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      “Andrew Wilson’s book is extraordinary in every way: extraordinary in the breadth of research; extraordinary in the multitude of world-significant events that Wilson identifies for 1776; extraordinary in the depth of his insight on what those events meant (and continue to mean); extraordinary in the verve with which he makes his arguments; and, not least, extraordinary in the persuasive Christian framework in which he sets the book. Remaking the World is a triumph of both creative historical analysis and winsome Christian interpretation.”

      Mark Noll, Research Professor of History, Regent College; author, America’s Book: The Rise and Decline of a Bible Civilization, 1794–1911

      “Andrew Wilson is a wise and witty guide through the eventful year 1776 (eventful in, as he shows, sometimes surprising ways). He convincingly demonstrates that we’re still living in the wake of that historical moment—and offers shrewd suggestions for how Christians might navigate those rough waters.”

      Alan Jacobs, Distinguished Professor of Humanities, Baylor University

      “Andrew Wilson’s extraordinary Remaking the World delivers a gripping history of how the seeds of the post-Christian West were sown in the late eighteenth century. It is an intellectual tour de force and a model of Christian scholarship.”

      Thomas S. Kidd, Research Professor of Church History, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; author, Thomas Jefferson: A Biography of Spirit and Flesh

      “The eighteenth century is one of the most fascinating and important periods in human history, and in this book, Andrew Wilson shows exactly why. Remaking the World isn’t just a history book, however. It’s a wide-ranging examination and exploration of the past that makes sense of our present and shines a light on the future. Few books offer as compelling, rich, and insightful cultural analysis that covers so much ground as this one. It’s history for history lovers—and for the rest of us.”

      Karen Swallow Prior, author, The Evangelical Imagination: How Stories, Images, and Metaphors Created a Culture in Crisis

      “Brilliantly conceived, carefully researched, and written with verve, this book shows how one single year—1776—made the world all of us inhabit. Bringing together historical drama and specific events told in granular detail, this is history as it should be recounted—provocative, engaging, and consequential. Heartedly recommended!”

      Timothy George, Distinguished Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

      “When Americans see ‘1776’ in the subtitle of a book written by an Englishman, they likely think they know what to expect—an apologia for monarchy. That’s not this book. Instead, Remaking the World offers an insightful and trenchant intellectual history of how the ideas and figures of a single year catapulted us into the present. A book like this should make Christians more discerning and critical about the taken-for-granted assumptions that we all believe are routine but are really the product of forces outside our control. Toward the end, Wilson gives Christians a pathway to witness to a world that thinks it has eclipsed the claims of Christianity but remains unable to explain itself apart from it.”

      Andrew T. Walker, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Fellow, The Ethics and Public Policy Center

      “This is an arresting book. Even though Andrew Wilson is a vocational pastor and not a professional historian, his historical judgment and modesty are exemplary. His narrative is sensitive to the many complex causes of ‘modernity,’ never gets bogged down in details, and is written with elegant and lively prose. I can think of no better book to help Christians understand how our world has (and has not) become post-Christian. In Remaking the World, Wilson has established himself among contemporary Christianity’s most subtle and interesting thinkers.”

      Matthew Lee Anderson, Assistant Research Professor of Ethics and Theology, Institute for Studies of Religion, Baylor University; Cohost, Mere Fidelity
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      For Mum, Dad, Annie, Sarah, and David, in abundance

      We have it in our power
to begin the world over again.

      Thomas Paine, Common Sense

      The modern world is full of the old Christian virtues gone mad.

      G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy
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      Author’s Note

      Eighteenth-century spelling and punctuation can be erratic. In general, I have tidied up the sources to make them more readable; occasionally, I have left them unchanged for effect, even though I know that makes me inconsistent. I have also tended to use each person’s most familiar name or title throughout their lives (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Rebecca Protten, Captain James Cook, and so forth), rather than varying it in order to be strictly accurate. Translations are my own unless otherwise stated.
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      1

      Roots

      The Presence of the Past

      Who controls the past controls the future.

      George Orwell

      We are our history.

      James Baldwin

      In 1776, at Weyanoke on the James River in Virginia, Mary Marot Armistead married her fiancé, John. With all that was going on in America that year, it didn’t make headlines. She was only fifteen, and John was nearly thirty, but age gaps like that were fairly normal in the thirteen colonies. In many ways, they were a classic example of rich Virginians at the time: Mary was the only daughter of wealthy parents and stood to inherit the beautiful family estate on the edge of Chesapeake Bay, while John had attended William and Mary College, shared a room with Thomas Jefferson, started practicing as a lawyer, and then served a stint in the Continental Army before being appointed as a judge.

      Together they had eight children. Unusually, in an age of high infant mortality, all eight of them survived into adulthood. Although John became Governor of Virginia, the chances are that most of us would never have heard of the family were it not for their sixth child, born in 1790 and also named John. He was a frail boy, wafer thin and prone to bouts of diarrhea with which he struggled his whole life. But he followed his father into law and local politics and gradually climbed through the ranks until on April 4, 1841, John Tyler became the tenth president of the United States. Four years later, he signed into law the annexation of Texas.

      Curiously, that is only the fourth most remarkable thing about him. The third is that he served the longest presidential term in history without being elected, stepping into the role after William Henry Harrison died just a month into his term. The second is that he got married in office, the first of only two presidents to do so, after his first wife suffered a stroke and died in the White House. And the first—which sounds like it cannot possibly be true for someone who predated the metric system and whose parents were courting during the Battle of Lexington—is that as of 2022, one of his grandsons is still alive.

      Not Even Past

      Harrison Ruffin Tyler still lives in Charles County, Virginia, where his great-grandparents were married in 1776. He is well into his nineties. Born in 1928, just before the Jazz Age and the Roaring Twenties gave way to the Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression, Harrison was in elementary school when Hitler came to power and secondary school when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. Like anyone of his generation, he has seen astonishing change, both technologically (televisions, atom bombs, the moon landing, the Internet) and politically (World War II, Indian independence, the Chinese Revolution, decolonization). But the social changes he has witnessed are even more dramatic. Just one year older than Martin Luther King, Harrison lived to see the election of Barack Obama and the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement, despite having had a father who defended the Confederacy and a grandfather who owned seventy slaves.

      Harrison’s father, Lyon Gardiner Tyler (1853–1935), lived through an even more seismic period of world history. He learned to read and write before the US Civil War, in a state where people owned slaves but not light bulbs. China was in the midst of the Taiping Rebellion, in which thirty million people died. Japan was a feudal society under the shogun and the samurai. Karl Marx was working on Das Kapital in the reading room of the British Museum, and David Livingstone was exploring the Zambezi River. Charles Darwin published The Origin of Species when Lyon was six. The vast majority of the world’s population worked on the land, with an average life expectancy of twenty-nine. By the time Lyon died, the Second Industrial Revolution had swept across the world, bringing electricity and indoor plumbing, telephones and movies, factories and skyscrapers, planes, trains, and automobiles. Global life expectancy was above forty and rising rapidly. Women in dozens of countries were going to university, gaining equality under the law, and voting.

      Lyon’s father, John (1790–1862), would have struggled to cope with the world of his children, let alone his grandchildren. They, and we, would have struggled to live in his. John came into the world on a slave plantation, a few weeks after George Washington’s first State of the Union, and nine months into the French Revolution. He was a toddler when Beethoven was first commissioned to write music and when Mary Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. As John grew up, his days were continually punctuated by revolution—from the Reign of Terror in France (1793–1794) to the Latin American wars of independence (1808–1833) to the overthrow of nearly all European governments in 1848—not to mention the even more significant “revolution” which was emanating from the mines and mills of Northern England. The speed of transformation was dizzying, as we can tell from the rapid evolution of the English language. Dozens of terms that we cannot imagine a world without—including industry, factory, scientist, journalism, nationality, railway, working class, middle class, statistics, capitalism, socialism, and photograph—were coined during John’s lifetime.1

      The world in which John Tyler’s parents were married in 1776 seems almost unimaginably different from ours. It feels more like a period drama or a theme park than a place where our ancestors actually lived: a land of duels and harpsichords, where people took snuff and talked about “Providence” and “victuals,” wearing wigs on their heads, frock coats on their backs, and smallpox scars on their faces.

      Yet we are separated from it by only a couple of generations.1 The legacy of that world lives on in our ideas and institutions, our race relations and sexual relations, our ambitions and maps. Grandparents are like that. Their influence lingers on in the lives of their grandchildren, shaping their prospects and their values long after they are gone. “The past is never dead,” wrote Faulkner. “It’s not even past.”2

      A Forgetful Age

      Ours is a forgetful age, though. Lots of us do not remember the names of our great-grandparents; perhaps it is unsurprising that we do not remember their world either. The rate of change in the last two centuries makes the past feel much further away than it actually is, which inclines us to fawn over the future, and either patronize the past or ignore it altogether.

      Our technology does not help us here. We spend much of our lives on devices that are designed to need replacing every three years, accessing social media platforms that amplify the sense of a continuous present and an absent past. A huge number of well-educated people, for example, marked the end of 2016 by lamenting it (quite unironically) as “the worst year ever,” despite having marked the one-hundredth anniversary of The Battle of the Somme just six months before. Mainstream media outlets are no different. The Coronavirus pandemic of 2020 was repeatedly described as unprecedented in its impact, despite the Spanish flu (or for that matter, the Black Death). More amusingly, I think of the European correspondent for Reuters in the 1970s who, apparently unaware of World War II, claimed that “Relations between Britain and Germany fell to an all-time low today over potato quotas.”3 In an era of instant news, amnesia is baked in. And amnesia has consequences.

      One is confusion. The dizzying number of social changes in the anglophone West from 2014 to 2017 alone—gay marriage, Brexit, Trump, #BlackLivesMatter, transgender rights, Antifa, #MeToo, and so forth—left many people reeling, punch-drunk, even fearful about what would happen next. For obvious reasons, periods of social upheaval are always disorienting. But they can be particularly distressing when we do not know our history. Everything feels unexpected, as if it is coming out of nowhere. Developments appear unconnected to the past, and indeed to each other. In the absence of a plausible historical narrative, people retreat into tribalism or conspiracy theories (perhaps both) to help them make sense of the pace of change, because the deeper currents that shape society over decades and centuries—what James Davison Hunter calls the cultural “climate,” as opposed to the “weather”—are invisible to them.4 The results can be painful.

      Another result of amnesia is arrogance, and it is available in both conservative and progressive flavors. In the progressive version, our current mores are self-evidently correct, which means that anyone who thought differently a hundred years ago, or even ten years ago, must have been either stupid or evil (or both). In the conservative version, the only reasons for a person’s success are their own ability and effort, which means that anyone who highlights the importance of historical privileges, or oppression, must be either jealous or lazy (or both). Memory, in contrast, should generate humility: the acknowledgment of our past, with all its strengths and weaknesses, and the recognition that the reason we have the moral convictions we do, and the material advantages we do, is because of our ancestors. As James Baldwin relentlessly pointed out, we are our history.5

      Remaking the World

      The big idea of this book is that 1776, more than any other year in the last millennium, is the year that made us who we are.6 We cannot understand ourselves without it. It was a year that witnessed seven transformations taking place—globalization, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the Great Enrichment, the American Revolution, the rise of post-Christianity, and the dawn of Romanticism—which have remade the world and profoundly influenced the way we think about God, life, the universe, and everything.2

      These transformations—some call them “revolutions”—explain all kinds of apparently unrelated features of our culture. They reveal why we believe in human rights, free trade, liberal democracy, and religious pluralism; they ground our preference for authenticity over authority, choice over duty, and self-expression over self-denial; and they account for all kinds of phenomena that our great-grandparents would have found incomprehensible, from intersectionality to bitcoin. 1776 provides us with an origin story for the post-Christian West.

      That involves a combination of two claims. One relates to the world we live in today, and one to the world of two and a half centuries ago.

      The first claim, which will be the focus of chapter 2, is that the most helpful way of identifying what is distinctive about our society, relative to others past and present, is that it is WEIRDER: Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic, Ex-Christian, and Romantic.7 Those seven features make us outliers. The vast majority of people in human history have not shared our views of work, family, government, religion, sex, identity, or morality, no matter how universal or self-evident we may think they are. We are the WEIRDER ones.3

      The second claim is that all seven of those things are true because of things that happened in 1776. Telling that story will occupy most of this book, but we can see it in outline by considering just ten prominent events from that year.

      In January, Thomas Paine released his pamphlet Common Sense in Philadelphia, arguing that the American colonies should pursue independence from British rule; it caused an immediate sensation and became one of the fastest-selling and most influential books in American history. In February, Edward Gibbon published the first volume of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which set new standards in history writing, while also challenging the established church and providing a skeptical narrative of early Christianity that endures to this day. James Watt’s steam engine, probably the single most important invention in industrial history, started running at the Bloomfield colliery in Staffordshire on March 8. The very next day, Adam Smith released the foundational text of modern economics, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.

      The most famous transformations of the year took place in the American summer, with the establishing of a nation that would play an increasingly dominant role in the next two centuries: the ratification of the Declaration of Independence (July 4), the Battle of Long Island and the taking of Brooklyn by the British (August 27), and the formal adoption of the name United States (September 9). On the other side of the Atlantic, Captain James Cook was sailing southward in the Resolution in the last of his three voyages to the South Seas, the impact of which can still be felt throughout the Pacific Islands, New Zealand, and Australia. Immanuel Kant was in Königsberg, writing the outline for his Critique of Pure Reason, which would bring about a so-called Copernican Revolution in philosophy. In Edinburgh, David Hume finally completed his Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, one of the greatest arguments against Christian theism ever written, before dying on August 25. The autumn saw Friedrich Klinger write his play Sturm und Drang (“Storm and Stress”), which soon gave its name to the proto-Romantic movement in German music and literature, just as Jean-Jacques Rousseau was writing his extraordinary Reveries of a Solitary Walker. And in December, as Washington and his army were crossing the Delaware to surprise the British at Trenton, Benjamin Franklin arrived in Paris on a diplomatic mission to bring France into the war against Britain. It would eventually prove successful, and lead ultimately to the American victory at Yorktown (1781), and the collapse of the French ancien régime into bankruptcy and revolution (1789).

      Between them, those ten events represent a series of transformations that inaugurated the WEIRDER world. Some are so prominent that they have passed into everyday speech. People freely refer to the Industrial Revolution, the American Revolution and the Enlightenment. Others are less recognized but no less significant. You could argue that the long-term impact of globalization or post-Christianity or Romanticism or the Great Enrichment has been just as “revolutionary” as American independence, if not more so.

      As such, it is only fair to my American readers to point out that much of this book is not about America at all. For obvious reasons, people who look back to 1776 as the start of their nation are inclined to see it as a year in which only one significant event occurred; in the immortal words of Ron Swanson, “History began on July 4th 1776. Everything before that was a mistake.”8 But many of the momentous events that took place in this remarkable year had nothing to do with independence or war with Britain, and instead were occurring in French salons, Italian cafés, German theaters, Scottish pubs, and English factories.

      It was a year in which the things that were done—battles, retreats, river crossings, and so forth—were not nearly as important as the things that were said and written. Indeed, it is hard to think of a year in which more quotable, seminal remarks were made than this one. Some of them, of course, have passed into folklore in America because of their rhetorical power in the context of the revolutionary war: Thomas Paine’s “These are the times that try men’s souls,”9 and Washington’s “Are these the men with which I am to defend America?”10 Others are noteworthy for how well they articulated the implications of the revolution: Lemuel Haynes for his fellow African-Americans (“Liberty is equally as precious to a black man as it is to a white one, and bondage equally as intolerable to the one as it is to the other”),11 Abigail Adams for women (“In the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies”)12, and Edmund Burke for Britain (“I can hardly believe, from the tranquillity of everything about me, that we are a people who have just lost an empire. But it is so”).13 John Wesley, eager to defend his own loyalty to the Crown and his willingness to pay taxes, explained his radical commitment to simple living: “I have a silver teaspoon at London and two at Bristol. This is all the plate I have at present, and I shall not buy any more while so many round me lack bread.”14

      Other statements are famous because they encapsulate the spirit of an age: a spirit of confidence in human reason and potential that was almost tangible in the late eighteenth century, and the aftershocks of which can still be felt today. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” declared Paine in one of the most audacious sentences ever written.15 Matthew Boulton, revealing his phalanx of steam machines to James Boswell, drew his optimism from the possibilities of technology: “I sell here, Sir, what all the world desires to have—POWER.”16 Jeremy Bentham took the opportunity to reframe human ethics (“It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong”),17 and Adam Smith did the same with economics (“He intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention”).18 Horace Walpole captured the ambiguity of the age of enlightenment and sentiment with his trademark wit: “This world is a comedy to those that think, a tragedy to those that feel.”19 James Madison, making adjustments to the Virginia Declaration of Rights, insisted that the final section include the phrase, “All men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience.”20 Most influentially of all, the Declaration of Independence proclaimed it “self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”21

      These ideas—and the individuals, institutions, and inventions with which they are associated—made us WEIRDER. We are who we are because of them. That is the argument of chapters 3–9.
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      So What?

      The final two chapters address the question: So what?

      I am writing as a Christian pastor. I find history fascinating, and I am convinced that it can help us become wiser, humbler, and more loving neighbors. But my primary motive in writing this is to help the church thrive in a WEIRDER world. What challenges and opportunities emerge from Westernization or Romanticism or Industrialization, and what should we do about them? How should Christians act in an Ex-Christian culture? What does faithful Christianity look like in the shadow of 1776? And here, I believe, we can draw a great deal of wisdom from an obvious source: faithful Christianity in 1776. How did believers in this turbulent and transformative era respond to what was happening around them? And what can we learn?

      As it happens, several strands within the contemporary church look back to 1776 as an especially formative year. It was a crucial period in the development of early Methodism. John Wesley secured, and began fundraising for, a site on which to build a new headquarters in London. John Fletcher, whom most people assumed would succeed Wesley as the next leader, caught tuberculosis, which prompted a complete rethink of how the movement would be led in the next generation. The American Revolution began a chain of events that would lead the Methodists to ordain their own ministers and finally separate from the Anglican church. The need for new premises, new leadership, and a new denomination would prove catalytic for the rapid growth of Methodism in the following century.

      It was a landmark year in other denominations as well. American dissenters, as we have just seen, saw the crucial words “free exercise of religion” appear in the Virginia Declaration of Rights and subsequently in the first amendment of the US Constitution. San Francisco was founded by Catholic missionaries. Former slave trader John Newton was working on the Olney Hymns, which would be published in 1779 and include his “Amazing Grace” and William Cowper’s “God Moves in a Mysterious Way.” Lemuel Haynes wrote his antislavery manuscript Liberty Further Extended. The fifteen year-old William Carey, who would grow up to become the father of modern missions and translate the Bible into six Indian languages, had the experience that led to his conversion. Marie Durand, the French Huguenot famous for scratching the word “RESISTER” on the wall of her cell during an imprisonment that lasted thirty-eight years, died at the age of sixty-five. Calvinist vicar Augustus Toplady published “Rock of Ages.” Holy Trinity Church Clapham, later attended by members of the Clapham Sect including William Wilberforce, Granville Sharp, and Hannah More, opened for worship.

      Most of these people would be widely known within Christian circles today, and often outside them. Their institutions, hymns, missionary exploits, and abolitionism are part of the mythology of evangelicalism. But we will also reflect on some individuals whose contributions are less recognized: Rebecca Protten, the former slave who became a Moravian missionary; Johann Georg Hamann, the first postsecular philosopher;22 Olaudah Equiano, whose Interesting Narrative would become so important in the battle to end the slave trade. Though miles apart in their experiences and writings, each of these people have a great deal to teach us about living as Christians in a WEIRDER world.

      The Need for Roots

      A few years ago, I noticed how many of my favorite authors were writing during or immediately after World War II. It had not occurred to me before, and I wondered why it might be the case. There are probably some stylistic reasons. Their language is near enough to our own day not to sound arcane, and the crispness, simplicity, and visual quality of their prose was shaped by the advent of the cinema. Their works are also marked by a deep awareness of radical evil, which is hardly surprising given the times in which they lived. It gives their essays an urgency, and their poetry and fiction a cosmic drama that few writers before or since have achieved: think of Big Brother and Room 101, Sauron and Saruman, Lord of the Flies, the White Witch, Animal Farm, and the role of sin and the devil in Graham Greene’s novels.

      So it is fascinating how often their responses to radical evil involve an appeal to history. Sometimes this comes as a direct address to the reader, like James Baldwin’s writings on race, Hannah Arendt’s on revolution, Leszek Kołakowski’s on communism, Isaiah Berlin’s on liberalism, or Dorothy Sayers’s Creed or Chaos. T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden do it through their numerous references and allusions. Greene and Flannery O’Connor draw on their Catholicism. C. S. Lewis makes the point through essays on why we should read old books and by skewering chronological snobbery at every opportunity, from That Hideous Strength to the fates of Uncle Andrew and King Miraz in the Narnia stories.

      J. R. R. Tolkien does it through his medieval language and setting, his complex prehistories, and his plot: remember Sam on the edge of Mount Doom, reminiscing about the Shire and reminding Frodo of the old stories long before totalitarian evil seized the world. Simone Weil’s greatest work is entitled L’Enracinement, usually translated The Need for Roots. Most powerfully of all, George Orwell creates worlds where nobody remembers the past, and where those in power, from the pigs in Animal Farm to the Party in 1984, are free to manipulate it for their own purposes, throwing unwanted recollections down the memory hole. “History has stopped. Nothing exists except an endless present in which the Party is always right.”23 All of these writers had witnessed the near-collapse of the West in recent memory, and they knew the dangers of losing their history, as well as the importance of not allowing it.

      We do not have to look too hard for contemporary equivalents. History is the most contested of subject areas, now as then, because (as Orwell pointed out) those who control the past control the future. If you want to prevent twenty-first century Christians from preaching the gospel, pursuing social reform and holding fast to orthodox faith, then history is your friend: just cast eighteenth-century missionaries as rapacious villains, nineteenth-century reformers as patrician moralists, and the defense of biblical authority in the twentieth century as a thinly disguised power play, and browbeaten believers will flee the public square like rabbits in the field when the fox arrives. Conversely, if you want to ensure that the divisions and injustices of the eighteenth-century church continue into the present, then give people a triumphalist historical narrative of evangelistic breakthrough, social transformation, and spiritual revival, while carefully omitting the egregious racial, sexual, and political failures of their heroes. Paint goodies and baddies in lurid color, and make all historical context a vague, indecipherable pastille gray. Rinse, wash, repeat.

      We are storytelling creatures, so narrating origin stories is inevitable. Indeed, since it is impossible to be theologically neutral when it comes to history, narrating theological origin stories is probably inevitable. The only question is whether those origin stories are true, good, and beautiful: whether they reflect what really happened and why; whether they nudge us toward courageous humility and love; whether they recount the wondrous deeds of the Lord alongside the successes and failures of human beings. The arrogance of amnesia is always a threat, not least in periods of great technological and economic change, and so is the defeatism born of weary cynicism about flawed ancestors.

      So it is vital, as the Psalms and the Prophets remind us, to remember: remember the deeds of our fathers and mothers, remember the rock from which we were hewn, and the quarry from which we were dug. It can help us understand why our world is the way it is—how it became Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic, Ex-Christian, and Romantic, not least through the transformations of 1776—and how to love, live, and thrive in it.

    

    
      
        1  The British Prime Minister H. H. Asquith (1852–1928) was born during the life of Eliza Hamilton (1757–1854) and yet lived to see the birth of the future Queen Elizabeth II (1926–2022). More astonishingly, a giant tortoise named Adwaita, who once belonged to Robert Clive of India, was born in the Seychelles before the Seven Years War started (ca. 1750) and died during the American occupation of Iraq in 2006. The past is closer than we think.

      

      
        2  Needless to say, none of these transformations springs up out of nowhere in 1776. For the larger stories within which each development makes sense, see chapters 3–9.

      

      
        3  There are numerous other ways of referring to this world, but all of them suffer from significant limitations. Some—the First World or the civilized world or the free world—are patronizing and inaccurate. Geographical descriptors like the Western hemisphere make little or no sense to anyone who has consulted a globe and seen where “Western” countries actually are. Chronological terms like modern, late modern, or postmodern are complicated by heated disagreements over what exactly “modernity” is and whether we are still in it. Some terms highlight ideas and values (secular, liberal, or pluralist), or institutions and systems (capitalist, democratic), to the exclusion of material circumstances. Others do the reverse and focus on material or technological development, like industrialized, rich, developed, urban, bourgeois, postindustrial, or digital, although these terms are too broad to stand on their own, since they apply just as much to Shanghai and Dubai as they do to Paris or Chicago. By contrast the term WEIRDER, in bundling seven adjectives into one, combines geographical, material, ideological, historical, and even emotional features of the world it describes, which gives it a range and nuance that other terms lack.

      

    

  
    
      2

      Quirks

      The WEIRDER World

      Once the world of ideas has been transformed, reality cannot hold out for long.

      G. W. F. Hegel

      With most people, unbelief in one thing springs from blind belief in something else.

      Georg Christoph Lichtenberg

      The world you live in is WEIRDER. I am too. So are you. Let me tell you about yourself.

      Start with the obvious: you can read. You have been literate since you were a small child. The way you process information is marked by that fact in countless ways, including the manner and scope of your education, the things you remember and forget, the length and shape of your sentences, the way you solve problems, and your approaches to tradition, law, religion, and social hierarchy. Not only can you read, and almost certainly write; in a sense, you cannot not read. If you tried to look at the characters on this page simply as swirls of ink, without any semantic content, your brain would find it impossible not to retrieve the information. If you have ever tried the Stroop test, in which a color’s name is written in ink of a different color (like the word red written in blue ink), you will know how difficult it is to stop yourself from reading, even if you are desperately trying not to. Literacy has rewired your brain.

      Specifically, you can read in English. This Germanic language, a curious amalgam of Frisian, Latin, Saxon, Old Norse, and French, was spoken only by about four million people when Geoffrey Chaucer was writing it down in the late fourteenth century. Today, English is used by at least two billion people worldwide, three quarters of whom do not speak it at home. This five-hundredfold increase is not the result of unusually high fertility levels in the British Isles. Rather, it is the result of the widespread commercial, political, and cultural influence of English-speaking people over the last three centuries in particular.

      As such, your ability to read this page is striking evidence of Westernization. Granted, there are a number of different ways of defining “the West.” We might see it through the lens of geography (those who live in Western Eurasia) or demography (those descended from the West Asian population core, whom we will meet in chapter 3). We might trace it back to its historical origins in the political division between the Eastern and Western Roman empires or the subsequent religious one between the Eastern (Greek, Orthodox) and Western (Latin, Catholic) parts of Christendom. We could define “the West” based on the history of colonization (the North Atlantic maritime empires and their American and Antipodean settlements), or based on economic ideology during the Cold War (the capitalist and communist systems on either side of the Berlin Wall). Or we might use a combination of these. But the fact that you speak English means that you have certainly been Westernized in at least one of these senses, and probably in all of them, even if you live thousands of miles away from the land of Shakespeare.

      You have been educated in a wide variety of subjects that make very little difference to your day-to-day life. For at least ten years, and probably longer, it is likely that the state paid for you to be taught various subjects (like history, chemistry, literature, and so on) that are of no vocational value to the vast majority of its citizens. The state saw education as a public good in itself, a basic privilege that we expect all children to receive. So did your teachers. So do you. You might believe that state-funded education should become entirely skills-based at age sixteen. You might believe that taxpayers should fund doctoral studies for arts graduates. But you almost certainly believe that some measure of vocational irrelevance—learning things simply because they interest us and expand our horizons—is important to our intellectual and personal development and that we should all pay taxes in order to fund it.

      This point is made powerfully in Tara Westover’s bestselling memoir, Educated.1 Born into a family of Mormon survivalists, she develops plenty of technical skills in her father’s junkyard but receives no formal schooling and arrives at university aged seventeen knowing nothing of Western art, and without having heard of the Holocaust. Her classmates, and we as readers, regard her as both inexplicable and tragically impoverished for her ignorance, and root for her to become educated, which she eventually does. In the process, we come to realize just how important we think education is, and how far we see learning for its own sake as integral to human flourishing.

      You see academic qualifications as a key indicator of social status: more important than noble blood, land, class, family connections, and perhaps even wealth. You want your own children, if you have them, to be educated to the highest level possible. Because you are literate, you will continue to learn superfluous information throughout your life without thinking you are wasting your time (which includes reading books just like this one). Whatever your political views, you almost certainly regard the education of all children—not just unusually well-born, gifted, or affluent ones—as a social and moral imperative, not least because it has the capacity to promote social equality by enabling bright children from poor backgrounds to succeed.

      The room in which you are reading this is a microcosm of industrialization and economic prosperity, however wealthy (or not) you are in relative terms. You are sitting or lying on a piece of furniture that was not built in your house, and perhaps not even in your country. You bought it because it was the best available item at the cheapest available price. Numerous products within a few feet of you were designed in one country, built in another, sold in yet another, and have reached you by means of a complex web of container ships, railways, delivery vans, and retail outlets. The room has at least one window and a door. It has electric lighting, mobile phone signal, and perhaps Wi-Fi. The building you are in contains more timepieces than the average medieval country. The presence of central heating and air conditioning means that you are neither too hot nor too cold at the moment. There is a toilet within thirty seconds’ walk of you. You are wearing at least one piece of clothing made of cotton, and probably several. There is a device nearby, no larger than a human hand, that gives you instant access to more information than has been printed in the history of the world.

      Equally striking are the things that you are not experiencing. You are not at war. You cannot smell livestock or their excrement from where you are sitting. You are not hungry or thirsty. You almost certainly do not work on the land, and even if you do, your produce will not generate the vast majority of the calories you consume in a day. The clothes you are currently wearing were not made by you, and they do not express a particular regional or cultural identity; the shirt, trousers, and shoes you have on look roughly equivalent to what people your age are wearing in Beijing, São Paolo, Istanbul, Mumbai, and Los Angeles. You do not owe a proportion of your labor to a master, lord, or family member (unless you count taxation, on which see the next paragraph). You do not barter, and you do not store most of your available wealth in physical form. You may never have seen a dead body. You have never offered an animal sacrifice. You are not married to one of your blood relatives, and you do not personally know anyone who is.

      By law, you have the right to vote. You take it for granted that your governments have the right to tax you, and that you have the right to boot out your officials if you disapprove of them. This conviction extends to all sorts of other institutions as well: it seems natural to you that businesses, charities, voluntary organizations, religious groups, and unions should take into account the views of the people they represent, whether expressed through formal elections or informal consent—and that if they do not, the appropriate response is to withhold your support from them. It also extends into your private life (a category that you almost certainly believe in). Fundamental to your understanding of human freedom is the capacity to make choices. From breakfast cereals to career paths, fabric softeners to family size, marriage partners to religious commitments, you expect to be able to choose for yourself rather than acting out of legal compulsion or familial obligation. Remarkably, all of these things are true regardless of whether you are male or female.

      Your view of the world is Ex-Christian in a variety of ways, even if (like me) you believe in God and go to church every week. You doubt. Some days it is harder to believe than not to believe: in miracles, in the goodness of God, in the idea that he can hear your prayers, even in his existence. You distinguish sharply between the sacred and the secular, even when trying not to. You probably regard the language of faith as inappropriate in certain contexts: in meetings with clients, in political broadcasts, during sexual intercourse, or whatever it is. You struggle with mystery at both intellectual and emotional levels. You spend a substantial portion of your leisure time consuming media—articles, songs, newspapers, websites, television shows—whose ideology is either post- or anti-Christian.

      You accept religious pluralism as a reality in your society. Even when pressing for Christian ethical commitments in the public square, you would be careful not to articulate them using biblical arguments alone. You operate on a secular rather than a religious calendar: your year starts in January and/or September rather than Advent, and your week starts on Monday rather than Sunday. You think religious commitment is a choice that each person should make for themselves. You reject theocracy, believing in the separation of church and state. You see lightning bolts as atmospheric phenomena rather than acts of God. In Charles Taylor’s language, you see the self as “buffered” rather than porous or vulnerable, and naturally view this world, rather than the next, as the location of ultimacy and meaning.2 You live in a universe rather than a cosmos: a disenchanted world of impersonal laws (even if they are occasionally broken) rather than a divinely indwelt temple.

      At the same time, you hold all sorts of Christian assumptions about the world, even if you do not believe in God.3 It is clear to you that there are such things as human rights, such that a certain level of dignity belongs to all people simply because they are members of the human race, and laws and customs should reflect this in practice. You reject polygamy. You believe in limitations on the power of the state and that the rule of law is essential to a healthy society, whereby the rex (king) is always subject to the lex (law). You think those with much should provide for those with little, whether this is expressed through a redistributive state, charitable giving, or both. You affirm the fundamental equality of all people before the law. You abhor slavery. You do not seek to justify inequalities in wealth or status as part of the natural order of things, and to a greater or lesser degree you seek to reduce them.

      You think the central unit in human relations is the self, the sovereign individual, rather than the group to which the self belongs. You think all people are equally endowed with free will, reason, and moral agency. Humility in others is more attractive to you than pride. Love is more appealing to you than honor. You think colonialism is morally problematic, and that those who have benefited from it have obligations (however defined) to those who did not. You think of time as an arrow rather than a wheel: you believe that we are gradually making progress toward a better world rather than declining from a previous Golden Age or recurring in an endless series of cycles, and as such you would think “behind the times” is an insult and “ahead of her time” is a compliment. You admire people who forgive their enemies. You long for transcendence and are likely to describe yourself as spiritual, open to the supernatural, and even as praying sometimes. Even if the God of Abraham is dead to you, your language, legal framework, moral imagination, and sense of self are all haunted by his ghost.4

      Finally, you see your identity as something you choose and construct for yourself rather than something you are given. The true “you” is not imposed on you from the outside, by your ancestors or your community; it is something internal, and only you get to say exactly what it is, even if you describe it using categories strikingly similar to the ones your peers use. You may choose different self-definitions in different contexts (so your Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn profiles may vary from one another, and indeed from what they each said five years ago, depending on what aspects of yourself you want to emphasize). Authenticity is far more valuable to you than conformity. You shudder at the thought of being in an arranged marriage. It might seem natural to you that people can choose their sexual orientation, gender, and pronouns, or it might seem absurd—but either way, you almost certainly see your own sexuality as an integral part of what it is to be you, and regard sexual intercourse as a context for self-expression, not just procreation or marital union.

      You make all kinds of decisions based on your gut feeling. You used to watch Disney movies where the lead characters had to “find themselves,” “follow their hearts,” or “be true to themselves,” and perhaps you still do. You have taken at least one personality test. You see dancing as an opportunity for expressing individuality rather than aligning yourself with what everyone else is doing; in Roger Scruton’s phrase, you dance “at” other people rather than “with” them.5 Many of your contemporaries wear tattoos, with designs they chose themselves. You believe that great art, music, and literature come from within and involve creation and imagination rather than representation and imitation. The artwork in your office likely contains far more abstract shapes than religious or mythical figures. You find wild and remote landscapes more beautiful than meticulously manicured gardens and would use words like “inspiring” or “breathtaking” to describe them. More of the songs on your playlist are about romantic relationships than anything else.

      I have just made over a hundred generalizations about you, and you have probably worked out which ones (e.g.,“your room has electric lighting,” or “you have taken at least one personality test”) relate to which development (e.g., industrialization or Romanticism). The vast majority of these statements are presumably true in your case. And the vast majority of them are not true of most people in history.

      That insight is not new to you. If you have read much history, traveled a bit, lived in a diverse area, or even watched television, you already know how different you are from a great many of your fellow humans. But it hopefully makes the point nonetheless. You are WEIRDER, and you know it.

      Weirder Psychology

      But being WEIRDER affects our behavior, and even our brains, in ways that are much less obvious. The moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt gives a host of examples in his superb book The Righteous Mind.6 For instance, we are unique in regarding certain actions as morally permissible even if we find them personally disgusting. Haidt gives the example of a man who purchases a raw chicken from a supermarket and then has sex with it. Most people throughout history would regard that as morally wrong; WEIRDER people will usually say that it is gross, but it cannot be immoral if it does not harm anyone.

      We see the world in terms of discrete, separate objects rather than the relationships between them. If asked to define ourselves using the phrase “I am _____,” we are much more likely to self-identify using our interests, achievements, and personal characteristics than using genealogies or relationships to other people. We think analytically, based on abstractions, more than holistically, based on context. There is data for all of this.

      It runs so deep that it affects our visual perception. In the framed-line test, a group of Western and East Asian participants are shown a vertical line inside a square frame. They are then shown another square frame of a different size and asked to draw a line that is identical to the first line, either in absolute terms or relative to the size of the frame.7 Western people excel at the absolute test because they remember the line as a distinct object. East Asians excel at the relative test because they remember the line in relation to the square. Our brains have become WEIRDER.

      Haidt’s most important observation is that we evaluate morality in a far narrower range of ways than most societies do because we value autonomy far more than tradition or solidarity. In a WEIRDER culture, actions are assessed as right or wrong based on two key questions: whether they cause harm to another person and whether they are fair to everybody. These two questions are used to evaluate morality in almost all cultures, but most societies will add several others. Is this action loyal, or does it reflect betrayal or treason? Does it express appropriate submission to authority, or is it subversive? Does it demonstrate sanctity, purity, and cleanness, or is it filthy, prompting repugnance and disgust?

      Because we are unfamiliar with these moral frameworks, by and large, we struggle to understand the way many people in the world appraise right and wrong. A dramatic example of this was played out in 2006, in front of hundreds of millions of people. When Zinedine Zidane headbutted Marco Materazzi during the World Cup final, after Materazzi had insulted his sister, the WEIRDER world was baffled that anyone could be so foolish as to get sent off at the pinnacle moment of his sporting career, and lose his country the biggest trophy in sport, over something so trivial. Much of the worldwide audience, for whom a sister’s honor would matter far more than prize money or national prestige, did not see things that way. Many were baffled that anyone could do anything else.

      For Haidt, our narrowness of moral vision—evaluating morality along two axes rather than five or six, and with a disproportionate emphasis on the question of whether something is demonstrably harmful—helps to explain why our political and cultural disagreements are so heated. Many citizens are appealing to moral frameworks that many others simply do not recognize. In a subsequent book, he goes on to show how the reduction of all moral reasoning to accusations of harm, and the gradual morphing of what constitutes “harm” in the first place, has contributed to various other modern pathologies including safetyism, trigger warnings, cancel culture, tribalism, safe spaces, microaggressions, and the dismissal of dissenting views as oppressive.8 Being WEIRDER, without realizing that we are, is making us angrier and increasingly divided.

      The anthropologist Joseph Henrich, who first coined the term WEIRD, takes things in a slightly different direction.9 Psychologically speaking, he argues, we are “highly individualistic, self-obsessed, control-oriented, nonconformist and analytical” when compared with the rest of humanity. We look for universal patterns to structure our information. We project trends. We break down complex phenomena into manageable chunks and assign them abstract properties, meticulously analyzing trees but often missing the forest. We are patient, hardworking, trusting, and overconfident. We are unusually impartial, often treating strangers very much the same way as we treat our family members, and deploring nepotism. Moral transgressions cause us guilt rather than shame; we are more likely to lose sleep than lose face. Our intuitions and institutions are strikingly individualistic. We value self-esteem more than other-esteem. We tend to see people as acting consistently based on innate personal traits rather than varying widely depending on social context. As a result, we are more likely than most to suffer from cognitive dissonance.

      The effects of this in daily life are far-reaching. Statistically speaking, we are unusually comfortable with delayed gratification, and likely to wait significantly longer before receiving a payoff for something we have done. Our honesty toward people we do not personally know is high. If WEIRDER people are given diplomatic immunity, such that we can park wherever we want without receiving a ticket, we will stick to the rules anyway; perhaps unsurprisingly, the propensity to stick to the rules in situations like this is closely correlated with the lack of corruption in a country. (In a natural experiment among UN diplomats in New York City, from 1997–2002, the delegations from Sweden, Canada, Australia, and the UK got no parking tickets at all. The delegations from Egypt, Chad, and Bulgaria accumulated one hundred tickets per member.)10 When appraising people’s choices, we place a large amount of weight on their intentions, not just their actions or their consequences. We are much less likely than most people to testify falsely in order to save a friend. We are much more likely to voluntarily give blood. There is data for all of this too.

      The main cause of all this, in Henrich’s view, is the Western church.11 (This is one of the reasons I refer to the WEIRDER world as Ex-Christian, even though Henrich does not.) His story goes roughly like this: Ever since the advent of farming, human beings have functioned in intensive kin-based institutions involving extended families, clans, and tribes. That is still how much of the world works. But the Western church, beginning with Pope Gregory the Great in 597, gradually dismantled kinship-based relations in medieval Europe by introducing a number of new norms.1

      The cumulative effect of those changes, across the next thousand years or more, was huge. Polygamy and cousin marriage all but vanished. Women got married and had children later. Families got smaller. Europeans began choosing their relational networks rather than being born into them, and began forming voluntary associations like charter towns, guilds, universities, monasteries, and convents. Artisans and merchants traded on the basis of their reputation, not their family connections, which incentivized impartiality, cooperation with strangers, precision, punctuality, and diligence. By the High Middle Ages, Europe was experiencing urbanization, a rise in trade, commerce and credit, renewed interest in law, improving transport connections, and even a craze for towns having their own clocks. The implications of all this would ultimately feed into the Protestant Reformation, all the transformations of 1776, and what we now refer to as the “modern world”—including what sits between your ears.

      It does not matter much whether you agree with all the details of Henrich’s narrative (or Haidt’s, come to that). I do not agree with all of them myself. The point I am making here is that your psychology and your behavior, not just your environment and your culture, are WEIRDER, including in all sorts of ways that you may never have noticed. And there is an impressive amount of experimental research to back that up.

      Weirder Art

      If you really want to feel WEIRDER, then consider the art you admire. I have already mentioned Disney films and popular music, which might seem like a bit of a cheap shot. But it is true of more serious art as well. Stop for a moment and ask yourself: If you had to make a list of the greatest pieces of art produced in the twenty-first century so far—novels, movies, paintings, plays, sculptures, television shows, music, dance, poetry—what would make up your top ten? And could any of them have been created in a society that was not WEIRDER from top to bottom?

      Take an obvious example. In 2015, Michelle Obama went to the Public Theater in New York City to watch an off-Broadway musical. It had been receiving rave reviews, and she wanted to see what all the fuss was about; within minutes, she found out. In the next few months, the musical transferred to Broadway, and by the following March she and the president were hosting a performance by the entire cast at the White House. The show went on to break records at the Tony Awards, win a Grammy and a Pulitzer Prize, become a Disney film, transfer to the West End and take home seven Olivier Awards, and generate over one billion dollars in revenue. The former First Lady now describes Hamilton as “simply the best piece of art in any form that I have ever seen in my life.”12

      If you haven’t seen it, here is the one sentence summary: An impoverished immigrant arrives in a new land with nothing but his wits, joins the revolution, writes his way to recognition, fights his way to victory, works his way up to become treasury secretary, designs the nation’s financial system, founds a newspaper and a political party, antagonizes nearly everybody, cheats on his wife, loses his son, decides an election, gets shot and killed by the vice president, and ends up on the ten dollar bill.13 If it were not true, you would never believe it.2

      But Alexander Hamilton is not the only bright, scrappy, upstart immigrant who fights his way to the top in Hamilton. It is a story of multiple clashes between old and new worlds, in which young, brash, loquacious energy collides with stuffy, patrician traditionalism and comes out on top. At the personal level, Hamilton takes on Aaron Burr and Thomas Jefferson. At the national level, New York City and its banks struggle for supremacy with Virginia and its plantations. At the international level, America goes to war with Britain. In each case, the new kid on the block is derided for its big mouth, garish fashions, immigrant ways, and obsession with money, but wins anyway. The world is turned upside down.14 You can sneer at them if you like, and dismiss them as “obnoxious, arrogant, loud-mouthed bother[s]”15 but the future belongs to Hamilton, New York City, and America, not the slaveowners of the south, or the flowery, crown-wearing buffoons on the other side of the Atlantic.

      In that sense, Hamilton—which also begins in 1776—is the story of the WEIRDER world. The commercial, industrial North is convinced that the traditional, agricultural South is unprepared for the century ahead. They think this for both economic and moral reasons: economically because of the possibilities of urbanization and shared capital, and morally because of slavery. So the North, at Hamilton’s urging and to Jefferson’s horror, forges a new path of centralized finance and then industrialization, which upsets a lot of Southern apple carts but generates a lot of money and power. This is the tussle that dominates the second half of Hamilton. It also dominates American history until the Civil War and beyond.

      It has interesting parallels elsewhere. In nineteenth-century Europe, the bankers and manufacturers in the Protestant North (Britain, Germany, Holland) pull ahead of the farmers in the Catholic South (Italy, Spain, Portugal), creating an economic imbalance that continues to this day. A similar contrast can be seen between North American capitalists and Latin American encomenderos in the same period: an industrial and mostly Protestant North rapidly surges ahead of an agricultural and mostly Catholic South, with all sorts of geopolitical implications from the Monroe Doctrine onward. Commercial societies overcome agrarian ones, whether we like it or not.

      As viewers of Hamilton, we all know this. Whether we rejoice in it as a death blow to slavery, or lament it as the loss of an older more genteel way of life, or even both, the fact remains: Hamilton is destined to win. The world will inexorably become WEIRDER. America will be Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic. New York City, the upwardly mobile and polyglot city of immigrants, will become the embodiment of what it is to be Western, right through to 9/11 and the years following.

      The reason Hamilton prevails, in his rap battles as well as in his political and military ones, has nothing to do with land, nobility, or moral character. It is simply that he is clever, and he works hard. He gets to New York in the first place by being smarter and working than everyone else,16 gets a scholarship to King’s College (now Colombia University), rises to the top through long hours and sheer brainpower, and writes his way out of trouble time and time again,17 a strategy that eventually proves to be his undoing. Several of his monologues (in “My Shot,” “Non-Stop” and “Hurricane”) revolve around how bright and articulate he is, and his speeches are deliberately written with a lyrical dexterity and wit that the other characters cannot reach. Like Lin-Manuel Miranda himself (Hamilton’s creator), Alexander Hamilton is an advert for the power of intelligence, diligence, and being Educated.

      He is also a Romantic icon. This is not just because he is at the center of a love triangle, or even quadrangle, which drives several of the most powerful numbers in the show (“Helpless,” “Satisfied,” “It’s Quiet Uptown”). He is also an exhausted genius who follows his heart into a destructive sexual relationship (“Take a Break,” “Say No to This”). He is a fount of creative inspiration and imagination, able to build “palaces out of paragraphs”18 for his wife (“Burn”) and his president (“One Last Time”), and invent constitutional arguments and financial systems out of thin air (“Non-Stop,” “Hurricane”). He is impulsive in contrast to the caution of Aaron Burr (“Wait for It,” “The Room Where It Happens”) and incorrigibly passionate in contrast to Thomas Jefferson, the stereotypical man of reason (“Cabinet Battle #1,” “Washington on Your Side”). And he dies tragically—in a duel, of all things—before being hailed as a genius by everybody, including his enemies (“The World Was Wide Enough,” “Who Lives, Who Dies”). Few heroes express the ideals of Romanticism more impeccably than he does.

      Perhaps the most interesting way in which Hamilton is WEIRDER is in its treatment of Christianity. For much of the show, Christianity plays a minimal role, despite its importance to much of the plot and many of the characters. Christian themes do occasionally appear. We hear about providence and prayer, homilies and hymns, the sinners and the saints. Aaron Burr tells us obliquely that his grandfather was the Puritan theologian Jonathan Edwards. But watching the show, you would never know how large a role Christianity played in the American Revolution or the battles over slavery, or that Eliza Hamilton was a devout Christian for her ninety-seven years, or that Thomas Jefferson was decidedly not. There are a limited number of things you can explore in a stage show, and for most of Hamilton, Christianity is not one of them.

      Then suddenly, when Hamilton’s son dies in a duel, it all comes pouring out. “It’s Quiet Uptown” is the most moving song in the musical, and it brings the emotional catharsis we need after watching a teenage boy bleed out in front of his parents. We witness Hamilton’s spiritual renewal. He takes the children to church on Sunday, making the sign of the cross on the way in. He begins to pray, admitting that this has not been his practice until now. We hear about the grace that is too powerful to name. And then we see Eliza forgive him, not just for his infidelity but for failing to stop his son from getting himself killed.

      It might as well be a parable of the Ex-Christian West. Religion is firmly in the background while things are going well and we are winning wars and making money, and even while we are doing shady deals and having affairs and getting away with it. Although Christianity still shapes our history, ethics, architecture, and psychology, when times are good we rarely think about it. But when things fall apart—when we lose our children or our partners, when we face death ourselves, when we have done something unimaginable and need forgiveness, when what we need more than anything else is grace—we know there is only one place we will find it. We may head to church for the first time in years. We might start praying or reading the Scriptures. Spirituality returns.

      My point is not that Lin-Manuel Miranda deliberately wrote all of these themes into Hamilton (although much of it is clearly intentional). In some ways, my case is stronger if he didn’t. Our best art is WEIRDER because we are, and that is true whether we recognize it or not.

      The same is true of the television show from which Miranda drew so much inspiration: Aaron Sorkin’s The West Wing. This award-winning political drama, set in a fictional White House, is quintessentially WEIRDER. Western norms and values are lauded patriotically and unashamedly, and regularly contrasted with those in other parts of the world (Russian secrecy, Chinese disdain for human rights, Islamic attitudes toward women, Mexican economic policy, African ethnic warfare, Iranian medical research, and so on). Education is the highest good in the show. It is the subject of more policy discussions than any other, and the silver bullet that can solve almost any social problem. The main characters all went to top universities, are absurdly articulate, and work eighteen-hour days. On the rare occasions when they leave their Rich, Industrialized environment, they are visibly uncomfortable and frequently condescending, which depending on the situation can either be humorous (“20 Hours in America”) or deeply moving (“In Excelsis Deo”). Democracy is celebrated, not only in practice but in principle, even when the results go against the protagonists (“The Midterms,” “Guns Not Butter”).

      The legacies of Christianity and Romanticism collide with remarkable effect in “Two Cathedrals,” one of the great television episodes of the modern era. The president, played by Martin Sheen, is weighing up whether to run for reelection. It has emerged that he concealed a major health condition from the public. His longtime assistant has just died in a car crash. We already know him as a conflicted yet devout Catholic, characterized by an internal struggle between idealistic conviction and political ambition. But in this episode, we witness his childhood for the first time, caught between a Catholic mother and a violent Protestant father, whose school (and church) he attends. In a pivotal scene, the president walks down the nave of the Washington Cathedral, lambasting God as a feckless thug and issuing a visceral tirade of abuse in Latin, at the end of which he announces he will not be standing for a second term. We can see him conflating God with his abusive father, blaming the former for the sins of the latter and blurring together the two cathedrals. But he does not recognize the distinction until a later scene, when his dead assistant appears to him in the Oval Office. She corrects him, and the Ex-Christian West along with him: you cannot project your experience of abusive authority onto God. He listens, and decides to run again. The final montage is a magnificent Gothic swirl, like something out of Wuthering Heights: rain, darkness, howling winds, a banging door, a ghost, an empty cathedral, a drenched hero defying all convention, and the haunting sound of Brothers in Arms.

      This fusion of Christian and Romantic influences is even clearer in by far the most popular piece of art produced this century. Harry Potter is a thoroughly Romantic story. It is a tale of childhood innocence confronting the desire to have power over the world, and emerging victorious. The setting is a dark castle filled with ghosts and suits of armor. Our heroes are adolescents discovering themselves. People drink potions to escape, dig deep into historic myths, and resist evil by projecting their happiest memories. Spells work only if they are cast with sufficient levels of feeling. The most odious characters in the story are the thoroughly sensible, rationalist, antimagical Dursleys. Harry, Snape, and Dumbledore all die for love; Snape in particular is a Gothic antihero, dressed in a long dark cloak and plagued by unrequited desire. The entire series is an exercise in magical realism, mingling wonder and reality, familiarity and strangeness: studying for exams in herbology, writing lines in your own blood, house competitions with flying dragons.

      It is also a thoroughly Christian story. This becomes very obvious in the final volume, as Harry lays down his life for his friends, passes into another world at King’s Cross station, and then rises from the dead to defeat the powers of darkness. But Christian themes are present throughout the series: the conflict between the House of the Lion and the House of the Snake, the references to Scripture at key moments, the frequent sacramental allusions, the eschatology, the sevenfold structure, the portrayal of good as substitutionary sacrifice, the depiction of evil as the desire to be godlike and master of death, and the Gethsemanesque scene in which Dumbledore drinks the cup of suffering so that Harry does not have to. There is plenty of debate over whether J. K. Rowling was deliberately writing a Christian allegory here, but this is somewhat beside the point. The pervasive influence of Christianity on WEIRDER culture is even more obvious if she wasn’t.

      Or consider Sam Mendes’s Oscar-winning war movie, 1917. As a film about the Great War, we would expect it to tell a very Western and Industrialized story, which it does. But it also offers a fundamentally Christian and Romantic picture of the world through its emphasis on trees, which throughout the movie represent the life, variety, and hope of creation in the face of human destruction.19 “Keep your eyes on the trees,” Blake tells Schofield (and us). “Not another bloody tree,” says Private Cooke.20 The single shot for which the film is famous begins and ends with Schofield resting on a tree, in parallel moments of peace and calm. Much of the plot in between centers on Schofield’s search for a pinewood, where he eventually finds what he is looking for. The landscape is scattered with trees that have been felled by the mindless violence, sometimes lone oaks, sometimes entire groves. On more than one occasion they block the road or a river, stopping soldiers in their tracks or forming a dam for Schofield to cross. Yet in the end, we are assured that the trees will recover from the ravages of war to become even more numerous than they were—and so will creation, and so will we. “Jesus,” says Blake as he enters an orchard with blossoms swimming in the wind. “They chopped them all down. Cherries. Lamberts.” Schofield asks him if that means they are all goners. “Oh no,” Blake responds. “They’ll grow again when the stones rot. You’ll end up with more trees than before.” The metaphor is hard to miss.

      Blake is the aesthetic voice in the film, the champion of beauty and hope, teaching Schofield that there is more to the world than matter and machinery. Schofield sees dead wood, while Blake sees the trees they used to be: “Cuthberts, Queen Annes, Montmorencys, sweet ones, sour ones.” Schofield sees a “bit of tin,” whereas Blake sees a medal, “and it’s got a ribbon on it.” Blake pulls Schofield out of the rubble that the war has created, both physically and metaphorically. His death wakes Schofield up: it revitalizes and reenchants him, releasing new layers of feeling and urgency and enabling him to look at the landscape, and even the pictures of his family, with fresh eyes. Once more, it is unclear how much of the Christianity, and even the Romanticism, in the film is intentional. But the fact that the characters are named after William Blake (whose art and poetry combined Romanticism and Christianity in such original ways) and John Schofield (a soldier who accused Blake of treason after being evicted from his garden for being drunk) should make us wonder.21

      For a final example, take Hilary Mantel’s masterful trilogy on the rise and fall of Thomas Cromwell. It might seem odd that three long novels about a Tudor minister five centuries ago have become such a commercial and critical success. The books contain a wealth of detail about legal and ecclesiastical developments that are hard for modern people to follow, let alone find interesting. There is a fiendishly large cast of characters, only a tiny minority of whom are relatable or admirable. There are no lurid sex scenes, shocking twists, or sudden explosions. There aren’t even any unexpected developments, since we essentially know how the stories will end. But Mantel’s genius is to turn our knowledge to her advantage. Heavy dramatic irony drives the plot. We know which of Henry’s wives will lose their position, or their head, and which of his children will survive. We know which Reformers will get caught. Each book builds toward a beheading—of Thomas More (Wolf Hall), Anne Boleyn (Bring Up the Bodies), and Cromwell himself (The Mirror and the Light)—and even though we know it’s coming, we aren’t quite sure why, or how. Much of the tension derives from trying to work it out.

      More subtly, the same thing happens at a macro level. The novels are set as the late medieval world is giving way to the early modern one. Cromwell lives in a world of knights, monks, and phantoms, where heretics are burned and traitors are killed gruesomely—and in public. Henry’s marital decisions are not presented as lecherous whims but as genuine attempts (however misguided) to respect the will of God and produce a male heir. The world of late Christendom is unsettling and strange to modern readers. Yet we also find it intriguing, precisely because we know that it will eventually become WEIRDER. Dramatic irony overshadows our perception of the culture as a whole, as well as the characters: we know that monarchs will eventually yield to Parliament, that England will become Protestant, and that the day will come when people will marry for love and read the Scriptures for themselves. We know that Christendom will become Europe and that God’s providential control of all things will change from a conviction to an assumption, and then to an implausibility. We know, as Cromwell sees in a moment of clarity, that “chivalry’s day is over. One day soon moss will grow in the tilt yard. The days of the moneylender have arrived, and the days of the swaggering privateer; banker sits down with banker, and kings are their waiting boys.”22 And we relate to Cromwell because we see him encapsulating this new, WEIRDER world as it rises up against the old: the skeptical Protestant against the doctrinaire Catholics, the meritocratic minister versus the aristocratic nobles, the streetwise blacksmith’s son and the hereditary monarch, the mirror and the light.

      You get the idea. I have deliberately avoided pieces that are more explicitly Western and Romantic—like Pixar and Disney movies, airport paperbacks, and romantic comedies—as well as those that are more explicitly Christian, like Peter Jackson’s The Lord of the Rings, Beyoncé’s Lemonade, Martin Scorsese’s Silence, or Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead. I have not included my two favorite movies of the century so far, Alejandro González Iñárritu’s The Revenant or Christopher Nolan’s Inception, in which (like several of the works I have mentioned) ghosts and resurrections play a starring role. In an earlier draft of this chapter, I included Adele’s 21, Vince Gilligan’s five-act tragedy Breaking Bad, Ryan Coogler’s Black Panther, and Paul Thomas Anderson’s There Will Be Blood, which features an astonishing pair of scenes in which a pastor is forcibly baptized in oil and the oil man is forcibly baptized by the pastor, symbolizing the tussle between riches and Christianity in industrializing America. If you were so inclined, you could probably do a similar exercise with your top ten as well. From prizewinning artists to children’s television and chart music, our art is WEIRDER. So are we.

      Weirder Culture

      The fusion of Ex-Christianity and Romanticism has been culturally fertile, like the mingling of two great oceans. The inescapable tensions between the two value systems—self-sacrifice versus self-actualization, the worship of Creator versus the worship of creature, and so forth—fuel much of our greatest art, as we have seen. They drive our philosophy of education, with its blend of instruction and imagination, “putting in” to a child and “drawing out” what is already there. You can see them in our slogans (“don’t be evil” versus “just do it”), and in fascinating ways in sport.

      But they also make us culturally unstable. There are certain key questions for which this tension is not creative but divisive, and that generates instability. Sexuality is an obvious example. A Christian ethic of chastity, in which sex has a transcendent meaning defined by God, will obviously conflict with a Romantic ethic in which sex is about desire, self-expression, and the transgression of boundaries.

      Politics is another. There is a clear thread from Christian ethical teaching to contemporary social democracy. There is another clear thread from the Romantic ideals of authenticity and self-reliant individualism to modern libertarianism, and indeed nationalist populism. Our recent history shows how difficult it is to reconcile the two threads. (One of the paradoxes of American political affiliation, at least from a European perspective, is that those with a Romantic vision of sexuality are more likely to share an Ex-Christian vision of politics, and vice versa.)

      In the last decade or so, traditional political alignments have been reshaped by a new phenomenon, the name of which is still to be decided. Depending on whether people like it, and why, they might call it the successor ideology, intersectionality, wokeness, identity politics, cultural Marxism, social justice, or something else. Essentially, it uses a number of axes (sex, race, wealth, sexuality, class, disability, age, and so on) to distinguish between those with more privilege and those with less. It has proved controversial. Its proponents see it as an important tool for addressing injustices, past and present, and furthering opportunity for those who have been disadvantaged or oppressed. Its critics see it as a socially divisive fad conjured up by wealthy elites trying to assuage their own guilt.

      Whatever you think of it, it is undeniably WEIRDER. It could never have emerged in a society that was not trying to come to terms with its uniquely Western privileges, including how Industrialized and Rich it is. It owes both its development and its influence to the prestige of Higher Education. It follows a satisfyingly Democratic logic: people should have the same opportunities, and if they do not, then we should do something to fix it. Ideologically, it draws heavily from the Christian moral imperative to exalt the humble and humble the exalted, as reflected in Christ’s teaching (“the last will be first, and the first last,” Matt. 20:16), his incarnation (“he has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate,” Luke 1:52), and above all his crucifixion (“he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross,” Phil. 2:8).23 And it reflects deeply Romantic convictions—channeled and reinterpreted through Marx and Freud in particular—about innocence, pity, freedom, and the corrupting effects of society.

      We could say the same of the change in attitudes toward transgender identities in the last decade or so. How has the idea that a woman could be trapped inside a man’s body, to the point of being able to compete as a woman in the Olympics despite every cell in his body having XY chromosomes, changed so quickly from being obviously false to obviously true? Romanticism is clearly a key factor. The “inward turn” of the Romantic movement, as we will see in chapter 8, saw the self increasingly defined by the inner life, as opposed to external actions or realities. Ethics became shaped by aesthetic categories like sympathy, feeling, and sentiment, and individual authenticity displaced social conformity (let alone religious authority) as a criterion for human flourishing.24 The therapeutic categories of psychology moved from marginality to respectability, then popularity, then dominance.25 Expressive individualism became the “habit of the heart” in Western culture.26 Meaning was made an interior and private matter, as declared famously by Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.”27 By the time Bruce/Caitlyn Jenner appeared on the cover of Vogue in 2015, an apparently sudden transformation had been two and a half centuries in the making. Society was individualized; the individual was psychologized; psychology was sexualized; sexuality was politicized.28

      Romanticism is only part of this story, though. The Democratic assumption, that things are good only if they are chosen by an autonomous individual, is also critical. So is Industrialization, not just because transitioning genders requires medical and surgical treatments that would be impossible without industrialized technology, but also because industrialization has changed our attitude to the natural world (including biological sex): we no longer believe in what Marilynne Robinson calls “the givenness of things” and instead see nature as something to be manipulated through technique until it suits our purpose.29 So is Ex-Christianity, for the conviction that those who are marginalized or victimized (as those with gender dysphoria almost always have been) should be treated with dignity and given whatever help is available.30 So is the fact that we are Rich. One of the reasons why trans rights have been enthusiastically embraced by big capitalism, as Slavoj Žižek points out, is that doing so gives the impression of supporting revolutionary social change without actually doing anything to sacrifice profitability.31 The transformation is WEIRDER through and through.

      We could go on. We could analyze the changes in our language: from the soul to the self, from creation to nature, from passions and affections to emotions and feelings. We could reflect on the catchphrases that appear in songs and on T-shirts, which manage to encapsulate the entire WEIRDER world in just a handful of words. “You do you” is a perfect distillation of expressive individualism. “I am mine” sums up metaphysical capitalism: the view that, as Alan Jacobs puts it, “I am a commodity owned solely by myself; I may do with this property whatever I want and call it whatever I want; any suggestion that my rights over myself are limited in any way I regard as an intolerable tyranny.”32 “Love means love,” which if taken at face value means nothing at all, is really a statement of untrammeled sexual freedom: I can have sex with whomever I want, and neither the state nor any religious tradition can stop me. “What’s next?” evokes what Zygmunt Bauman called liquid modernity, with its restless transience and its obsession with becoming rather than being.33 And so forth.

      All of which is to say that our culture is WEIRDER all the way down. Our environment, possessions, moral frameworks, psychology, art, political disagreements, and language all tell the same story. Relative to most people in history, and many across the world today, we are conspicuously Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic, Ex-Christian, and Romantic. We may celebrate that. We may lament it. We may have mixed feelings about it. But hopefully we can all recognize it.

      For the next seven chapters, we will be addressing the very simple question: Why?3 And the answer, to reduce an extraordinarily complex process to a single number, is: 1776.
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