unlike the
rest of us, Xi knows their actual number. Around 700 million of his countrymen
are online, and 90 percent access the web through that most subversive of

devices, the smartphone.2> China’s elites are riding a tiger and know it.
Whatever the future brings to this antiquated power structure, it is no more likely
than North Korea or Cuba to provide the escape route from liberal democracy in
the twenty-first century.

What, then, of Russia’s Putin, the man who is said to have “a plan for destroying
the West,” and who in a prodigious (if conjectural) display of power and cunning
has manipulated everything from the US presidential elections to the price of

0il? 26

In analyzing Putin’s progress, I confess that I’'m at a loss on how to proceed. My
perception of the reality behind both the man and his country differs radically
from the accepted wisdom and much scholarly thinking. The shadow, it seems to
me, is wholly out of proportion to the object. The Russian economy is roughly
equivalent to Spain’s. GDP per capita has declined in parallel with the oil
market, and in 2016 was ranked right below the Caribbean island of Grenada.
The Russian population peaked around 1990 and has lost five million since, the
result of low birth rates, high abortion rates, and zero immigration. Life
expectancy for males compares unfavorably with Rwanda. In a “Putin exodus,”
many of Russia’s most talented people have left the country.

Putin commands a large military establishment that includes a nuclear arsenal.
He can dispose of the wealth generated by Russian oil. He is, beyond question, a
cunning and manipulative man, and he does not wish the US, Europe, or liberal
democracy well. But I ask you, good reader, to maintain a sense of scale on the
subject. In that spirit, I will press on as follows. The election hacking story—
heart of the Putin puzzle—I will put off to a fuller discussion of “fake news” and



“post-truth.” Here I intend to stick to my question: Whether the Putin
authoritarian style, under current conditions of information—what I have called
the Fifth Wave—has grown more powerful, threatening, or seductive, relative to
the old democracies.

The Putin style, let it be said, resembles that of a mafia godfather. Putin isn’t
Stalin, but the list of people who have died violently after crossing him—

billionaires, journalists, political opponents—is impressively long.2/ It’s all
business, not personal (or ideological): and the sums involved are phenomenal.
The hack of an offshore law firm in April 2016 revealed that an old friend of
Putin’s, a cellist of modest means, had fronted secret transactions totaling $2

billion. 28

Putin portrays himself in a very different light. He belongs to a class that I would
call dictatorships of repudiation: al-Sisi in Egypt, Erdogan in Turkey, and the
late Hugo Chavez in Venezuela are members of the club. The common thread is
a rhetoric of defiance and renewal. The dictator is transformed from a murderous
predator into a solitary hero struggling against overwhelming odds. The villain
confronting him is some hodgepodge of globalized malevolence, with the US
typically pulling the strings.

For Putin, the enemy is the alliance of the United States and the European
democracies. This cabal aims at nothing less than the “disintegration and

dismemberment” of Russia.2? “Our opponents want to see us disunited,” he
stated in 2007. “Some want to take away and divide everything, and others to

plunder. . . . Those who want to confront us need a weak and ill state.” %Y Putin
began his career as a small cog in the enormous machine that was the Soviet
state. He feels the need to explain why Russia was once a superpower, and is one
no longer. The specter of decadence and disintegration, of lost glory and
greatness, has come to haunt politics in nations far less troubled than Russia: in
different contexts, it helped propel Trump and Macron to office. Putin’s account
begins with the US-led destruction of the Soviet Union, and ends with the
defiant rebirth of Russia.

Between the mafia boss and the restorer of Russian greatness, there’s no intrinsic
contradiction. Both lead to the glorification of Putin and the worship of power.
Russia’s foreign adventures of the last few years can be parsed either way.



Tough-guy Putin moved into Crimea, Ukraine, and Syria to exploit local
weakness and show up the singularly passive Barack Obama. Imperial Putin
reasserted historic Russian claims in the Black Sea and eastern Mediterranean.
The objective was always to frighten and impress the global elites—to force
them to acknowledge the Russian dictator as a world-historical actor. In the
dazed aftermath of the US presidential election, this wish was granted with a
vengeance.

Despite his self-righteous brutality, Putin retains levels of popularity and support
that would be the envy of any American politician. The same is true of al-Sisi
and Erdogan, and was true of Chavez to the end. Many factors play into this
strange circumstance, including control over the story told by national media.
The Russian media, for example, loves to portray the scrawny Putin in the guise

of an action hero. % Egypt’s journalists can write without blushing of al-Sisi’s

“flawless appearance” and “Herculean strength.”? Yet much tighter controls
over information have done nothing to enhance the image of Xi Jinping and his
Chinese Communist Party.

The difference, I think, lies in the relationship to our equivocal moment in
history. Putin, al-Sisi, and their kind believe, probably sincerely, that they are
engaged in a war to the death against an established order dominated by foreign
elites. They aim to slay the dragon of national decadence and bring to an end this
unhappy age. To some extent, therefore, they can tap into the explosive political
energies released by the revolt of the public: by the rage and despair over the
way things stand felt by ordinary people in Russia, Egypt, and elsewhere. Their
struggle is the public’s, at least in this sense: the repudiation of the status quo
and the desire to abolish it by fair means or foul.

Though aligned with the public’s mood, the dictatorship of repudiation is best
understood as a series of national episodes, lacking the ideological coherence to
transform itself into a serious rival to liberal democracy. Putin’s justifying crisis
in Russia is nothing like that of al-Sisi in Egypt, for example, and neither is
available for export. The thrust of repudiation, too, has a retrograde quality. The
dictator takes up the burden of hierarchy in modern government. He will be
expected to solve social and economic “problems” that he has no clue how to
address, and to bring happiness to a hyper-informed and contentious public.
Failure can be blamed on the enemy for only so long.



11.3 The dictator as action hero &2

And T insist, once again, on the importance of proportion. The economies of
Russia and Egypt often teeter on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Putin, the
action hero, is at the mercy of the world commodities market. Al-Sisi, for all his
Herculean strength, must go begging for handouts from the Gulf oil kingdoms. A
possible future for one or the other might resemble the colossal wreck that is
Hugo Chavez’s legacy in Venezuela. Even if the way ahead is less dire, the
structural reality of the dictatorship remains unaltered. Authoritarianism
exaggerates precisely those elite behaviors that the public is rebelling against—
and it can’t repudiate itself. Putin and al-Sisi are doomed to struggle in the coils
of a nihilistic age. They are not the masters or exploiters of it. Both men long for
a return of the glory days of the Cold War: their future is in the past.

So, I don’t see authoritarian rulers prospering under current conditions. The
2010s bear little resemblance to the 1930s. That is the explicit answer to the
“abroad” part of my question. Xi Jinping may flex China’s muscle in Asia, but



he knows that war will unleash domestic passions that could blow apart his
precariously balanced regime. Vladimir Putin may play great power games on
the edges of his rickety empire, but he’s no more likely than Spain to invade
Europe. China and Russia don’t pretend to be rival models to democracy: they
are, in fact, old-fashioned industrial-age hierarchies intent on looting their own
people. Neither has been “legitimized.” The restless public, riding a digital
storm, is hostile to every large aggregation of power, regardless of ideology. First
to be toppled in this conflict were long-entrenched dictators in the Middle East.

Authoritarianism appears to be advancing because so many elite voices in
democratic nations say so. Democracy looks to be dying in darkness for the
same reason. The source of despondency is that elite disaster, the election of
Trump: and the focus of analysis must now shift to American politics, to answer
the “at home” part of my question.

On August 11, 2017, white nationalists gathered in Charlottesville, Virginia, for
a “Unite the Right” march against the planned removal of Confederate
monuments. Among the unsavory ultras involved were neo-Nazis associated
with the Daily Stormer website, the neo-Confederate League of the South, and
elements of the KKK. In the spirit of Nuremberg, a torchlight parade was
expected—but it was a bring-your-own-torch party. “Each person should bring
their own torches which can be bought from a local Wal-Mart, Lowes, Home
Depot, etc.,” were the helpful instructions of the organizers. “Tikki [sic] Torches

are fine.” &4

Crowd sizes are difficult to reconstruct, but the protesters probably numbered in
the hundreds. A somewhat larger crowd of counter-protesters included anti-racist
church and progressive groups, but also hardened street fighters of the Workers
World Party, Black Lives Matter, and Redneck Revolt. On the night of August
11, an impromptu tiki torch parade took place without serious incident. On the
next day, however, clashes involving the white nationalists and their opponents
began early and continued into the afternoon. Police from half a dozen
jurisdictions likely outnumbered both groups, but were kept out of harm’s way.
At 1:41 p.m., a neo-fascist sympathizer, all of 20 years of age, drove his Dodge
Challenger into a crowd of counter-protesters, killing a young woman and
injuring many more. As always in this visual age, the entire horror was caught



on video and propagated on the web.

On the same day, President Trump offered a rambling assessment of the incident
that included the following:

We condemn in the strongest possible terms this egregious display of
hatred, bigotry, and violence on many sides, many sides. It’s been
going on for a long time in our country. . . . Above all else, we must
remember this truth: no matter our color, creed, religion, or political

party, we are all Americans first. %

The almost universal interpretation of the president’s confused statement was
that he had placed the victims of Charlottesville on the same footing with the

murderer, and given “a wink and a nod to white supremacists.” °© Trump poured
gasoline on the fire by insisting, a few days later, that not all protesters had been
“neo-Nazis and white nationalists,” and included “some very fine people on both

sides.” &7

It was a decisive moment for those who believed American democracy had died
on Election Day. Donald Trump, president of the United States, was now openly
the creature of white supremacists and Nazis. Wrote Ta-Nehisi Coates: “His

ideology is white supremacy, in all its truculent and sanctimonious power.” %8

Wrote Bob Burnett: “Trump now owns white supremacy.” % Tweeted Jemele
Hill: “Trump is a white supremacist who has largely surrounded himself w/other

white supremacists.” 2’ The “tens of millions” of Trump supporters were “white
supremacists by default”—or, alternatively, were being “recruited” by neo-Nazi

propaganda. /!

For a time, elite news media became enamored of that rare and vanishing
species: the American Nazi. The New York Times told the story of “The Voice of
Hate in America’s Heartland,” about a young man soon to be married who
happens to be “the Nazi sympathizer next door, polite and low-key at a time the
old boundaries of accepted political activity can seem alarmingly in flux.”

Naturally, Donald Trump “helped open a space for people like him.” 72 Almost
simultaneously, The Atlantic published “The Making of an American Nazi,”
focused on one of the more revolting contributors to the Daily Stormer. Trump’s
name features 39 times, as in, illustratively: “[H]is writing taps into some of the



same anxieties and resentments that helped carry Trump to the presidency—
chiefly a perceived loss of status among white men.”

If Russia and Putin were the hidden hand that delivered the impossible Trump to
power, the Nazis, in the fevered mind of the elites, represented the monstrous
outcome of this manipulation.

Books lamenting the decline and fall of our political system, authored by
scholars, pundits, and pure disaster-mongers, saturated the market: How
Democracy Dies; Broken: Can the Senate Save Itself and the Country?; Can It
Happen Here? Authoritarianism in America; The People vs. Democracy: Why
Our Freedom Is Endangered; Russian Roulette: The Inside Story of Russia’s War
on America and the Election of Donald Trump; The Road to Unfreedom; and, of
course, Trumpocracy: The Corruption of the American Republic. These books
were all published in 2018. A vast number of earlier titles could be cited.

What is one to make of such a fantastic outpouring of pessimism? I would note,
first of all, that it’s largely elite-driven. Millions share the sentiment—but the
elites own the institutional microphones, and make the loud noise. If Trump
poses an existential threat to elite authority—if he is perceived as posing such a
threat—it isn’t hard to imagine those who have managed and personified our
ruling institutions for so long as projecting the threat onto the system.
Democracy from that perspective means rule by the best. Authoritarianism looks
like a barbarian invasion.

A second observation is that we had heard all this before. Trump was Hitler
before he was inaugurated. From the first, the call was for a resistance on the
model of Nazi-occupied France. Charlottesville and similar incidents, for the
elites, were a confirmation, not a revelation: Trump, barbarian in the White
House, has merely lived up to expectations.

This seems like an appropriate time to return to my analytical question, extracted
from the cries of anguish about American democracy. Briefly: Is the US now an
authoritarian dictatorship? If not, is it slouching toward that goal? Is Donald
Trump a tweeting version of Hitler, Mussolini, or the Grand Wizard of the
KKK? Can we cite empirical evidence of Giroux’s accusations—that the new
administration has sought to “jail its opponents” and engaged in “state
violence?”



In what follows, I’'m not endorsing or resisting Donald Trump. I’'m performing
analysis. I’'m going to compare the president’s actions and policies to the
accusations and condemnations of his opponents. Note that I’'m also not
endorsing or resisting the other side of the equation. What I’m after is a thesis
that explains Trump’s part, if any, in cranking up the decibels of a gigantic
chorus of gloom.

We now have more than twelve months of incumbency behind us. The Special
Counsel’s investigation of collusion with Russia grinds on as I write this. I won’t
pre-judge the matter, other than to note that, as a path to dictatorship, “Vladimir
Putin put me here” makes for a very strange choice. Beyond that, there’s really
nothing. Hillary Clinton wasn’t prosecuted. As Michael Barone writes, “We have

no political prisons full of reporters.””¢ The president’s travel ban remains
bogged down in the courts—in that case, his instincts have been less autocratic
than those of Andrew Jackson, never mind Mussolini. The wall he promised to
build on the Mexican border is still unfunded by Congress, part of a thoroughly
conventional tussle over immigration in which the Democrats are winning
serious concessions. The attempt to “repeal and replace” Barack Obama’s
Affordable Care Act foundered on the structural reality of the Republican Party,
a beast with too many heads and too many contradictory voices.

I don’t see how, on the evidence, a case can be made that the United States is
stumbling towards authoritarian rule. But I want to expand on that point. As I
look over the world’s democratic nations, I find little support for the thesis that
their governments are becoming more violent or authoritarian. Among the old
democracies at least, the opposite is closer to the truth. Democratic governments
are terrified of the public’s unhappiness. They understand the crushing
existential burden placed by the public on mere politics, and the likelihood of
failure, and the certainty that failure will be digitally magnified. Their behavior
is the opposite of authoritarian. It’s a drift to dysfunction: to paralysis.

Weakness, not a will to power, accounts for the fall of Tsipras in Greece and
Renzi in Italy. Paralysis seems like the right term for the government of Spain.
Dysfunction describes the muddle in post-Brexit Britain, the decline of Merkel
in Germany, the collapse of the political parties, the slow-motion disintegration
of the EU and of the nation-state. A mass movement like fascism would be
difficult to sustain in the age of social media. A garden variety authoritarian



dictatorship would require the unlikely cooptation of military or security forces
—something visible only to the large and growing body of conspiracy theorists.

The peril to democracy under present conditions of information isn’t any of
these things: it’s the spread of nihilism in the public and the demoralization of an
elite class that has lost any claim to authority.

The August 2017 events in Charlottesville fit this pattern. Nazis and white
supremacists were there in insignificant numbers when compared to, say, the
huge anti-Trump protests that followed the elections. They and their “anti-
fascist” antagonists exemplify the public’s escape to exotic islands of identity:
they are evidence, therefore, of the fracturing of American politics, not its
takeover by violent mass movements. Yet these groups did take over the streets
in Charlottesville. The cause was the abdication of the authorities. Elected
officials in the city hesitated between their wish to oppose the racist protesters
and their duty to preserve the peace. The police, which could have overwhelmed
any disturbance, felt that its presence would actually incite violence. A single
school crossing guard was posted at the intersection where the car attack
occurred. She was soon removed out fear for her safety. An independent review
of the events, commissioned by the city, stated baldly:

[T]he City of Charlottesville protected neither free expression nor
public safety on August 12. The City was unable to protect the right of
free expression and facilitate the permit holder s offensive speech. This
represents a failure of one of government’s core functions—the
protection of fundamental rights. Law enforcement also failed to

maintain order and protect citizens from harm, injury, and death. 7>

Here was the crisis of authority, writ small. The space abandoned by the
democratic elites was immediately occupied by sectarian war-bands. None of
these, by definition, were organized along old-fashioned fascist lines. That is the
structural reality of our moment. So far as we know, the 20-year-old who plowed
his car into the crowd at Charlottesville wasn’t acting on orders from his fiihrer
or from anyone else. He acted on an impulse: the urge to kill and destroy. Rather
than chase after Nazis or other phantoms of history, those concerned with the
future of democracy should fix their attention on that young man: on the nihilist
who believes, with passionate intensity, that destruction and slaughter are by
themselves a form of progress.



The nihilist impulse—the wish to smash down whatever stands—was to a
considerable extent responsible for Donald Trump. As a candidate, Trump said
and did outrageous things. He trampled on every taboo sanctifying the
presidential election process. This worked to his advantage. He was perceived as
a worthy club in the hands of millions of “deplorables” who wanted to strike a
blow at Hillary Clinton, political correctness, and the ruling elites.

The question is whether President Trump, in office, has continued to be an agent
of negation and a vector for the nihilist impulse. The president, we know, is an
idol-smasher and establishment-basher. But for the case to be proved, he must be
shown to have wielded the massive power of the state, in a sense, against itself:
to have battered, with casual abandon and without regard for the consequences,
the institutions over which he presides.

The answer will depend entirely on whether you are observing the
administration’s behavior or parsing the president’s rhetoric.

A year in, it’s fairly clear that the actions and policies of the Trump
administration are little different from, say, what a Ted Cruz or even a Jeb Bush
administration would have implemented. From a Republican and conservative
perspective, such actions and policies appear to be perfectly within the
mainstream. On immigration and tax reform, in his judicial appointments and
anti-regulation zeal, the president has followed prescriptions habitually endorsed
by Republicans and conservatives before him.

Much the same can be said of foreign policy. Except for a strong tilt to
protectionism, the Trump way on NATO and the UN, say, or China and
Afghanistan, adheres pretty closely to regular Republican practice. He has been
less interventionist than George W. Bush, but more aggressive—with ISIS, Iran,
and North Korea, for example—than Barack Obama. And for all the talk of
manipulation, he may well be tougher on Russia than his predecessor at this

point in his tenure. 7°

The reasons why the anti-establishment Trump has pursued traditional
Republican conservative policies need not detain us here. I simply want to



establish the fact. To do so, I could cite effusive praise from pro-Trump
conservatives—Newt Gingrich and Victor Davis Hanson come to mind—but I
find it much more persuasive to turn to another source. “Never Trump” is a
movement of conservative intellectuals forged during the elections. These
thinkers share, in spades, the loathing of the elite class for the president’s
character. Many “Never Trump” conservatives supported Hillary Clinton. Most
remain unreconciled.

Their grudging testimony on the administration’s policies is therefore valuable.

Noah Rothman, who has written of the “damage done by Trump’s big mouth,”
nonetheless accepts that the president is governing “not as a populist firebrand

but a conventional Republican.” ”Z Ross Douthat, a “Never Trump” voice in the
New York Times, has observed with some surprise that the administration’s
Middle East policy is “close to what I would have hoped from a normal

Republican president.” 78 Yet another member of the “Never Trump” tribe, Rich
Lowry, has conceded: “It’s hard to see how a conventional Republican president

would have done much better.” 22

Two observations follow from these assessments. The first is that the Trump
administration’s policies are not an instance of the state destroying itself. It isn’t
nihilism at work. For better or worse, it’s Republican conservatism in power.

The second observation concerns the words “normal” and “conventional” used
by these anti-Trump intellectuals. The words are striking because they have
never been used to characterize Donald Trump the man—not by anyone, of any
persuasion. For this, there is good reason: Trump has said and done outrageous
things. He demands, and receives, impossible levels of attention—and he cashes
it in with rhetoric that is not normal, not conventional, not mainstream, and in
fact beyond anything previously experienced from a chief executive.

Trump has mastered the nihilist style of the web. That, to me, is the most
significant factor separating him from the pack. His opponents speak in jargon
and clichés. He speaks in rant. He attacks, insults, condemns, doubles down on
misstatements, never takes a step back, never apologizes. Everyone he dislikes is
a liar (see “Lyin’ Ted Cruz”), a thief (see “Crooked Hillary”), a “bimbo,”
“bought and paid for,” the equivalent of a child molester. This is American



politics portrayed as the last circle of hell: treachery by the people, from the
people, against the people. Taken literally, it would mean that not a single pillar
of our institutions deserves to be left standing. Coming from a president, it has
the feel of the state devouring itself.

Such rhetorical onslaughts would have destroyed political careers just a short
time ago. They can succeed today only in the context of the great struggle that is
my theme. The public, recall, has mobilized in a spirit of negation and
repudiation of the status quo. It isn’t interested in a positive program of reform.
Because the impetus for revolt was born in the digital universe, it has inherited
the style peculiar to the web—a place where every political dispute ends in
obscenities, and, not infrequently, death threats. The public has absorbed this
language of outrage. It too speaks in rant.

Trump’s rhetorical excesses appear remarkably in tune with this environment.
But there is also a political gambit being played on his part.

Politicians swept into office by the anti-establishment flood face an immediate
dilemma. Once in government, they can continue to smash away at the
institutions—but this will damage the economy and consequently their
popularity. Alternatively, they can move to the mainstream and compromise with
the elites—but this will demolish their credibility and alienate their base of
support. Few have found a way out of the labyrinth. Alexis Tsipras tried each
approach in turn, and failed at both.

The bizarre schizoid style of the Trump administration becomes intelligible as an
attempt to escape this dilemma. Elected as an agent of negation, President Trump
must now promote positive policies and programs. Any direction he takes will
alienate some of his supporters, who are bound together largely on the strength
of their repudiations. A predilection for the mainstream will alienate most of
them.

Against this background, the loud and vulgar sound of the president’s voice
becomes the signal for a mustering of the political war-bands. The subject at
issue is often elite behavior unrelated to policy: “fake news” in the media, for
example, or an NFL star kneeling during the National Anthem. Those who
oppose Trump can’t resist the lure of outrage. Their responses tend to be no less

loud or vulgar, and are sometimes more violent, than the offending message. &



Groups on the other side of the spectrum, now stoked to full-throated rant mode,
rally reflexively to the president’s defense.

I have described this process elsewhere. 8! It’s a zero-sum struggle for attention
that rewards the most immoderate voices—and, without question, Donald Trump
is a master of the game. His unbridled language mobilizes his anti-elite
followers, even as his policies appeal to more “conventional” Republicans and
conservatives.

Politically, it’s a high-wire act without a net. Trump was never a popular
candidate. He’s not a popular president. To retain his base, he must provoke his
opposition into a frenzy of loathing. Ordinary Americans, inevitably, have come
to regard the president as the sum of all his rants. For our confused and
demoralized elites, who have no clue about the game being played, Donald
Trump looks something like the Beast of the Apocalypse, a sign of chaotic end-
times. Writes the normally reflective Ian Buruma: “the act of undermining
democratic institutions by abusing them in front of braying mobs is not modern

at all. It is what aspiring dictators have always done.” 8

But dictators don’t deal in tweets. Trump is in the style of our moment: a man
from nowhere, with no stake in the system, ignorant of history, incurious about
our political habits and traditions, but happy to bash and to break old and
precious things in exchange for a little attention.

So I come back, one last time, to my question—only now the answer lends
support to the alarmists. The predicament confronting liberal democracy,
however, isn’t a resurrected Hitlerism or a manipulative Putinism. It isn’t even
Trumpism, except as a sort of thermometer reading. The trouble is in us: in our
readiness to generalize from the web levels of hostility and aggression
inconsistent with the legitimacy of any political system. By embracing Trump in
significant numbers, I mean to say, the public has signaled that it is willing to
impose the untrammeled relations of social media on the fragile forms of
American democracy.

FAKE NEWS, POST-TRUTH, AND MAKING THE WAY STRAIGHT FOR
THE NIHILIST

The election of Donald Trump can be said to have demolished the intellectual



foundations of the news business. The pretense of objectivity had been
abandoned for a higher cause. The claim to furnish “all the news that’s fit to
print” was now refuted by the failure to grasp the shape and outcome of the
contest. No one who followed the news understood the forces at play. None
guessed what was coming. Continued consumption of news seemed to lack any
justification, other than amusement or habit.

Dazed and demoralized, people in the media sought haphazardly to explain the
disaster. They were not good at the game: a profession that is literally in
broadcast mode shouldn’t be expected to excel at self-scrutiny. Some wished to
reclaim the mantle of authority by launching expeditions to that dark continent,
Trumpland. “As The Times begins a period of self-reflection, I hope its editors
will think hard about the half of America it seldom covers,” wrote the New York

Times’s public editor on the morning after.®? Others remained unreconciled. “I
blame my profession for failing to inform the public it serves,” tweeted Jeff
Jarvis, journalism professor and by no means the only author to assume that

“information” was the antidote to “Trump.” 8%

The self-critical mood didn’t last. Eight days after the elections, Buzzfeed posted
a long, sloppy analysis piece that made the following assertion:

In the final three months of the US presidential election, the top-
performing fake news stories on Facebook generated more
engagement than the top stories from major news outlets such as the
New York Times, Washington Post, Huffington Post, NBC News, and
others . . .

Of the top 20 fake news stories, “all but three were overtly pro-Donald Trump or
anti-Hillary Clinton.” The piece said nothing about the effect of fake news on
public opinion, but did sound an ominous note: “This new data illustrates the

power of fake election news on Facebook.” &

Four days later, the New York Times picked up on the subject: “How Fake News

Goes Viral: A Case Study.”%® The case involved a false story on Twitter that
sought to discredit anti-Trump protests in Austin, Texas. There followed an
extraordinary flowering of media exposés about fake news, most of them
implying, without quite ever affirming, that fakery had helped Trump win the



election. This was capped by a Washington Post article purporting to have
uncovered the hand of that master manipulator, Vladimir Putin, in the diffusion
of fake news favoring Trump.

The flood of “fake news” this election season got support from a
sophisticated Russian propaganda campaign that created and spread
misleading articles online with the goal of punishing Democrat
Hillary Clinton, helping Republican Donald Trump, and undermining
faith in American democracy, say independent researchers who

tracked the operation. 87

An anonymous expert was quoted as saying, “It was like Russia was running a
super PAC for Trump’s campaign . . . it worked.”

If fake news deluded the masses into electing Donald Trump, and sophisticated
Russians who hated democracy were responsible for the fake news, then an
explanation for 2016 had been found that absolved the news media. The question
was never asked why people would believe fake news over the real stuff. Trust in
news as an institution had imploded. News as a business had been the first
casualty of the public’s assault on the hierarchies of the industrial age.
Information on the web existed in a state of nature, and on social media was
structured by murky algorithmic priorities. All of this emptied “news” of
meaning as a category of information: but none of it merited much
consideration.

The prevalence of falsehood and the importance of Russian conspiracies in the
election became canonical. The news industry felt justified in taking the last
logical step: in effect, a leap out of mediation over the edge to advocacy.

In a private session with the network anchors, Trump was asked what surprised
him most about becoming president. “The fact that you never changed your
coverage,” he replied, ever attentive to media attention. “The fact that it never

got better.”® He was right. Negative coverage of the president has hovered
consistently around 90 percent. According to one study, the top issue covered by
mainstream news sources in 2017 was collusion between the administration and

Putin’s Russia.®? The tone of coverage was even more one-sided. It was the
media, of course, that gave us the caricatures of Trump as Hitler, Mussolini, and



a white supremacist. It was the media that made every day into the last day of
democracy in America. The rage that was once the monopoly of online politics
—and poisons so much of the president’s own rhetoric—now poured out of the
inky pages of old-fashioned newsprint.

A side had been chosen: the other “half of America” was to be discarded. At
least in the short term, it’s proved to be a sound business decision. President
Trump delights in tweeting about the “failing New York Times”—but since his
election, subscriptions for the paper have increased tenfold over the previous

year. 2’ Viewership of cable news networks, some of which had struggled to find
an audience, exploded in 2016 and continued to surge in 2017. That was true

across the board: Fox, CNN, and MSNBC. 2! Half of America is a big customer
base—and Donald Trump, that political peacock, always seems to sell. There
was even an uptick in trust in the news, from less than 20 percent to around 27
percent, as Democrats and other opponents of Trump perceived a reliable ally in

the media. 22

But the news as an institution in a very real sense has ceased to exist. The media
elites, like elites everywhere, are driven by a fever dream of undoing the
outcome of the 2016 election. They desperately want the status quo before
Trump back, and they are willing to bash away, Trump-like, at their own
standards and even the democratic process in pursuit of that aim. I don’t see how
it’s possible, from a posture of radical reaction, to reclaim the ideal of the news
media as an honest broker of information. I don’t see how journalists can be
taken seriously by independent minds when they criticize President Trump’s
truly destructive rhetorical outbursts. All they can do is oppose one kind of tribal
aggression with another, nihilism against nihilism.
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Howard Kurtz sums up the conflict: “Donald Trump is staking his presidency, as
he did his election, on nothing less than destroying the credibility of the news
media; and the media are determined to do the same for him.” But credibility, in
this case, isn’t necessarily a question of either-or: both the president and the
institutions, including the media, have stripped themselves of authority down to
a fig leaf of rage and negation. “This is, at bottom, a battle over the truth,” Kurtz

concludes. 2* But it’s really a battle for dominance, fought on a darkling plain
where truth, when encountered, is used strictly as a weapon. The media became
obsessed with Russia and fake news to undermine the president’s legitimacy.
The president, more adept at this sort of thing, stole the phrase and now applies
it liberally to those news outlets—the New York Times, CNN—that seem to him
indistinguishable from his political enemies.

I don’t wish to elide past the empirical question whether sophisticated Russians
actually tried to manipulate the election with fake news. I take it for granted that
they did, and that the consequences were close to nil. The kind of
“sophistication” the Washington Post article insisted on—the word shows up
three times—is entirely specialized and technical. It can get a lot of clicks for a
story about Hillary Clinton’s terminal illness, for example. It has nothing to do
with persuasion—with changing minds. For all the sound and fury about fake
news, not a shred of evidence exists that they influenced the election outcome.



An analysis of online media election coverage by Harvard’s Berkman Klein
Center suggests the opposite: “Although fake news—fabricated and verifiable
false reporting—was a phenomenon during the election, it had a minor effect on

the media ecosystem of the presidential election according to our findings.” 2

The relationship between information and human behavior is exceedingly
complex: but we seldom change our core beliefs because of a story we read
online. That’s so whether the story is true or false. On the question of influence,
too, the distinction between fake and real news tends to disappear. Mark
Zuckerberg, responding to questions about Facebook’s role in the election, had
the weight of evidence on his side when he stated, “Voters make decisions based

on lived experience.” %° Predictably, Zuckerberg was harshly criticized for this
comment, and has been compelled to walk it back.

Kok 3k

The panic over fake news that followed the election soon hardened into a theory
of universal self-deception. Public opinion, the account went, had become
untethered from reality, and democracy was now staggering into a “post-truth”
era. This phrase first gained currency after Brexit and always retained a strong
British flavor—Oxford Dictionary made “post-truth” its word of the year for
2016. But it was the US presidential election, and the scandalous rhetoric of
Donald Trump, that clinched the deal.

Oxford Dictionary defined post-truth as “circumstances in which objective facts
are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief.” More literal definitions could be found. “Post-truth refers to
blatant lies being routine across society,” one academic explained, “and it means

that politicians can lie without condemnation.” % In its take on the subject, The
Economist named the politician in question:

. . . post-truth politics is more than just an invention of whingeing
elites who have been outflanked. The term picks out the heart of what
is new: the truth is not falsified, or contested, but of secondary
importance. Once, the purpose of political lying was to create a false
view of the world. The lies of men like Mr. Trump do not work like that.
They are not intended to convince the elites, whom their target voters



neither trust nor like, but to reinforce prejudice. %

It is depressing to observe how quickly the term found a home in our dismal
political landscape. For elite opinion, fronting for liberal and progressive groups,
post-truth became the final solution to the mystery of Donald Trump’s
somersault to the presidency. At some point, these people believe, fake news
metastasized into false consciousness: hence Trump. “The practice of post-truth
—untrue assertion piled on untrue assertion—helped get Donald Trump to the
White House,” declared Ruth Marcus in the Washington Post. “The more
untruths he told, the more his supporters rewarded him for, as they saw it, telling

it like it is.” 22 The sincere despair in this statement masks, I think, a kind of
relief. The elite disasters of 2016 were now neatly disconnected from empirical
reality.

For conservatives and libertarians, post-truth aptly described an information
environment dominated by liberalism and political correctness in the news
media, the entertainment industry, and the university. These people recall a
famous New York Times headline—“fake but accurate”—about a story critical of
a Republican president. The main difference between “pre-truth” and the

present, they insist, is that the other side is now bringing up the subject. 1%V
So the meaning of post-truth is itself up for grabs.

A fair question is whether this skirmish has any place in my story. I’'m going to
suggest that it does have a place: that post-truth is a clumsy label for a social
trajectory that leads, over broken terrain, to the nihilist and his nightmare, and
beyond that to the contested grounds where the fate of the current elite class will
be decided. We live in disconcerting times. Much of our mediated reality—and
that entails all of our politics—has fractured along multiple lines. Digital reality,
I said above, has been swallowed by the rant—and everyday life, increasingly, is
digital. This is the day of the truther, the denier, the birther. I'm struck by how
we constantly put forward, like a battered shield, the word “literally”—as in
“Trump is literally Hitler.” We are not inclined to tease apart our will from the
world.

A profound moral and political disorientation has driven us, stumbling, to this
place. The question is whether elite complaints over post-truth make sense as an



explanation. We have the evidence of Brexit and Trump: can we say, in
consequence, that democracy has degenerated into an empire of lies? Two elite
claims are of particular interest here, and deserve deeper reflection: that the
internet is “the definitive vector of post-truth,” and that certain populist
politicians, with President Trump in the vanguard, now use deceit to

communicate a “brutal empathy” with the public’s prejudices. 1!
Let’s consider each in turn.

From the first, elites have treated the web as an existential threat. Teachers
forbade students any taste of that forbidden fruit. The Pentagon, taking no
chances, blocked access to social media in the building. The news media, which
purports to interpose layers of editors and fact-checkers between the journalist
and the public, routinely portrays the web as the mother of all lies. Anyone can
say anything and publish it. No penalties are incurred for peddling falsehoods,
even intentional ones.

In the actual evolution of the web, true or false have come to matter less than
like or dislike, friend or unfriend, follow or unfollow. The great platforms of
social media labor relentlessly to “harvest your attention”—Zeynep Tufekci’s
phrase—by nudging you toward the like-minded, telling you what you already

know, giving you what you have always wanted. %2 The effect—in Matthew

d’Ancona’s phrase—has been “online huddling.” %> The public, which as a
whole has risen in revolt against the established order, in its parts appears
determined to defend a partial status quo—some source of identity or self-
recognition that is placed beyond the reach of doubt or change. Online stories
that reinforce the source of identity are consumed as nourishment for the soul,
regardless of accuracy. They confirm, externally, a subjective order. Only in this
way does Trump get to be literally Hitler.

This development is troubling on many levels, but it can’t be used to explain
radical political change—a move away from democracy to authoritarian
populism, for instance. The web’s force of gravity draws me to myself. Social
media solidifies my private status quo. I’'m encouraged to feel smug and certain
in my views: whatever lies I consume I already believe. Change would require
dissatisfaction with my previous views, a move away from what I have been.
That simply never happens on the web. The rage and rant of digital content



presupposes a loss of trust in institutional authority that elite ideas about post-
truth seem to rationalize away.

On the broader subject of lies on the web, a very different sense of the matter has
been advanced by Andrey Miroshnichenko in his brilliant little book, Human as
Media. Miroshnichenko discerns a “viral editor” eternally at work online: a
“distributed being of the internet, a sort of Artificial Intelligence” composed of
every user, which performs many of the same functions of fact-checking and
review claimed by the media. The digital universe, Miroshnichenko holds, is not
indifferent between truth and falsehood:

If a lie is significant, it will circulate until it reaches witnesses and
experts who will denounce it, because they know the truth. If a lie is
insignificant, no one will denounce it; but it won't circulate.

Every example of a lie on the internet, actually, is an example of the
disclosure of this lie. 14

That is the strong version of a thesis I believe to be generally valid. If fake news
had become a salient part of the 2016 campaign, for example, it would have been
exposed and exploded. If it wasn’t exposed, it was because it never crossed the
public’s awareness threshold. Politically, it did not matter. Post-truth in relation
to the web describes a vast and elaborate body of lies, but very little deception
and practically no impact.

What of Donald Trump and his fabricated empathy? The president stands at the
swirling center of post-truth—and not without justice. He will say (or tweet)
whatever it takes to shock the opposition into outrage. When it comes to voter
fraud, the size of his crowds, the unemployment and murder rates, and on many,
many other topics, Trump can’t resist the urge to bend reality to his theme. The
New York Times, Washington Post, and CNN have kept a running tally of
presidential falsehoods—in January 2018, the Post reported with a certain
excitement that the president had broken the threshold of 2,000 “false or
misleading claims.” The article went on: “The longer the president has been on
the job, the more frequently he touts an assortment of exaggerated, dubious or

false claims.” 19>

In the elite imagination, however, post-truth involves the power of lies to “shape



public opinion” by pandering to prejudice. I’'m not sure Trump’s fabrications fit
this scheme. They deceive very few, and the effect, beyond commanding
attention, is never flattering. Before and after the election, most Americans held
a negative view of the man. In one May 2016 survey, 6 percent of Trump
supporters said they liked him personally, and only 43 percent agreed with his
political positions. These voters were driven largely by hostility to Hillary

Clinton. %> A review of those who cast their ballots for Trump in November
discovered an unstable coalition of perspectives, with highly fractured views on
issues such as immigration and combating terrorism. How the lies of candidate

Trump played across such diverse groups would be tough to determine. 1%/

In fact, it’s difficult to measure the impact of deceit on an election. By the same
token, if you are going to argue that the impact was large for the 2016
presidential race, you need to muster convincing evidence. Merely to say, “But
he lied—and he won,” though accurate enough as a description, says nothing
about causation.

The elite vision of a post-truth era ultimately rests on a fallacy. It assumes that
there was once a time when voters acted on some sort of rational calculus based
on “objective facts,” and were immune to “appeals to emotion and personal
belief.” Consider Matthew d’Ancona’s condemnation of the tactics used by
Brexit advocates: “This was Post-Truth politics at its purest—the triumph of the

visceral over the rational, the deceptively simple over the honestly complex.” 108
But that has always been the way. All the cunning dictators, like Hitler and
Mussolini, persuaded by appealing to raw emotions—but so did the great
democrats from Pericles to Lincoln and Martin Luther King, Jr. It’s how human
persuasion works.

Jonathan Haidt, one of the truly original minds in contemporary American
psychology, uses a metaphor of the “elephant” for our powerful passions and
instincts, and of a helpless “rider” for the rationalizing intellect. He then
summarizes the latest research on persuasion:

When does the elephant listen to reason? The main way that we
change our minds on moral issues is by interacting with other people.
We are terrible at seeking evidence that challenges our own beliefs,
but other people do us this favor, just as we are good at finding errors



in other people’s beliefs. When discussions are hostile, the odds of
change are slight. The elephant leans away from the opponent, and the
rider works frantically to rebut the opponent’s charges.

But if there is affection, admiration, or a desire to please the other
person, then the elephant leans toward that person, and the rider tries

to find the truth in the other person’s arguments . . . %2

Donald Trump, disliked even by his supporters, stood little chance of changing
the minds of voters in the 2016 campaign, whether he spoke truth or lies. But
that is not the point I want to make by bringing in Haidt as my witness. My point
concerns the elite class. Nobody feels affection or admiration for the elites. The
public has no desire to please them: it strives, rather, to knock the elites off their
high perches into the dust. For the class that rules and speaks on behalf of
national institutions to be stripped of authority—to lose the power to persuade—
has been a traumatic and terrifying event. As Haidt would expect, the elites have
chosen not to question their own worldview: they blame the lies of populists like
Trump instead. That is their notion of post-truth.

Yet there may be more to this term, I am convinced, than is found in dictionary
definitions or the self-serving denials of the elites. To tease out the content,
though, I must first ask you, reader, to follow me into fairly tricky cognitive
territory.

“What is truth?” Pontius Pilate asked—but that way lies madness. The notion
that facts descend on us from a pure Platonic sphere, untainted by interpretive
frames, has a powerful hold on the modern imagination. The CIA insists that it
delivers intelligence, never policy, for example. Dealing in virginal data sounds
more scientific. But what does data look like, devoid of structure? Nietzsche
thought the whole thing was a rationalist prejudice. Marxists maintain that truth
is a class construct—postmodernists, that it is a justification for power. And the
father of Platonic truth was himself a proponent of the “noble lie.”

Thankfully, I am not interested here in the nature of truth: that is a mystery for
the ages. My concern is with those shared interpretations of reality that provide
the reasons and explanations necessary to political life. I'm going to argue that a



crisis of authority can’t help but trigger a crisis of uncertainty. An
overabundance of digital information in the hands of the public has buried alive
many of the grand narratives that were once our shared source of meaning. With
the fatal decline of the elites, the truth, like so much else, has begun to unbundle.

I want to make my terms very clear. I don’t believe reality is malleable, variable,
or constructed. Reality is as unyielding as a policeman’s club. Unlike that club,
however, the shared reality of 320 million persons can’t be experienced directly:
it’s mediated. For the last century and a half, the elites, and even more the
institutions they manage, have been the arbiters of mediated certainty and truth.
The government addressed social “problems” and placed difficult national
episodes in perspective. The news media selected for the public’s attention a
handful of topics and events. Scientific institutions gave out trusted advice on
health and other specialized matters.

Each of these institutions possessed a semi-monopoly over the information in its
own domain. They were keepers of the stories that explained us to ourselves.
They uttered, from above, the authoritative truth.

What happens when the mediators lose their legitimacy—when the shared
stories that hold us together are depleted of their binding force? That’s easy to
answer. Look around: we happen. The mirror in which we used to find ourselves
faithfully reflected in the world has shattered. The great narratives are fracturing
into shards. What passes for authority is devolving to the political war-band and
the online mob—that is, to the shock troops of populism, left and right. Deprived
of a legitimate authority to interpret events and settle factual disputes, we fly
apart from each other—or rather, we flee into our own heads, into a
subjectivized existence. We assume ornate and exotic identities, and bear them in
the manner of those enormous wigs once worn at Versailles.

Here, I believe, is the source of that feeling of unreality or post-truth so prevalent
today. Having lost faith in authority, the public has migrated to the broken pieces
of the old narratives and explanations: shards of reality that deny the truth of all
the others and often find them incomprehensible.

Let’s examine Donald Trump in this context. The president tells falsehoods. As
might be expected, his opponents have condemned him as a deliberate liar—and
this might well be the case. But many of Trump’s lies seem politically pointless.



Why would he complain about voter fraud in an election he won? What impact
can the size of an inaugural crowd possibly have? Another thesis, no less
problematic, can account for such odd behavior. The president may just be a
creature of our fractured age: he speaks, subjectively and symbolically, from
inside a shard of Trumpian truth. In that shallow place, where the world and his
will are one, he can invent, at will, an endless supply of reasons for righteous
rants.

At least the president is held accountable for his 2,000 falsehoods. The elites
dwell in their own fragment of truth yet seem blissfully unaware. They tell us
Trump is Hitler. They explain that their defeat is a conspiracy of lies. They insist
that the world can be returned to what it was before November 2016. Most
damaging, they are as willing as Trump to demolish the historical reality of their
own institutions. An acting attorney general can refuse to implement a
presidential executive order, for example. The head of a consumer agency can
deny the chief executive’s authority to appoint her successor. A minor foreign
service official can resign with a very public letter directing the secretary of state

to “stop the bleeding” or “follow me out the door.” 110

No behavior is too fantastic if it raises the black flag of reaction against Trump.
At the televised Grammy music awards, Hillary Clinton was invited to read from
a book that claimed President Trump is, in essence, deranged. A female comic
had a photo taken of herself holding up, in the style of Islamist executioners,
something that looked like the president’s severed head.

Truth, for the elites, has come to mean that democracy will die in darkness
unless the elected president is somehow overthrown.

Extremist kooks and cranks have always enjoyed wild conspiracy-mongering
more than dull reality. With the collapse of the mediator class, this toxic mindset
is seeping into the mainstream. When the neo-Nazis of The Stormer look on
America, they see a “race war” against whites and “filthy Jew terrorists” in
charge of the government. That is crazed bigotry posing as truth. But when the
elites look on the neo-Nazis, they don’t see a tiny band of attention-starved
bigots: they discern instead the awful consequences of Donald Trump in power.
Nazis become a symbolic judgment on Trump—much as, for Trump, electoral
fraud is a symbolic judgment on his enemies. Even if objectively false, both
propositions embody truth as it should be. Once that door is open, strange things



start to happen. The very liberal news media has glamorized neo-Nazis and
racialists by lavishing attention on them wholly disproportionate to their
numbers, making creepy marginal characters seem like important actors in US
politics.

It isn’t irrelevant to point out that, in 2016, the media did the same with Donald
Trump.

Truth at the university, Jonathan Haidt notes, is increasingly subservient to social

justice. .1 The reality of the world for the “antifas”—young members of self-
styled anti-fascist groups—consists of a V for Vendetta-like melodrama of
oppression and revenge. The antifas have always believed that Hitler’s Germany
and contemporary American life were fundamentally the same. That is their
sliver of truth. Within the circle of the web and the war-band, it probably appears
irrefutable.

Unlike the elites, antifas have taken the resistance to Trump’s election to its
logical conclusion: violence, they proclaim, must be met with violence.

NO! In the Name of Humanity—We REFUSE to Accept a Fascist
America!

We recognize that the Trump/Pence Regime is illegitimate because it is
fascist, that fascism must be stopped before it is too late, and that this
means that the masses of people in their millions must be led to rise up

and drive it from power. 112

This fantasy of revolution hasn’t yet occurred—but there has been real violence.
Masked, black-clad antifa types have attacked pro-Trump and right-wing
gatherings. Conservative speakers in universities have been bullied into silence.
The February 2017 antifa riot in Berkeley to muzzle one such speaker ended
with at least six persons injured and $100,000 in property damage.
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11.5 The antifa look at Berkeley 112

The unbundling of truth makes the business of democracy ever more difficult to
conduct. As we fly ever farther apart, we can only hear each other when we
scream. The result (I repeat) has been paralysis for democratic government. In
nearly every instance of provocation and violence, officials at every level,
elected and appointed, have chosen to play the part of silent observers. No
arrests were made in the Berkeley riots. Few persons were arrested in

Charlottesville after a day of street fighting—and most were “drunk people.” 114
This, I am persuaded, is where the fuzzy notion of post-truth acquires a club-like
reality. The bearers of democratic legitimacy and agents of democratic law have
become uncertain of their actual power. The keepers of the grand narratives, of
our cosmic truths, appear unable to find a path to right action. The elites in their
institutions are petrified by self-doubt.

Among the political left, there has been a robust debate whether to applaud or
condemn antifa violence. The authorities that make life-and-death decisions are
more concerned with not ending up on the wrong side of history. In the era of
post-truth, with reality up for grabs, nobody wants to be perceived as anti-anti-
fascist.



On an evening in June 2015, at the Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal
Church in Charleston, South Carolina, a young man stood up from a Bible
studies meeting, pulled out a pistol, and began shooting. Nine of the thirteen
persons present were murdered, including the pastor, an 87-year-old choir
member, and a state senator. All of the dead were black. The killer, 21, was white
and called himself a “white nationalist,” but was unknown to his victims. While
bringing down death on people at prayer he is reported to have said, “I have to

do it . . . and you have to go.” 11>

In the early hours of a morning in June 2016, a young man entered the Pulse, a
gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, and began firing a semi-automatic weapon
methodically into the patrons crowded there. Within a few minutes 49 persons
had been murdered and 58 injured, some very seriously. The killer, 29, was an
American of Afghan descent, unknown to his victims. In a call to a police
dispatcher he “swore his allegiance” to ISIS, the Islamist sect that had recently
conquered a large swath of territory in Iraq and Syria. He had been “triggered”

into mass slaughter, the shooter said, by US bombing raids against ISIS. 115

On a night of October 2016, during the last act of the Route 91 Harvest Music
Festival in Las Vegas, Nevada, shots rang out from the 32nd floor of the
Mandalay Hotel overlooking the festivities. Ten minutes later, 58 concert-goers
had been murdered and hundreds lay wounded. The killer was 64, retired, well
off, and utterly disconnected from the people on whom he inflicted such suffering
before committing suicide. He gave no reason for the atrocity, and none has been
identified to this day.

I believe there’s a relationship between our fractured reality and the rise of the
nihilist—persons and groups that consider destruction and mass murder to be a
form of progress. The nihilist lurks in a broken sliver of truth that is impossible
to debate or refute. There, he experiences absolute grievance and the absolute
negation of the system, the repudiation of everything that stands and of everyone
he encounters. Not just politics but all of humanity, he holds, must be purified
and made new. As the last righteous person, the nihilist aims to bring this about
in the blood of random strangers. He acts out the violence that so many others
perpetrate verbally and virtually on the web: he is, in that sense, the avenging



angel of post-truth, and the rant made flesh.

Even as democratically elected officials watch their authority dissipate in a fog
of uncertainty, the nihilist commits his crimes with absolute conviction. The
assurance of being compelled—*"“triggered”—protects him from any sense of
responsibility. In the midst of death and carnage, he feels innocent as a lamb.
Guilt for his crimes must fall on the social order: he is merely an instrument of
justice. “I have to do it . . . and you have to go.” Osama bin Laden, a precursor
of the type, chortled and giggled in an infamous video as he related the story of
the death of thousands on 9/11.

The true nihilist today is more earnest. He disgorges manifestos and judgments
by the ton. “Unfortunately . . . I am in a great hurry,” wrote the Charleston
shooter, “and some of my best thoughts, actually most of them have to be left out

and lost forever.” 1.7 He survived to spew out another manifesto in prison. These
documents are mawkish and abstract, a rhetoric disconnected in tone, logic, and
sense of proportion from the violence, yet bearing an uncanny resemblance to
the reflexive negations of the public. In the nihilist’s bloodstained vision of the
world we discern a familiar landscape. His clamors de profundis recall our
everyday repudiations. Somehow, large numbers of citizens have come to
believe, like him, that the system has failed, and the social order must be
smashed. A case can be made that the president of the United States is among
them. The nihilist, that righteous monster, appears to be a reasonably faithful
likeness of us, in a more advanced state of moral decomposition.

The blind impulse to destroy became a nation-state with the advent of the
Islamic Caliphate in 2014. A vast chunk of land, with a population of millions,
was partitioned out of Iraq and Syria, to be ruled by a sect that exalted death. “I
swear we are a people who love drinking blood,” boasted a Palestinian adherent

of ISIS on video. “We came to slaughter you.” 'l¢ That promise was over-
fulfilled. The abominations perpetrated by ISIS matched the worst horrors of the
twentieth century. Victims were beheaded, crucified, burned alive in cages.
Slavery was revived. Captive women were made into sex slaves and drowned if
they refused the part. Untold hundreds of thousands were indeed slaughtered.
Millions were uprooted, loosening a red-rimmed tide of desperate migrations
and terror, not just regionally, but on the democratic world.



Yet the perpetrators—mostly young, male, and media-savvy—perceived
themselves as the restorers of virginity in human relations. They craved pure,
authentic lives, and looked forward to an age of innocence once the stain of the
past had been washed clean in blood. More than the Syrian and Iraqi military, or
the West, their enemy was history. Here is Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, caliph of the
Caliphate, on the subject:

Indeed the Muslims were defeated after the fall of their caliphate.
Then their state ceased to exist, so the disbelievers were able to
weaken and humiliate the Muslims, dominate them in every region,
plunder their wealth and resources, and rob them of their rights. They
accomplished this by attacking and occupying their lands, placing
their treacherous agents in power to rule the Muslims with an iron fist,
and spreading dazzling and deceptive slogans such as: civilization,

peace, co-existence, freedom, democracy, secularism, baathism,
11

nationalism, and patriotism . . .+
In February 2015, minions of the Islamic Caliphate entered Mosul Museum and
smashed the statuary there. The act seemed to horrify Western elites far more
than any massacre. French president Francois Hollande called it “barbaric”—an

attack on “people, history, memories, culture.”!2’ That was precisely the
strategic objective. As it does with its beheadings, ISIS made a show of the
destruction. In a five-minute video, posted online, burly bearded men huff and
puff and pull the ancient idols down, taking sledgehammers and jackhammers to
the fallen figures. The frenzy is at times shown in slow motion, to romantic
effect. This is vandalism as political theater, performed for the edification of the
world. The lesson was simple. Since the seventh century, the human race has
been entangled in lawlessness and moral chaos. The implicit solution was
equally simple. ISIS didn’t mean to change history but to end it.



11.6 ISIS declares war on history 121

Viewers of the video, in brief, were being invited to jackhammer their way to
utopia.

Although followers of ISIS speak in an opaque theological jargon, there’s
nothing peculiarly Muslim or religious about yearning to escape the coils of
history. We have stumbled across this theme before. Catalans imagine that the
past has robbed them of nationhood. Vladimir Putin dreams of rescuing Russia
out of the dead carcass of the Soviet Union. Donald Trump has condemned our
“American carnage.” The right-wing populist government of Poland has made it
illegal to bring up the subject of Polish collaboration with Nazi war crimes. The
left-leaning city fathers of Seattle, Washington, have transmuted Columbus Day
into “Indigenous Peoples’ Day.”

The repudiation of history—in effect, of our present reality and hence of
ourselves—is among the most powerful motives propelling the revolt of the
public. It’s the shortest route to nihilism and the logical justification for the death
cult. In the turgid manifesto of one prolific lone killer, the word “history” recurs

510 times, like a ritual curse. 122

The ISIS message resonated with thousands from Western countries who flocked



to join the Caliphate. Many knew just a few words of Arabic. A significant

minority was of non-Muslim origin. 22 They chose barbarism over boredom,
becoming actors in the apocalyptic drama instead of software programmers back
home.

Brutal sectarians could carve out a nation-state because the US and its allies had
abandoned the region. Demoralized by failure in Iraq, the Western elites came to
believe that intervention in the Middle East only made a bad situation worse.
They embraced paralysis as the best policy. The result was Charlottesville on a
continental scale. As the powers representing order and democracy withdrew to
safety, the forces of chaos and violence moved in. The last US troops departed
the area in December 2011. They left behind, President Obama maintained, a

“sovereign, stable, and self-reliant Iraq.”2* But in June 2014 ISIS fighters
routed the Iraqi army at Mosul and swept onward. The Caliphate was proclaimed
a short time later.

Given the terrible consequences, there is much blame to apportion—but that is
not my purpose here. The point of this particular story is that paralysis isn’t
irreversible. Faced with the grim reality of a terrorist nation-state, the US and
many European democracies were stirred to action. The elites awoke to the truth
of the situation, and behaved appropriately. President Obama, for all his distrust
of interventionism, returned US forces to Irag in November 2014 as part of a
coordinated effort aimed at ISIS. President Trump, who has also scoffed at
foreign adventures, accelerated this process. In July 2017, ISIS was pushed out
of Mosul. In October, it was defeated in Ragqa, a place of symbolic religious
importance to the sect. The Islamic Caliphate, once the size of Great Britain, is
now broken and on the run. The caliph, al-Baghdadi, has gone so deep
underground that no one is sure whether he’s alive or dead.

This is a success story. The ruling elites shouldered rather than evaded their
responsibility. The real-life outcome was more or less what was intended. The
democracies acted vigorously and triumphed. The carriers of nihilism were
crushed. Good news may be hard to decipher in a post-truth era: but here is food
for thought.

Much speculation and hand-wringing have been poured out on the public for its
mutiny against the established order. But the public, all along, has insisted that



the revolt is about the elites. That, at least, is my judgment. It was elite failure in
the context of the Fifth Wave of information that set the wheel of change to
turning: and it’s with elite choices, including the possibility of reforming
industrial-style democracy, that I would like to conclude my story.

11.7 Weinstein shares laugh with a friend 12

THE FATE OF THE INDUSTRIAL ELITES AND THE UNCERTAIN
FUTURE OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

In a 2009 interview with the Los Angeles Times, Harvey Weinstein, powerful
film producer, made the following claim about his institution: “Hollywood has
the best moral compass, because it has compassion. We were the people who did
the fundraising telethon for the victims of 9/11. We were there for the victims of

Katrina and any world catastrophe.” 125 Weinstein, whose personal worth was in
the hundreds of millions, could best be described as an elite of the elites: friend
of Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, generous contributor to the Democratic
Party and progressive causes, maker and breaker of movie stars. The day after



Donald Trump’s inauguration, Weinstein joined a Women’s March held in
Sundance, Utah, to protest the new president’s sexist views.

But in October 2017, the New York Times and the New Yorker reported that
Weinstein had sexually assaulted or harassed dozens of women, including
famous actresses, over a span of decades. Some of the incidents were violent
physical attacks. Others betrayed bizarre and perverse behavior. All were
committed with impunity, as the victims were afraid to speak out against such a
ruthless and well-connected potentate, and Weinstein’s institution, the film
industry, turned its moral compass in some other direction. The media
revelations broke the silence. As a growing number of women went public with
grotesque stories of impropriety, Weinstein’s place in the Hollywood hierarchy
tottered. He was fired from his own company on October 8.

The well-deserved fall of Harvey Weinstein sparked one of the most remarkable
episodes in the annals of any elite class. Suddenly, women began to speak out on
the past predations of powerful men. Many of the accused were household
names, high-flyers in politics, the news media, and, of course, the entertainment
industry. Most were tainted beyond repair or forced out of public life. A
Republican candidate for the Senate in Alabama, though heavily favored, was
defeated after reports surfaced of sexual misconduct. He was a flag-bearer for
the religious right, but he stood accused of soliciting sex from an under-age girl.
Sexual scandal drove a Democratic senator from Minnesota to resign. He was
said to be a “committed feminist,” but he had been photographed groping a
woman’s breasts, so he had little choice but to go. Several members of the House
announced their departure after reports were published of their misbehavior. A
well-known morning news show host for NBC News was removed from his job
for sexual misconduct. The White House correspondent for the New York Times
was “suspended” while allegations of harassment were looked into.

As was the case with Weinstein, most of the men involved had been protected by
their institutions. They were examples of structural corruption. The fall, when it
came, implicated much more than flawed individuals.

I bring up this sordid tale for a reason.

The recovery of truth requires the restoration of trusted authority. At the
moment, that is nowhere in sight. The question before us is whether the current



elite class can ever resume that function. The crisis of authority, currently at the
stage of paralysis, will otherwise continue to warp and fracture the top-down
model of liberal democracy long managed by this class.

Can the industrial elites find redemption? The defeat of ISIS demonstrates that
when elites act with confidence in a cause that is shared across partisan and
social lines, they can easily scatter the barbarian war-bands. Modern government
still holds unparalleled power and wealth at its disposal. Liberal democracy
remains unchallenged as a system. Elite authority today is threatened not by any
specific movement or group but by the relentless intensity of the public’s
negations: a stance that is reflexively anti-government, anti-system, and
sometimes anti-democracy. The mood is driven by a near-universal perception of
failure at the top. ISIS, after all, needed to be confronted in large part because of
a long string of policy disasters and evasions of the truth touching Iraq, the Arab
Spring, and the Syrian civil war.

To have any hope of reversing this trend, the elites must counter negation with a
positive vision—a shared adventure—that includes and persuades the public.
Politicians must tell a story about the world that stirs the imagination of voters.
The people at the top must raise the public’s understanding to a higher plane. In
the attempt, however, they will collide head-on with the social imperatives of the
system they represent. The industrial model of liberal democracy isn’t
particularly democratic in structure. It’s a steep hierarchy that operates in
broadcast mode only. The distance between top and bottom is very great. The
chasm of distrust will be difficult to bridge. And as elite fear and loathing of the
public has increased, so has the craving for distance and isolation.

Elites today have no idea how to speak to the public or what to say to it. They
have shown little interest in trying. The hyper-educated individuals who ran the
Clinton campaign were utterly indifferent to public opinion: they believed in big
data. An algorithm nicknamed “Ada” delivered “simulations” of opinion to the

campaign staff. 12 Ada was the public as elites wish it would be: safe, clean, and
speaking only when spoken to. The voter in the flesh was clearly perceived by
this group as an alien and frightening brute. His very existence was deplorable.
The shock of Election Day followed naturally from such distortions of distance.

The men flushed out by the sexual scandals of the past year measured their
success in terms of distance. They leveraged their exceptional talents to



transcend the rules by which ordinary people are judged. Great institutions
protected and indulged them. Physical contact with the public was ritualized to
advantage. Other elites flattered them constantly. You became, in your own eyes,
a superb humanitarian. You were a role model to those beneath you. You could
be a rapist but also a moral compass to the nation.

Because of the heights to which they had risen, these men felt invulnerable—and
they weren’t far off the mark.

The elites that govern democratic nations have shown zero interest in leaping
over the chasm to reach the public. In fact, they seem headed in the opposite
direction. The crisis of democracy, viewed from the top, implicates a digital
information landscape that brings the public with its destructive urges into
terrifying proximity. The response has been a kind of political claustrophobia—

regularly triggered, for example, by Donald Trump’s blatherings on Twitter. 128
The frenzy over fake news is part of this pathology. It has pushed Facebook and
Google to design opaque filtering algorithms—a small step, it may be, toward
converting the information sphere into Ada, the mechanical doll that tells only

happy news. 122

The industrial elites, I mean to say, have lashed their fate to that of the battered
model in which they have thrived. Their political projects seek to restore
distance rather than authority. Their hope is to silence the public, not persuade it.
Hillary Clinton ran for president on a promise to keep the deplorables in their
place. Angela Merkel clings to office to suppress the secret Nazi inside every
German voter. Europe’s hate speech laws ban conversations that are offensive to
the elites. Our own federal government spends millions in extreme security and
policing measures to keep the public a safe distance away.

I can’t predict whether top-down democracy will endure: but the momentum of
events over the past decade and more is pushing the democratic world in a
specific direction. First, the great hierarchical institutions of the industrial age
are toppling—the political parties, as we have seen, are in a state of dissolution,
and even chunks of the nation-state are splintering off. The times favor
fragmentation, if not disintegration. Second, the present elite class has
disqualified itself from reforming the system. It has no interest in taking on the
job, and would have no clue how to proceed if it tried. The elites, like Icarus,



appear content to glide above the masses until it’s too late to avoid a crash.

Lastly, the question of political distance has become decisive in the many-sided
brawl over the established order. The democratic principle of access to the
people in power is at war with the industrial age ideal of rule by remote,
disinterested experts: and our representative system is too broken to mediate a
settlement. Secular trends at present promote the reduction of distance. Secret
depravity, in consequence, has become open scandal. The walls are closing in on
the tainted keepers of the status quo—and the possible consequences, I think, are
significant enough to bear a bit of speculation.

koK 3k

The conquest of political distance must deal with hard structural reality. Rage,
populism, and tweeting at odd hours amount to little more than a stylistic
posture. In the end, the pyramid must be flattened. Donald Trump, archetype
populist, chose a cabinet of relative “outsiders” instead of the usual

establishment types. 2" This will change nothing in the perception of distance.
The outsiders have now climbed to their high perches and interact with the
public mostly through multiple layers of insiders below them. The distance stays
the same. Every failure of government, therefore, will continue to be
compounded by an alienated and unforgiving public.

With regard to President Trump, I doubt that flattening federal institutions was
ever a thought in his head. This is a man who strives for bigness in politics, and
loves to name towers after himself.

The 2016 elections may prove a pivotal moment on this front, nonetheless. The
fractured nature of our political life became impossible to ignore. Shocked elites

began to speak of the “Divided States of America.” 12! In that spirit, Democratic
state and city governments proclaimed their defiance of the electoral outcome.
“We’ve got the scientists, we’ve got the lawyers, and we’re ready to fight,”

announced California’s Jerry Brown. 22 Before the election, Brown had joked

that he would “build a wall around California” if Trump won. 23 By October
2017, he seemed to a progressive admirer to have erected a “parallel universe to
Donald Trump’s America” in his state.'** On immigration, taxes, the
environment, and many other issues, Brown staked out positions that were



diametrically opposed to the federal government. He even conducted a
breakaway foreign policy, choosing a visit to the Vatican to dismiss the
president’s importance to global climate policy-making: “The Trump factor,” he

said, “is small, very small indeed.” 12

Trump’s mandates from on high must collide with Brown’s wall in California, a
state Hillary Clinton won by three million votes. The immediate result has been
conflict—a mirror-image version of the guerrilla war waged by Republican
governors against the Obama administration. To cite just one example: Brown
has signed a bill that exempts state law enforcement from assisting federal
immigration agencies. The Trump administration, with much pomp and noise,

has taken the state of California to court over the matter. 1°° The clash is another
instance of the crack-up of authority into mutually hostile fragments—
ultimately, into paralysis.

Yet mapped to the larger quarrel of the public with the elites, this partisan tussle
looks to be pregnant with practical and ideological possibilities.

In an age of partial truths and enraged political war-bands, big national
“solutions” imposed from above by the federal government are likely to ignite
fierce repudiation, if not revolt. That was the case with Barack Obama’s stimulus
and health care legislation. Opposition gave rise to the Tea Party, which
demolished the Obama coalition in the 2010 midterms. That has also been the
case with Donald Trump’s “big, beautiful” policies, many of which have been
checked or overturned by the likes of Jerry Brown. Distance, that toxic cloud
over contemporary politics, is perceived by the public to emanate from a specific
address on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington DC. Large majorities of
Americans, before and after the 2016 election, have identified “big government”

as the top threat to the nation. 12/

If the federal government is now an agent of division and polarization, state and
local government, as well as certain private entities, can become rallying points
of community. The negation of the nation-state must mean either anarchy or
devolution to the city-state.

Already urban and media elites, old apostles of centralization, have rediscovered
the virtues of federalism and states’ rights. Andrew Cuomo, governor of New



York, declared shortly after the election that New Yorkers held moral and
political principles that were “fundamentally different” from Trump’s vision of
America: “We respect all people in the state of New York.” Cuomo went on:

It’s the very core of what we believe and who we are. But it’s not just
what we say, we passed laws that reflect it, and we will continue to do
so, no matter what happens nationally. We won't allow a federal

government that attacks immigrants to do so in our state. 3°

The case has been made that people of the left and the right can preserve their
peculiar values—Cuomo’s “what we believe and who we are”—by embracing
something called “localism.” Since we dwell in separate valleys of culture and
politics, runs the argument, we should empower these to the fullest extent

consistent with national unity. 122 In one possible future, all democratic countries
will be Switzerland.

The pieces of the unbundling nation-state will have flatter hierarchies and a
greatly reduced distance between the public and power. That’s a simple matter of
numbers. The public will push harder against local magistrates who are closer at
hand, and local interests will loom larger in national decisions. We can get a
sense of how this works by looking to Italy, where in 2016 the newly-elected
mayor of Rome, a member of the Five Star Movement, killed the city’s bid to
host the 2024 Olympics. The enraged mandarin at the head of the national

Olympic committee called the decision “demagogic and populist.” 12V He lives in
a city of palaces and hierarchies—the mayor, in the Rome of trash removal and
sewage disposal.

The rise of local power would make it feasible to digitize government on the
model of Estonia, something that, for many reasons, lies beyond the reach of
gargantuan-sized national bureaucracies. Estonia’s population is just over a
million. Its model applies to US cities and counties, and maybe the smaller
states. Still, the redesign of modern life being attempted in this small Baltic
nation has the potential to scale globally:

E-Estonia is the most ambitious project in technological statecraft
today, for it includes all members of the government, and it alters
citizens’ daily lives. The normal services that government is involved



in—legislation, voting, education, justice, healthcare, banking, taxes,
policing, and so on—have been digitally linked across one platform,

wiring up the nation. 1*!

If the experiment succeeds, government activity and information will be
flattened to the level of the web—that is, of everyday life. Our personal and
official identities would then begin a process of synchronization to a degree
scarcely conceivable since “the masses” entered history near the end of the
nineteenth century.

From these speculative heights, we can glimpse more sweeping changes. Once
government goes digital, it becomes possible to alter its structure, even to
redirect its purpose. As imagined by the Pirate Party of Iceland, government can
evolve into more of a transactional platform—part Facebook page, part Amazon
marketplace—and less of an all-knowing solver of problems. Political
expectations would be drastically adjusted. So would the relationship of
information and power, reversing, at last, the pathological imbalances of the
Fifth Wave. Direct democracy, in the form of referendums, would be invoked
regularly, to good ends and bad.

To ask why these changes aren’t happening is to circle back to the beginning of
the conversation. The people at the top are unable and unwilling to reform or
adapt. The distance to the bottom has protected the elites from their own inertia
and decadence. If, as the evidence suggests, that distance is rapidly decreasing,
then an entire ruling class, and a familiar mode of dealing with and talking about
politics and the uses of power, face the possibility of extinction.

Let’s consider how this may come to pass.

koK 3k

The revolt of the public will not necessarily usher in an authoritarian age. It does
not necessarily foster populism. It is not necessarily destructive of liberal
democracy. The revolt of the public, as I envision the thing, is a technology-
driven churning of new people and classes, a proliferation and confusion of
message and noise, utopian hopes and nihilistic rage, globalization and
disintegration, taking place in the unbearable personal proximity of the web and
at a fatal distance from political power. Every structure of order is threatened—



yes. Nihilism at the level of whole societies, in the style of ISIS, is a possible
outcome. But no particular system is favored or disadvantaged—and nothing is
ordained.

Many aspects of human welfare have flourished in tandem with the revolt of the
public. Over the last generation, in Asia, hundreds of millions have made the
extraordinary leap out of ancestral poverty to the digital lifestyle. Except for a
few retrograde nations like Russia, standards of living have risen everywhere.
Between 2000 and 2015, global life expectancy went up by five years. In Africa,

the increase was 9.4 years. %2 The same technology that has disrupted social and
political relations also connects, informs, and entertains billions of individuals
and families. Twenty-eight years after the initial release of the World Wide Web,
the online population was estimated at between three and four billion. The
number of mobile phone users approached five billion. Half the world’s
population was literally on the move: in 2017, four billion persons took an
airplane flight to some far destination.

The economy, often portrayed as faltering and unequal, and thus a main
determinant of political instability, has in fact performed tolerably well. While
the crisis of 2008 dealt an incalculable blow to the system, it was followed by
years of slow but steady growth, then a strong surge forward. For the democratic
nations of North America and Europe, 2017 turned out to be a boom year. The
EU experienced its strongest growth in a decade. Unemployment was high but

rapidly declining and closing in on pre-2008 levels.'** Germany, for all its
struggles to form a government, remained a powerhouse, with an unemployment
rate under 4 percent. The Spanish economy, whose collapse in 2008 shattered the
country’s political consensus, by 2017 had rebounded to pre-crisis levels of

prosperity. 14> Even Italy, which had seen its economy flatline for two decades,
was on the move again. For the bulk of the EU population, life in material terms
was sweet.
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By most measures, the US has done better than Europe. Growth has been



sustained for seven years. Unemployment has reached a 17-year low. Even
laggard sectors like manufacturing are prospering and hiring. Despite the
incessant talk about inequality, the benefits of the boom have spread deep and
wide. The biggest decline in unemployment has been among those with the least
education, for example. Adult men and women had identical unemployment

rates in 2017: 3.7 1% percent. Black and Hispanic unemployment have fallen to
historic lows. Old-fashioned American ingenuity has reinvented the oil and
natural gas extraction industry, moderating energy costs for all.

Attempts to explain the revolt of the public in terms of economic distress would
seem to contradict this large body of data. Such explanations have proliferated
anyhow. The dominant story holds that “globalism’s losers”—shorthand for
socioeconomically backward people, most of them white and male—have
declared war on progress while demanding a return to some imagined past. This
is Hillary Clinton’s theory of the 2016 election. In March 2018, Clinton observed
that her voters had come from places that were “optimistic, diverse, dynamic,
moving forward,” whereas Trump had appealed to those who “didn’t like blacks
getting their rights . . . don’t like women getting jobs . . . don’t want to see that

Indian-American succeeding more than you are.”1? Here was the hidden
meaning of “making America great again.” In a different context, this accounted
for little England’s divorce from Europe. The deplorables, to everyone’s
surprise, kept outvoting their betters.

I find evidence in support of the economic explanation to be rather thin on the
ground. There is, among the public, a complete lack of trust in the ability of
government and the political class to manage the economy. The perception of
elite failure clearly extends to the economic domain. But this, I believe, is part of
a much more pervasive crisis of authority—and a far wider horizon of failure.
White working-class voters put Donald Trump over the top in a few key states—
but he won booming Texas and Florida by larger margins than rust-belt
Pennsylvania. One in-depth analysis of Trump voters found them more likely to
be “fiscal conservatives” or “free marketeers” than the regressive types

suggested by Clinton.#® Another detailed analysis showed that “affluent
Republicans” provided Trump’s core support in the primaries, while “about two-
thirds” of his voters in the presidential election “came from the better-off half of

the economy.” 142



Brexit voters defied predictions of economic disaster, and, on one account, were

not disproportionately male, working class, or poor. 2" In Italy’s 2018 general
elections, the rich North backed one populist party, the poor South another.
Filipinos who elected the outrageous Rodrigo Duterte were concerned with

crime and corruption rather than economic issues. 2! It’s difficult to discover a
correlation here, much less a cause.

So I come to the abiding paradox that defines our predicament. An affluent,
well-educated, hyper-connected public is in revolt against the system that has
bestowed all of this bounty upon it. The great motive power of the revolt isn’t
economic resentment but outrage over distance and failure. Everyday life is
increasingly digital and networked. From dating to hailing a cab, most social and
commercial transactions occur at the speed of light. This mode of life incessantly
collides with the lumbering hierarchies we have inherited from the industrial
age. Modern government, above all, is institutionally unable to grasp that it has
lost its monopoly over political reality. It behaves as if imposture and depravity
will never be found out: but under the digital dispensation, everything is found
out. The public is accustomed to proximity but finds the exercise of power
removed an impossible distance away: reasons are never given, questions are
never answered, and in this way begins the long, foul rant that is our moment in
history.

The immediate target of revolt is an elite class that has failed persistently, on its
own terms. The elites once were wrapped in the mantle of authority and
delivered grandiose national projects, but now the public knows them too well,
and they can only mutter and stammer, demoralized. They loathe the public for
their humiliation. Politicians have lost faith in the idea of service, or the common
interest, or the promotion of some universal cause or ideology: they exist, in
office, merely to survive, or more accurately to be seen surviving, to suck up the
attention of mass and social media. It has come to pass that presidents are chosen
from the casts of reality TV shows. Political actors more and more resemble the
real actors in Hollywood, whose company they keep and whose perverse
predilections they seem to share.

Under the watchword of resistance, the elites are leading a massive reaction of
the institutions against electoral results dictated by the public: populism. The
counter-attack has been relentless and along multiple fronts. If the elites win



their bet, then democracy, at last, will be truly up for grabs, even in the full light
of day. If the elites are defeated, however, the inevitable question is what,
exactly, this will mean.

Liberal democracy predates the industrial world and is now struggling to survive
it. It must shake off many of the forms and the rhetoric of the past 150 years in
the manner of a snake shaking off its skin, and for the same reason: in order to
grow. The digital universe has brought into being an overactive public whose
numbers are unprecedented in human experience. Political room must be found
for it somehow. The current elite class is probably unable and certainly unwilling
to entertain this transformation. So far as the public is concerned, the elites have
forsaken their function and thereby lost any claim to legitimacy.

Yet democracy in a complex society can’t dispense with elites. That is the hard
reality of the situation. Much more is involved than a need for specialized or
esoteric knowledge. Today’s tastes may run to egalitarianism, but across history
and cultures the only way to organize humanity, and get things done, has been
through some level of command and control within a formal hierarchy. We are
probably hard-wired to respond to this pattern. The pyramid can be made flatter
or steeper, and a matrix of informal networks is invariably overlaid on it: but the
structural necessity holds. Only a tiny minority can be bishops of the church.
This may seem apparent when it comes to running a government or managing a
corporation, but it applies with equal strength to the dispensation of certainty and
truth.

If my analysis is anywhere close to the mark, the re-formation of liberal
democracy, and the recovery of truth, must wait on the emergence of a legitimate
elite class.

How does one group replace another at the top of the pyramid? The study of
social change is burdened with many preconceptions regarding the primacy of
economic factors, the exploitation and liberation of minority groups, the rise and
fall of the bourgeoisie or the proletariat, and so forth. By a stroke of luck, I lack
the erudition to take a stand on any of these weighty subjects. Instead, I'll revert
to an old analytic trick and pose a simpler question.



How is a legitimate hierarchy formed?

In Invertebrate Spain (1921), the great Spanish thinker José Ortega y Gasset
argued that such hierarchies occur quite naturally and spontaneously. In every
group and occasion of life, Ortega observed, there are individuals who appear
admirable to the rest. By the rightness of their feelings, actions, and expressions,
these individuals become “exemplars”—they are “selected” by the majority as
models of humanity. Psychologists today speak of “social mimicry” or
“mirroring”: the body language of the dominant person in a room tends to be
unconsciously assumed by everyone else. Ortega insisted that the dynamic
transcended mere imitation. This wasn’t a question of hairstyles or clothing
fashions. In all that counted, he claimed, it was a reorientation in the depths. The
highest conceptions of public and private life were manifested in living persons,
not abstract principles. The many who hoped to lift up their lives aspired to be,

in some fashion, like these superior few. 122

On this account, hierarchy arises out of a natural impulse to self-improvement,
and is legitimate when, in an almost Darwinian manner, it is “selected.”

Ortega held the process to be the driving force of history. The “reciprocal action
between the masses and select minorities,” he wrote, “is the fundamental fact of
every society and the agent of its evolution for good or evil.” Ortega’s masses
we now call the public. By “select minorities” he meant the admirable few: elites
who, at their best, lavish their creative energies on the effort to sustain and enrich
the fabric of contemporary life. These are the truly superior artists and
technologists, preachers and politicians.

In the right relation between elites and the public, the former act as exemplars to
the latter. They embody and live out the master narratives. We can think of
George Washington returning to his farm after the Revolution as a striking
example. Abe Lincoln in his childhood log cabin and Tom Edison chasing the
perfect filament also fit the type. It almost didn’t matter what these historic
figures were like in person: whether they were lovable or jerks. The outline of
their lives had displayed magnificently admirable traits, and previous
generations of Americans agreed with Ortega on the power of exemplarity to
raise human life to a higher plane.

The quality that sets the true elites apart—that bestows authority on their actions



and expressions—isn’t power, or wealth, or education, or even persuasiveness.
It’s integrity in life and work. A healthy society is one in which such exemplary
types draw the public toward them purely by the force of their example. Without
compulsion, ordinary persons aspire to resemble the extraordinary, not
superficially but fundamentally, because they wish to partake of superior models
of being or doing. The good society, Ortega concluded, was an “engine of
perfection.”

In a sickly society, the force of exemplarity is reversed. Elites seek to flatter and
imitate the public. They make a display of popular tastes and attitudes, even as
they retreat behind barricades of bodyguards and metal-detecting machines.
This, of course, is what I meant by distance: a moral alienation felt even more
keenly than the structural divide.

Relations between top and bottom, Ortega asserted, were “reciprocal.” Elites are
in some sense selected by the public. If we were to ask how that selection works,
Ortega would reply: by aspiration. When elites fail the test of exemplarity—
when, as is the case today, they repel rather than attract—they are unselected.
They are stripped of legitimacy and authority. A vacuum is created that strange
new archetypes will seek to fill. As Donald Trump’s teleportation from his
Trump Tower elevator to the White House shows, the change can occur with
astonishing rapidity.

President Trump, however, is a prisoner of the public’s repudiations, of the
attempt to impose a narrow symbolic framework on sprawling reality. The
president, I stated above, perceives the world from a fractured place. That’s
another way of saying that his life has shown the opposite of integrity. He is not
the one we have been waiting for. Legitimacy depends on a shared interpretation
of events: and to be shared, to be perceived equally by contradictory
perspectives, a story must go light on raging at symbolic phantoms in favor of
the demonstrable and the concrete.

To the extent that Ortega has accurately mapped the path to elite legitimacy, we
are afforded a glimpse of the way forward.

The present need is for a re-formation of the system and the restoration of
authority. The practice of democracy must accommodate the existence of an
enormous and super-opinionated public. Political action must approach the speed



and proximity expected by an electorate that lives, works, and shops on digital
media. The change can occur in many different ways, but a few hard truths are
apparent from where I stand. The top-down political style, a relic of the last
century, today appears false and fraudulent even when it is sincere. The
extension of social distance as a reward for political success is perceived, rightly,
as contrary to the democratic spirit. The elites now directing our great
institutions are unalterably wedded to top-down control and increased distance
from the rabble. Their resistance will make the necessary changes very difficult
to achieve.

As members of the public, we—by which I mean you, reader, and I—are not
helpless. We are not inert. We retain the power to select and unselect, and we
wield that power constantly—not only in our political participation, our votes
and donations, but in the books we read, the television we watch, the
performances we attend, the products we purchase. If, as I believe, Ortega’s
framework of legitimacy was broadly correct, we can replace a failed elite class
with another that is worthier of our aspirations. Fundamental change is possible,
and can come peacefully and quickly. That’s the good news.

The big question is where to find a “select minority” that embodies the set of
virtues required to lead democracy into the digital age, and can draw the public,
by force of example, toward those virtues. Here political turbulence may lend a
hand. Trump and Macron, for example, brought in tow a host of new faces,
ordinary citizens previously disengaged from political activity. The two
presidents love bigness and Olympian distance, but from the ranks of the new
crowd may arise exemplars who can teach the public how to do democracy
without negation or nihilism. Others may emerge out of the tremendous churning
of new people and new modalities agitating our social life. Innovation’s
lightning may strike new domains: religion, so far, has remained singularly
untouched. The selection of elites seems semi-Darwinian in nature. Many are
called, but few will be chosen.

It may be more useful to specify exactly what virtues will be required under a
new dispensation of liberal democracy. That, needless to say, will take us out of
the realm of speculation into pure opinion. Since I am coming to the end of my
story, I will, in all diffidence, offer mine.

Modern government’s original sin is pride. It was erected on a boast—that it can



solve any “problem,” even to fixing the human condition—and it endures on a
sickly diet of utopian expectations. We now know better. Since the fall of the
Soviet Union, we have understood that even the most brutal application of power
cannot redeem the human lot. For exactly that time, electorates in democratic
nations have, in effect, lived a lie—of which the post-truth era, for all its weird
pathologies, is only a second-level effect.

The qualities I would look for among elites to get politics off this treadmill are
honesty and humility: old-school virtues, long accepted to be the living spirit
behind the machinery of the democratic republic, though now almost lost from
sight. The reformers of democracy must learn to say, out loud for all to hear,
“This is a process of trial and error,” and, “We are uncertain of the
consequences,” and even, “I was wrong.” Elected officials must approximate the
ability of scientists and businessmen—and, for that matter, ordinary households
—to identify failure and move on. Honesty means that the relationship to truth,
as truth is perceived, matters more than ambition or partisan advantage. Humility
means that the top of the pyramid looks to the public as a home it will return to
rather than a carnivorous species from which to hide. Truth must be spoken even
when it hurts the speaker or the audience. Distance must be reduced to a
minimum, even at the risk of physical danger.

So I would borrow one more virtue from The Wizard of Oz: courage.

Is this scenario realistic? Who knows? Stranger things have happened. Infections
stimulate their own specific antibodies. The era of post-truth and the rant may
induce a powerful demand for simple honesty and humility. I’'m not forecasting
the rule of saints any time soon. That isn’t necessary. Nor am I expecting a
revolutionary transformation, in which, say, the president of the United States
governs in his pajamas while sitting at his laptop. History doesn’t work like that.
The forms and ideals of Enlightenment democracy are still alive in the industrial
model. Many aspects of this model will survive and evolve in any future
iteration of democracy. The crucial move if we are to surmount our predicament
isn’t transformation but reorientation, a turn in direction away from top-down
control, bureaucratic power, and the high valuation of distance as a reward for
political success. Such a reorientation strikes me as perfectly possible.

In the end, everything will hinge on the public: on us. If Ortega was correct, then
we have lost the right to rant about our rulers. Instead, we must go about the job



of selecting their successors. We can lavish our attention and our energies strictly
on politicians who seem unwilling to lie or simplify or distort to advantage. We
can identify and raise up those who refuse to climb above us. That’s one fork in
the path ahead: another leads to nihilism. Either way, the choice is ours.
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