



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Jonathan Taplin


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover image © iStock/Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


PublicAffairs


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.publicaffairsbooks.com


@Public_Affairs


First Edition: September 2023


Published by PublicAffairs, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The PublicAffairs name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


PublicAffairs books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Taplin, Jonathan T., author.


Title: The end of reality : how four billionaires are selling a fantasy future of the metaverse, mars, and crypto / Jonathan Taplin.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY : PublicAffairs, 2023. |  Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022061864 | ISBN 9781541703155 (hardcover) | ISBN  9781541703179 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Equality—United States. | Economics—United States. | Metaverse— United States.


Classification: LCC HM821 .T35 2023 | DDC 306.30973—dc23/eng/20230414


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022061864


ISBNs: 9781541703155 (hardcover), 9781541704114 (international paperback), 9781541703179 (ebook)


E3-20230728-JV-NF-ORI
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: PublicAffairs logo]














For Manuel Castells & John Seely Brown


For their wisdom and guidance























Reality has had 5,000 years to get good, and is clearly still woefully lacking for most people. We should build—and we are building—online worlds that make life and work and love wonderful for everyone, no matter what level of reality deprivation they find themselves in.


—Marc Andreessen


To abandon facts is to abandon freedom. If nothing is true, then all is spectacle. The biggest wallet pays for the most blinding lights.


—Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny


















INTRODUCTION



This book seeks to understand the role of four very powerful billionaires—Elon Musk, Peter Thiel, Mark Zuckerberg, and Marc Andreessen—in creating a world where “nothing is true and all is spectacle.” If we are to inquire how we got to a place of radical income inequality and the looming potential for a second American Civil War, we need look no further than these four—“the biggest wallets paying for the most blinding lights.” Herein, I’ll call them the Technocrats, in recognition of the influence of the technocracy movement, founded in the 1930s by Elon Musk’s grandfather, Joshua Haldeman. The Technocrats make up a kind of interlocking directorate of Silicon Valley, each investing in or sitting on the boards of the others’ companies. And the Eurasia Group, the highly respected consulting firm headed by Ian Bremmer (author of Us vs. Them: The Failure of Globalism), aptly describes the world the Technocrats have created as one in which


your personal information will be hacked. Algorithms fed with biased data will make destructive decisions that affect how billions of people live, work, and love. Online mobs will create chaos, inciting violence and sparking runs on stocks. Tens of millions of people will be dragged down the rabbit holes of conspiracy theories. The one thing that all of these realities have in common is that they emanate from digital space, where a handful of big tech companies, not governments, are the main actors and enforcers.1


A poll conducted by the Benenson Strategy Group in late October 2022 shows the results of this digital anarchy.2 The share of registered voters who believe “the federal government is controlled by a secret cabal” was 44 percent; 63 percent of Republicans believed this central tenet of the QAnon philosophy, as did, more surprisingly, 41 percent of Independents and 37 percent of Democrats. The rise of fantastical thinking tracks the rise of social networks.


I use the term techno-determinism to describe the path the Technocrats have dictated for our country because they have sold, and we have bought into, the idea that they are going to deliver us a bright future, and we tend to ignore any facts that seem to contradict this story. The future they are now selling us—crypto fortunes, living to two hundred, spending our lives in the Metaverse or on Mars—is a lie, just as historian Timothy Snyder has shown that Donald Trump “was lying not so much to deny the truth as to invite people into an alternative reality.” But when we surrender to the lies of a Trump or a Musk, we yield power to those with the fortunes and magnetism to create spectacle in the place of truth.


Much of the spectacle takes place on the social networks that all four Technocrats have been involved with either as executives or investors. In May 2009, when Facebook crossed the 250-million-user mark, the Gallup survey of the dissatisfaction of Americans with their country’s direction stood at 62 percent. Today it is 87 percent. The rise of social networks correlates with the metastasis of social distrust, and as you will see, political polarization could get worse in the new world the Technocrats are planning for us.


For years there has been a myth that the Big Tech leaders are progressive heroes, but I will show that the Technocrats are actually part of a broader antidemocratic, authoritarian turn within Big Tech, deeply invested in preserving the status quo and in keeping their monopolies unchallenged and their multibillion-dollar fortunes secure from higher taxes. But their digital oligopolies are now morphing into political oligarchies. The Technocrats are the American oligarchs, controlling online access for billions of users on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp. Progressive pundits often blame people like Tucker Carlson for the disinformation that has flooded our society. But in reality Carlson is lucky if he reaches 1 percent of the American public on any given evening (his show reaches 3.3 million people on a good night). By contrast “the number of social media users in the USA at the start of 2022 was equivalent to 80.9 percent of the total population.”3 Elon Musk has 112 million followers who read his tweets. Conservative commentator and New York Times columnist Ross Douthat argues that Musk is “arguably the most important right-leaning figure in American life.”


The political partisan divide and gridlock that frustrate so many Americans is a feature for the Technocrats, not a bug. Twitter’s new owner, Elon Musk, has already allowed Donald Trump and other right-wing propagandists like Marjorie Taylor Greene back on his platform, so the partisan divide will only increase. And, as the election of 2022 showed, their monetary support of an authoritarian Republican Party endangers our democracy but fattens their wallets, as partisan anger leads to more “engagement” on their social media platforms. After the 2022 midterm setback for the Republicans, Peter Thiel delivered a strong rebuke to the party at the Reagan Library. He called for a Republican Party that could unite “the priest, the general and the millionaire,” a phrase that could have come out of the mouth of Vladimir Putin. And the new Republican political establishment (under the sway of the Technocrats) will do their best to comply: to ban abortion (the priest), increase the defense budget (the general), and lower taxes (the millionaire).


As Peter Thiel once admitted, “Competition is for suckers.” The Technocrats want nothing more than for the digital world to have complete autonomy. The late activist John Perry Barlow, who founded the Electronic Frontier Foundation and called himself a cyberlibertarian, provided an early statement of what became the technocratic credo of autonomy in his 1996 “Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace”: “Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we gather.”4 But Barlow, who once wrote songs for the Grateful Dead, possessed a certain hippy naïveté that blinded him to a future in which raw corporate power would be the only force in cyberspace.


The four Technocrats are part of an ideological movement that can only be characterized as anarcho-libertarian and that drives a lot of their plans for our future. They are interested in replacing our current reality—an imperfect economic system—with something far more opaque, concentrated, and unaccountable, which they will control. To make this a reality, they supported, during the election year of 2022, authoritarian Senate candidates like J. D. Vance, Blake Masters, and Eric Schmitt, all of whom hewed closely to Donald Trump’s stolen-election narrative. Although Masters lost, ninety Republicans who denied the results of the 2020 election won congressional seats in the 2022 midterms. They will constitute a powerful Make America Great Again (MAGA) caucus within the new Republican House majority. As Axios reported, “This hard-right flank could command outsized influence in a narrow GOP majority.” The Technocrats’ social media platforms are the fuel for the post-truth Republican Party. And, as you will see, the Technocrats plan to feed at the government trough to finance some of their more outrageous schemes. Their plan for your future involves four projects that will need tens of trillions of dollars of (mostly public) investment capital over the next two decades. They are confident we will give them that money.


The first project is Web3, a virtual world (the Metaverse) accessed by a virtual reality (VR) helmet, which will convert the free web into an online theme park in which every door requires a crypto token to open. Mark Zuckerberg’s business plan projects that a user will spend seven hours a day in the Metaverse (unable to look away from the billboards), thus radically increasing his ad revenue. Supporters like Zuckerberg, Thiel, and Andreessen claim Web3 will democratize the web, but as you will see from the evidence provided later, this is one of the great con jobs of the twenty-first century. As Twitter’s founder, Jack Dorsey, recently tweeted, “You don’t own web3. The VC’s do. It will never escape their incentives. It’s ultimately a centralized entity with a different label.” Dorsey sees through the fantasy that a company like Meta, accused by the Federal Trade Commission of monopoly, is now pretending that it’s new platform—the Metaverse—will be open and decentralized.5


The second project is the support of crypto currency. Crypto is basically a pyramid scheme, with early investors dumping their tokens when the price rises. Professor Scott Galloway of New York University (named one of the Global Leaders of Tomorrow by the World Economic Forum) has shown that the top 2 percent of accounts own 95 percent of the $800 billion supply of Bitcoin. In June 2022, a group of computer scientists and cryptographers wrote a letter to congressional leadership warning of the potential economic disaster crypto currencies may cause: “The catastrophes and externalities related to blockchain technologies and crypto-asset investments are neither isolated nor are they growing pains of a nascent technology. They are the inevitable outcomes of a technology that is not built for purpose and will remain forever unsuitable as a foundation for large-scale economic activity.”6 Adam Fisher, Israel’s top-ranked venture capitalist, pointed out, “Crypto is not so much an investment idea that aligns with the libertarian political ideology, as it is a virulent strain of libertarian political ideology leveraging human greed through the blockchain.”7


(While crypto currency was developed using blockchain technology, I will not be dealing with the legitimate uses of blockchain by companies like IBM to develop more effective supply chains, such as Maersk’s TradeLens.)


The third project involves getting the government of the United States to pony up at least $10 trillion to fund Elon Musk’s Star Trek pipe dream of sending humans to live on Mars.8 In the face of the existential climate crisis, Musk wants to abandon our planet and start all over in an incredibly hostile environment where humans would live inside an enclosed bubble with oxygen shipped from Earth. To what end, Musk will not explain, other than to say, “We should be a multi-planet species.”


The final project, led by Peter Thiel, is called transhumanism, which the Encyclopedia Britannica defines as “a social and philosophical movement devoted to promoting the research and development of robust human-enhancement technologies.”9 The near-term goal for Thiel is to live to age 160. Thiel has reached out to both the United States and Saudi Arabia for government support. But access to these technologies, which have not yet been invented, will be incredibly expensive, so only the millionaires will survive well into their second century. As one of Marc Andreessen’s early partners, Balaji Srinivasan, wrote of the Technocrats’ goals, “Immutable money, infinite frontier, eternal life.” This combination of untraceable crypto wealth, space colonies on Mars, and the ability to live forever is a perfect summation of the fantasy world the Technocrats think they can manufacture.
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These four projects—the Metaverse, crypto currency, human travel to and colonization of distant planets, and transhumanism—are an existential risk to the world in moral, political, and economic terms. The moral danger comes from the fact that they are all the first steps toward a realized transhumanism—one that all four men support. The transhumanists believe that technological and biological enhancements will allow humans to live to age two hundred or more, migrate to other planets, and merge our brains with computers so that our individual consciousnesses can live forever. Web3 is the first step to a wearable human technological augmentation. Living on Mars would require a permanent technological augmentation, and transhumanism envisions a point at which human and machine merge into some new species of cyborg. As this book was going to print, the generative AIs like ChatGPT and DALL-E were released to the public. They are part of the transhumanist project, but also equally unconnected to reality. What ChatGPT hasn’t learned from ingesting all of the internet, it makes up. AI researchers call this “hallucinations.”


Philosopher Francis Fukuyama, most famous for his essay “The End of History,” labeled transhumanism “the world’s most dangerous idea.” Fukuyama argued that the whole classical liberal idea embodied in the Declaration of Independence could be undone. He wrote in Foreign Policy, “Underlying this idea of the equality of rights is the belief that we all possess a human essence that dwarfs manifest differences in skin color, beauty, and even intelligence. This essence, and the view that individuals therefore have inherent value, is at the heart of political liberalism. But modifying that essence is the core of the transhumanist project.”10 The question of whether humans can turn themselves into machines, cheat death, and rule over nature will be at the heart of this book. Clearly Thomas Jefferson’s ideal that “all men are created equal” would have no meaning in a transhumanist world in which wealth would determine the length of your life or the genetic attributes of your children.


To understand the political and societal danger lurking in the Technocrats’ schemes, we should recognize that two views of America’s future are on offer. One argues that the collective investment priorities of our society should go toward solving issues like the climate crisis, the mental health emergency, and the lack of affordable housing. But the other view, the one held by the Technocrats, is much darker. In this version of the future, artificial intelligence and robots, ruled by the Technocrats, will do most of the work, and a large portion of the population will sit at home, living a fantasy life in the Metaverse, subsisting on government-paid crypto universal basic income, which would cover your broadband bill and your Metacoin micropayments for all the concerts and clubs you attend virtually. Anyone who thinks this is some kind of dystopian fantasy should visit Amazon’s research and development facility to see the future of whole warehouses operated by five humans and five thousand robots.11 In April 2022, the Association for Advancing Automation reported that US orders for workplace robots had increased 40 percent in the first quarter, compared with the same period in 2021. Amazon’s willingness to fire eleven thousand workers right before Christmas 2022 indicates that it believes the robots can pick up the slack.


Science fiction like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World has often depicted a future in which humans don’t have much to do and end up blissed out on drugs and immersive entertainment. For Huxley’s idealized government, controlled by the plutocrats, this is an ideal situation because it prevents what Huxley called “the proles” from invading the mansions of their oligarchs. But we are no longer dealing in fiction. These plans for the Metaverse have already attracted billions of dollars of investment. The central question I want to pose is why we, as a society, would invest $20 trillion in fantasy worlds (Mars, crypto, and the Metaverse) when real-world solutions to the critical problems of our planet are currently available. As climate-crisis chronicler David Wallace-Wells (The Uninhabitable Earth) recently wrote, “Thanks to astonishing declines in the price of renewables, a truly global political mobilization, a clearer picture of the energy future and serious policy focus from world leaders, we have cut expected warming almost in half in just five years.”12


This positive change is happening in part due to a new way of thinking about the economy—regenerative economics—radically different from the libertarian Right’s fetishization of the individual, which makes a virtue of selfishness. Regenerative economics is based on the idea that businesses that utilize natural resources should restore those precious resources rather than treat them as natural capital to be used up. Central to regenerative economics is the idea that America is best when citizens imagine themselves as part of an intergenerational movement to preserve our planet and our democracy. But the Technocrats have given up on that. As Elon Musk has said, “Either we spread Earth to other planets, or we risk going extinct.” For them, the next two decades are about escape. Escaping Earth for Mars or escaping reality for the Metaverse.


One question I try to answer is why this culture of escape from reality is so popular right now. In their book Pastels and Pedophiles: Inside the Mind of QAnon, Sophia Moskalenko and Mia Bloom have shown that consumers of conspiracy theories become addicted, and “because, like a drug of addiction, QAnon content doesn’t actually take the underlying pain away, bigger ‘highs’ are needed to distract from the root causes of despair. Consumers of QAnon content thus experience cravings for new and exciting conspiracies.”13 Meta’s own employees are deeply skeptical of escaping into the Metaverse. The post most upvoted in an employee forum was “How could we avoid a dystopian reality, where the Metaverse is used as an opium for the masses?”14 And of course, like the Sackler family pushing OxyContin, a small group of very powerful people—the Technocrats—are benefiting financially and politically from amplification of the conspiracy theory addiction on their social media platforms.


The young skeptics at Meta have it right. To check into the Metaverse is to check out of the real struggle that confronts our country: the fight for a decent health care system, for infrastructure that does not collapse, and for real solutions to the climate crisis. The people who are building the Metaverse or planning to live on Mars have surrendered to the nihilism of dystopia. They have forsaken any responsibility for reality in return for a permanent escape into a world of virtual porn and unlimited lives in a constant first-person shooter game.


From an economic standpoint, the four projects of Metaverse, crypto, space, and transhumanism will require an astonishing amount of capital. Elon Musk estimates it will cost at least $10 trillion to build the first colony on Mars, most of which would come from you, the taxpayer, funneled through NASA to Musk’s SpaceX.15 Of course none of Musk’s previous projects have come in on budget, so we must be skeptical of the $10 trillion figure. That’s almost two years of the entire federal budget. Realizing a complete version of the Metaverse will require at least $3 trillion over the next twenty years, though that will flow from private capital. Of course, if Zuckerberg is right, those universal basic income payments will provide much of the revenue to Meta. No one can say how much will be poured into the transhumanism project, but it’s in the billions.16 The Technocrats’ hype machine can undoubtedly attract that kind of investment from the government and the private sector, and they could subsequently hire the best scientists in the world to work for them. But putting money into virtual reality or a space race to Mars does not solve any of the problems actually facing America. It’s a modern version of the Roman “bread and circuses,” used to divert attention from epic inequality.
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In the late 1920s (tellingly, just before the Great Depression), Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci wrote, “The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”17 Gramsci was sitting in an Italian prison cell, arrested and convicted by Benito Mussolini for antifascist activities. The idea of an interregnum is a good way to understand America’s current political and social crisis. It began in early 2007.


The first week of January 2007 was awash in optimism. The S&P 500 stock index was on its way to an all-time record. In California, Elon Musk was planning the third launch of his Falcon rocket (the first two had failed) in hopes of beginning his dream of a mission to Mars, where he planned to construct a greenhouse and grow plants. On the other side of the country, another young man, Barack Obama, had equally audacious dreams. He was writing a speech in which he would announce his candidacy for the presidency of the United States.


But beneath this sea of calm as the new year began, three highly secret projects were being birthed that would dramatically disrupt America’s economy, culture, and politics. The success of the projects would make the three men that conceived them into billionaires and change the meaning of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”


In San Francisco’s cavernous Moscone Center, Steve Jobs yelled at a group of engineers trying to prepare his presentation for the unveiling of the first iPhone prototype in three days. “You are fucking my company,” he screamed as the demo kept crashing.


In Manhattan, John Paulson was pushing a group of mathematicians and analysts to uncover the riskiest pools of subprime mortgages in the country in order to construct a $10 billion bet that the American housing market would collapse.18


In Palo Alto, Mark Zuckerberg led a team of designers to create software that would blend personalization and algorithmic amplification to create “engagement-based ranking” on your Facebook Feed.


All three men believed that they saw things their peers did not understand and that this perception would be the key to their fortunes. Within a year these extraordinary bets paid off as the housing market crashed, Bear Stearns and Lehman Brothers were liquidated, Apple sold almost 12 million iPhones, and Facebook’s monthly average users grew from 30 million to 150 million.


The old that was dying in early 2007 included the bedrock institutions that had been a certainty in American life for a century. The first was the American Dream: the belief that home ownership was the secret to financial security. Paulson made $4 billion in a couple of months proving that was an illusion. The second was the notion that the major American media corporations could “manufacture consent” by pushing a narrative of the conventional wisdom—that average citizens would open their newspapers in the morning and watch the network news at night and assume they knew what was going on in the world. Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg destroyed that system by giving citizens a powerful handheld communication device and a way to broadcast their opinions to billions of people. The rise of Barack Obama unmoored many white Americans, undermining their assumptions about their place in a changing multiracial America. And, finally, Elon Musk began to build what would become the world’s largest fortune based on a utopian fantasy. But here was the problem that Gramsci understood: the transition from the old (extractive economy, white rule, top-down media) to the new (renewable energy, pluralistic society, bottom-up media) is full of “morbid symptoms,” ranging from political violence, to exploitive politicians like Trump, to unexpected economic dislocations as the creative destruction of the disrupters sets in. In the midst of this chaotic interregnum, both businesspeople and politicians have created fantasies to help guide the society toward the ends they seek.


History has proven that fantasy is both a brilliant marketing tool and a powerful political tool. The Technocrats are employing it in both spheres. In the commercial realm Musk floats the notion that we will escape our planet’s inevitable extinction by building a new civilization on Mars. Mark Zuckerberg promises you can escape the dreary reality of your life by putting on the Meta Quest 2 VR helmet. Marc Andreessen suggests we can fight wars without human casualties with the autonomous weapons he is developing and you can get rich just by purchasing the Bored Ape nonfungible tokens he is selling. And Thiel markets the greatest fantasy of all: you can live forever.


But it is in politics that Trump has used fantasy (“Obama is not an American”; “I won the 2020 election”) to fuel his political rise since 2011. Today the hard-right amplification of the fantasy that a “woke” socialist and communist cabal has taken over the Democratic Party, the news media, education, and even many large American corporations poisons our possibility for political reconciliation. This is straight out of the Nazi Party playbook of the early 1930s that inflated the power of the German socialists. Adolf Hitler blamed the burning of the German parliament, the Reichstag, on the communists and then immediately banned them from political participation. In 1977 German writer Klaus Theweleit, in his book Male Fantasies, set out to understand the appeal fascism had for the average German male who joined the Nazi Freikorps (equivalent to our Proud Boys) in the 1930s.19 Guardian writer Laura Smith, reviewing Male Fantasies, notes, “To modern readers, the Freikorpsmen’s fantasy life will be familiar: a country in decline, a nationalistic call to purge it of disorder, a clear separation between men and women, rich and poor, your kind and the other.”20


So for the Technocrats, this is not just an economic project. It is a political movement that sees the modern economy as corrupt, harmful, and in need of sweeping transformation. In the spirit of their anarcho-libertarian heroes, like Ayn Rand, the four Technocrats believe that the “administrative state” needs to be killed off. If they achieve their aims, by 2035 they will be living in a semi-stateless economic system where no one even knows how much Bitcoin they own, because it can be legally held under a pseudonym or in a shadow company account. As Peter Thiel has stated, “The ability to move money fluidly and the erosion of the nation-state are closely related.”21


In this project, Trump and other Republicans are the Technocrat’s supplicants. Just as Vladimir Putin has pleased his oligarch allies by using oil export revenues to prop up the ruble and the Russian stock market, instead of providing the tools needed for a credible military, so our own oligarchs will be able to depend on the Republicans to cut their taxes and protect their monopolies. Trump already has associates (some working with Peter Thiel) creating a plan for his second term that would involve firing much of the federal bureaucracy and replacing it with MAGA-compliant functionaries at all of the regulatory agencies.22 Are the Technocrats divorced from reality, or is this a darker plot that is employing fantasy to enact a right-wing political coup that will kill our majoritarian democracy and lead us into an era of economic unrest and civil war? For the Technocrats, Web3 puts their wealth, data, and resources beyond the reach of the state. It helps them sidestep anti-money-laundering regulations, sanctions, and taxation. And as you will see, Thiel and some of his brethren have had a kind of apocalyptic view of the future for some time. Maybe that’s why they all own “bolt-hole” estates in distant lands like New Zealand.


In a long view of history, the United States has of course gone through periods that feel like collective schizophrenic breaks. Episodes ranging from the Salem witch trials to the 1950s obsession with extraterrestrial invasions to the emergence of QAnon display the classic symptoms of loss of contact with reality and delusional thinking. Perhaps we can attribute today’s psychological angst to the seeming endlessness of the Covid-19 pandemic. Yet this period of time feels different. In the earlier manias, the symptoms were confined to a small minority of believers, not 60 percent of one of our two major political parties.


We have always had con men like P. T. Barnum, but they never won the presidency or ran the most valuable automobile company in the world. Creating a political economy in which the wealthy minority rules over the middle- and lower-class majority is a hard task. It requires mechanisms for voter suppression and for propaganda that convinces middle-class voters that cultural division is more important than economic equality. MAGA Republicans’ convincing the working class to vote for them is really an artful trick, for, as Paul Krugman has shown, “despite its populist rhetoric, the G.O.P. is still very much a party of and for the rich.”


In creating the fantasy that the Republicans represent the working class, control of Twitter and Facebook has been key to the Technocrats’ success. But these social networks are also the nexus of right-wing anger. And particularly troubling about this period is the rise of political violence. Over the past decade (according to the Anti-Defamation League) political extremists have committed 450 murders in the United States; most of these perpetrators self-identify with a kind of neofascism.23


Harvard political scientist Steven Levitsky, coauthor of How Democracies Die, has said, “In a stable democracy politicians unambiguously reject violence and unambiguously expel from their ranks antidemocratic forces.”24 But the Trumpist Republican Party refuses to push out its neofascists. And the mainstream media refuses to put that name on the disease. Fascism has relied on propaganda, myth, and a sense of the unreal. Democracy in an age where everyone has a microphone to express his or her outrage becomes a very fragile system. And, as I will show, the libertarian philosophy the Technocrats were raised on has morphed into coercive fascism in the past. As Jason Stanley points out in his book How Fascism Works, “Tech giants and media benefit from the dramatic clash of friend and enemy. Fear and anger get people to the polls, but they also keep people online and glued to the media.”25


It is important to justify my use of the term fascism. Geoff Eley, the Karl Pohrt Distinguished University Professor of History at the University of Michigan, has defined fascism well: “As a politics, I have suggested, fascism can be distilled into the following: it wants to silence and even murder its opponents rather than arguing with them; it prefers an authoritarian state over democracy; it pits an aggressively exclusionary idea of the nation against a pluralism that values and prioritizes difference.”26


Tucker Carlson and the Trumpist Republicans hate the whole idea of pluralism and exalt nationalism and race as a path back to power. The threat of political murder from the Right increases every week. I have no doubt that if Trump returns to the presidency, we will see a forcible suppression of the opposition as we have never experienced in this country. But whether Trump returns to power or not, our country is really two countries as deeply divided as during the period leading up to the Civil War, with a June 2022 poll reporting a majority of Americans agreeing that America would one day “cease to be a democracy.”27 Even President Joe Biden has expressed deep concern, saying, “What we’re seeing now is either the beginning or the death knell of an extreme MAGA philosophy. It’s not just Trump, it’s the entire philosophy that underpins the—I’m going to say something—it’s like semi-fascism.” While the term semi-fascism may seem like an artful dodge, academics have actually used it for years to describe the early years of regimes like that of Spain’s Francisco Franco, whose fascism was somewhat constrained within the Catholic and semipluralist structure of the conservative movement. Only after Franco had won the Civil War and consolidated all state power did the regime’s true authoritarian fascist character emerge.


So a critical question for me is why? Instead of the bounty of tech’s promised productivity, why has the internet brought middle-class wage stagnation, the hollowing out of many American towns, a radical increase in income inequality, and unbounded public acrimony? The so-called digital revolution is rooted in a profound paradox. On the one hand, it is revolutionary in that it has brought the promise of truly open democratic communication into being. There are no more gatekeepers, and the average (sometimes clueless) citizen has access to the global microphone of Facebook or Twitter.


But the other side of the digital revolution paradox is that it is not really a revolution at all. At least since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, much of our collective wealth has been derived from an extractive economy that treats all local economies and natural resources as sources of capital to be used up. Such economies are dominated by rent-extraction firms. Rent is defined as outsized economic reward sustained through control of assets that cannot be quickly and widely replicated. John D. Rockefeller’s extraction of rents through monopolizing oil assets is the classic case studied in business school, but Zuckerberg’s rent extraction from controlling the Facebook accounts of three billion people is far more lucrative. Extractive economies tend to produce great concentrations of wealth, and they tend to corrupt the institutions meant to police them.


Somehow the Technocrats got us to believe that the digital economy is different from the extractive one that America was built on. But that is a lie. The idea expressed in the phrase “data is the new oil” is true. In 1998, in the oil extraction business, ExxonMobil was the largest company in America (by market cap). Today the data-extraction businesses Google, Facebook, and Amazon sit atop the S&P 500, accounting for nearly 14 percent of the market value of the entire index. Even crypto is part of the extractive economy. Mining Bitcoin requires as much electricity per year as powering the Netherlands.28 And as for Elon Musk, who portrayed himself for years as the spiritual leader of an environmental movement, you will see that much of that is hype. He plans to be the extraction king of outer space. When he gets to Mars, he told Mining.com, “mining robots will be a key part of the planned colonization of the red planet.”29 And as for their being factories of innovation, the Big Tech industries haven’t actually come up with a new profitable business in years. Google and Meta are milking the ad business they invented years ago. Even Apple hasn’t had a new breakthrough product since it introduced the iPhone fifteen years ago.


But the old businesses are so profitable that today Big Tech dominates the economy in a way that Rockefeller could have hardly imagined. Harvard historian Jill Lepore says of Elon Musk, “He sees himself as above the presidency.” The Technocrats have left us with a feeling that “there is no alternative” to the future they are offering us. But history is not a linear progression toward a technological utopia. In fact, as historians like Arnold Toynbee and Edward Gibbon have written, history is a cyclical process of genesis, growth, breakdown, and disintegration. American democracy is in danger of breakdown. Peter Thiel has said, “I no longer believe that freedom and democracy are compatible.”30 The libertarian choice of the Technocrats’ freedom over our democracy puts not only our country at risk but also our planet.


The process of growth followed by breakdown mimics natural systems. I’ve come to realize that the really important scientific breakthroughs of our age revolve not around augmenting humans with technology but around taking the rules by which living systems sustain and replenish themselves and applying them to nonliving systems, including economies and polities. This is what is meant by regenerative economics. It involves moving away from extractive economics and toward systems that restore the Earth rather than destroy it. But it will also mean abandoning our seventy-year reign as global policeman in order to provide the funds needed to rebuild America in a sustainable fashion. One would think that the supposedly environmentally conscious Technocrats would understand this. But they don’t. So in the final chapters of the book, I’m going to begin developing a thesis about the regenerative economy as an alternative to the destructive transhumanist economy of the Technocrats.


To understand our present dilemma and begin to answer the question of what we do about it, we need to understand that the libertarian ideology that technology, freed from government regulation, can solve all the world’s problems has a more than one-hundred-year history.
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The Past
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TECHNOCRACY’S LIBERTARIAN ROOTS


We intend to sing the love of danger, the habit of energy and fearlessness.


—Filippo Marinetti, founder of futurism, 1913


Technological revolutions are not always openly embraced by ruling elites. It is in the transition points between eras that things get dicey—Antonio Gramsci’s morbid symptoms. The worst of those symptoms to come out of the early-twentieth-century crisis of democracy was fascism. The Italian dictator Benito Mussolini threw Gramsci into prison in 1926 for his vocal opposition to the Fascist Party of Italy. Given that Gramsci first published the idea of the interregnum in his Prison Notebooks, it seems clear that Gramsci was thinking about the wrenching upheavals that began in 1900, led to World War I, and presaged the arrival of fascism in Italy and his own imprisonment.1 When the old was clearly dying but the new could not get control, a society was open to the clarion call of autocrats who promised social order.


The funeral of Queen Victoria in February 1901 can be seen as a clear marker of the old order dying. As the assembled crowned heads of Europe marched in the funeral procession, they marked the end of the Age of Empire, during which European colonial powers ruled over more than half the world’s population. The three emperors, two kings, and assorted archdukes and princes were, of course, unaware that their time was up, but as they walked in the cold London morning, the fires of a technological revolution were burning in laboratories from Geneva to London to Menlo Park, New Jersey. Within a decade, radio, cinema, physics, the automobile, the phonograph, and the airplane would remake the world the monarchs had controlled for centuries. These technologies presaged the death of distance. They extended knowledge and democratized culture. They provided mobility for the average citizen. They ushered in an interregnum.


But Gramsci was right when he wrote that “the new cannot be born”—all across Europe, the resistance to modernity was fighting hard. Governments tried to control technologies like the radio (the three first radio networks in Europe—BBC in England, URI in Italy, and Radio France—were all government owned), and the arbiters of high culture looked down on the vulgarity of popular music and cinema. As historian Eric Hobsbawm has written, Europe was facing a crisis of the bourgeoisie:


For the bourgeoisie had believed not only in individualism, respectability and property, but also in progress, reform and a moderate liberalism. In the eternal battle among the upper strata of nineteenth-century societies, between the “parties of movement” or “progress” and the “parties of order,” the middle class had unquestionably stood, in the great majority, for movement, though by no means insensitive to order. Yet progress, reform and liberalism were all in crisis.2


In Italy in 1908, this crisis took the form of both the rise of nationalism and the beginnings of an avant-garde cultural revolution that left most middle-class Italians mystified. The nationalism was propelled by Italians who were tired of ceding their northern territories to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. For centuries, Italy had been nothing more than a group of small kingdoms, many controlled by Spain or Austria.


Austrian chancellor Franz Metternich noted that the word Italy was nothing more than “a geographic expression.” Napoleon Bonaparte briefly united the country, but when he was driven into exile, the Austro-Hungarian rule of northern Italy returned. And for the young Italian avant-gardists, the reign of King Victor Emmanuel (1861–1878) and the style of his era were symbolic of a dead culture, one afraid of the future.


Into this interregnum came a brash young artist and poet named Filippo Marinetti. He created a movement called futurism, declaring, “We want no part of it, the past, we the young and strong Futurists!” He started the movement with a manifesto, which bristled with the same kind of arrogance John Perry Barlow would bring to his Declaration of Cyber Independence almost a century later.


We are on the extreme promontory of the centuries! What is the use of looking behind at the moment when we must open the mysterious shutters of the impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We are already living in the absolute, since we have already created eternal, omnipresent speed…


We want to demolish museums and libraries, fight morality, feminism and all opportunist and utilitarian cowardice…


It is in Italy that we are issuing this manifesto of ruinous and incendiary violence, by which we today are founding Futurism, because we want to deliver Italy from its gangrene of professors, archaeologists, tourist guides and antiquaries.3


Certain words recur in this populist manifesto: invention, modernity, speed, industry, disruption, brash, energetic, combative. The marriage of innovation, disruption, and violence in Marinetti’s work created a template that is familiar to this day. Compare Marinetti’s rage against feminism with Peter Thiel’s thoughts on women’s suffrage. As Thiel wrote, “Since 1920, the vast increase in welfare beneficiaries and the extension of the franchise to women—two constituencies that are notoriously tough for libertarians—have rendered the notion of ‘capitalist democracy’ into an oxymoron.”4


As in the prewar era in Italy, today we also find liberalism in crisis; the path Marinetti took to cultural power is therefore instructive. Just as John Perry Barlow started as a radical (Grateful Dead songwriter) and slowly moved to the right politically, so too Marinetti and the early members of the futurist movement, who were initially more identified with anarchism, would in time move to the right, toward fascism.


This early anarchist futurism was an artistic expression of impotent fury and a desire to upend the status quo, not only in the world of art but in the real world. The manifesto illuminates the ease with which Italian futurism merged with fascism. Like Barlow, Marinetti approached technology as an aid to a new kind of art. Futurism glorified war, power, disorder, and devastation as ways of forcing humankind into newness. The manifesto states, “We will glorify war—the world’s only hygiene—militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of freedom-bringers, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for woman.” As World War I began, Italy saw an opening, a chance to regain its lost territory; its leaders secretly negotiated the Treaty of London in the spring of 1915, joining Britain and France against her old allies Germany and Austro-Hungary. When the final armistice was signed in 1918, however, the Italians realized that the Allies were not going to keep to the Treaty of London. Though the Italians got back most of the Tyrol in the north, some other concessions were abandoned, much to the resentment of many Italians.


Felipe Fernández-Armesto’s Out of Our Minds: A History of What We Think and How We Think It beautifully depicts this interregnum moment for Italian culture: “Destruction and despair leave citizens stakeless, with no investment in tranquility and no allegiance amid wreckage; so the terrible expenditure of money and mortality bought not peace but political revolutions.”5


After the war the futurist movement turned political. A thirty-two-year-old Italian army veteran named Benito Mussolini formed a new political group called Fasci Italiani di Combattimento (Italian Combat Squad), known simply as the Fascisti. Their basic idea was spazio vitale (vital space), meaning that Italy should control all of the Italian-speaking territories along the Adriatic that had been part of the Roman Empire. This notion appealed to Marinetti, and he joined the Fascisti. By 1921, Mussolini had been elected to the Chamber of Deputies; in 1922, he staged the famous March on Rome with thirty thousand of his Blackshirts, demanding the resignation of the prime minister and the appointment of a Fascist government. King Victor Emmanuel, fearful of the street battles, gave in and appointed Mussolini prime minister. A lesson perhaps relevant for our current age: if you are going to attempt a coup d’état, you’d better succeed. A year later, Adolf Hitler made a similar move (the Beer Hall Putsch), failed, and was sentenced to five years in prison.


Many historians believe that Mussolini used the futurist manifesto to build the philosophical scaffolding of fascism. Certainly the ideas first expressed in the manifesto of 1909 show up by 1919 in the early Fascist manifestos. These ideas include extreme nationalism, glorification of violence, war and imperialism, fetishization of masculinity, blatant misogyny, opposition to parliamentary democracy and socialism, anti-intellectual rhetoric, and the creation of scapegoats. By the time Mussolini became prime minister, he had garnered the support of both the military and the business elite, who were afraid that the large Socialist Party in Italy might follow the recent example of the Russian socialists: seize power and nationalize their businesses. Mussolini was eager to paint his administration as a technocratic ally of Fiat, Olivetti, and the other Italian business powers. He stated, “Fascism should more appropriately be called Corporatism because it is a merger of state and corporate power.” The futurist architects were put to work building their vision of la città nuova. The popular appeal of fascism in the 1920s was its claim to technocratic excellence—Mussolini “made the trains run on time.”


Marinetti became, in essence, a Fascist courtier and was convinced that Mussolini shared his irreverence for the Renaissance past of Italian culture. More importantly, he recognized that the government could be a key source of patronage, especially for the coterie of architects who had allied themselves with futurism. As Professor Gabriel Rubin of Washington University has argued,


Reconciling the chauvinistic conservatism of Fascism with the blitzkrieg (Futurist) speed of modern industry poses fewer problems than might be expected. Slavoj Zizek, in his examination of Nazi propaganda, explains that in times of huge disruptions to the social order (from agrarian to urban, religious to secular, manual to mechanized), the populace is highly susceptible to the appeal of both nostalgia and utopia. At first glance those two concepts seem antithetical, but both rely on the myth of the supremacy of the nation.6


We should keep in mind that this is still a useful formula. It is exactly what Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos are selling: nostalgia (put Captain Kirk on your rocket) and utopia (colonies on Mars).


But another aspect of Marinetti’s persona will seem somewhat familiar: he was a wild man, often drunk and out of control. Here is his account of his encounter with two bicyclists while driving his new Fiat at sixty miles per hour after a night of drinking.7


The words were scarcely out of my mouth when I spun my car around with the frenzy of a dog trying to bite its tail, and there, suddenly, were two cyclists coming toward me, shaking their fists, wobbling like two equally convincing but nevertheless contradictory arguments. Their stupid dilemma was blocking my way—Damn! Ouch!… I stopped short and to my disgust rolled over into a ditch with my wheels in the air.


Clearly, as Friedrich Nietzsche suggested, revolutions are often spurred on by people with Dionysian personalities. He believed that the emotion, intoxication, disorder, and ecstasy of the Dionysian were necessary to liberate men. Certainly an observer in the early 1920s watching either Hitler’s or Mussolini’s rallies would have understood that.


Futurism yields two lessons for our present investigation into how technology ultimately allies itself with political power and centralization. Like a young Mark Zuckerberg, Marinetti could have easily chosen “Move Fast and Break Things” as his mantra. But that’s simpler to say when you are outside the tent of power. Once the Fascists seized power, Marinetti was much more interested in joining the ruling party (he was elected to the Italian Academy) than in being a disrupter. Once in power the futurists argued that innovation should never be hindered, whether by government, moral objections, or private-sector initiatives. The idea that quickening technological change undermines elites is one of the main lessons to be learned from this history of the early twentieth century. And it clearly applies to our contemporary crisis. When Breitbart News is as accessible as the New York Times, the notion of elite opinion makers is relegated to the trash bin of history.


The second lesson is that culture leads politics. The futurists started their movement before World War I, and early statements of futurism were made through painting and music. (Hitler also started out as an artist.) It’s easy to express ideas like the glorification of violence in a futurist painting in 1911, when you are a poor and unrecognized artist. Only later do those ideas migrate into the larger culture. As an avant-garde artist, Marinetti could get away with such statements as “Speaking personally, I much prefer the anarchist’s bomb to the cringing attitude of the bourgeois.” Once he became part of the mainstream Fascist culture, he was much more careful with his rhetoric.


As Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke’s The Occult Roots of Nazism demonstrates, the intellectual roots of Nazism were not conceived of by Hitler; rather, they can be traced back to a number of influential occult and millenarian sects that arose in the Habsburg Empire during its waning years.8 This same obsession with the dark side of the occult lurks in the hearts of Peter Thiel and Elon Musk. Take for example Thiel’s commentary on Lord of the Rings; he’s all in with Sauron, the dark lord of Mordor: “Gandalf’s the crazy person who wants to start a war… Mordor is this technological civilization based on reason and science. Outside of Mordor, it’s all sort of mystical and environmental and nothing works.”
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Herbert Hoover carried the banner of the Technocrats in America. Having served as secretary of commerce in both the Calvin Coolidge and Warren Harding administrations, Hoover believed that new technologies like commercial airlines and radio networks would totally transform American business and life, and to a certain degree, he was right. Historian Jill Lepore has described Hoover’s theory as “technological utopianism.” Like many before him, Hoover believed that technology and the associated rise in productivity would create a bounty of societal wealth. In the summer of 1928, as he was campaigning for the presidency, Hoover said, “We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land.” But Hoover’s technological utopianism did not prove out, and within eighteen months, millions would be standing in breadlines.


The Technocrats like Hoover didn’t really realize that there was a growing reaction to modernity, especially in the South. The vanguard of that reaction was the Ku Klux Klan, which had all the rhetoric of fascism but lacked a charismatic leader like Mussolini or Hitler. Perhaps the white robes and masks were not the ideal garb for a populist leader to emerge. Still, the Klan had a powerful piece of propaganda in the film Birth of a Nation, directed by D. W. Griffith and premiered at President Woodrow Wilson’s White House in the fall of 1918. Much like today’s right-wing propaganda about the Proud Boys, Griffith’s film depicts the Klan as a group of freedom fighters freeing the southern white man from the tyranny of Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation—the very document that had brought many Black lawmakers into local and federal legislatures. Wilson, a dyed-in-the-wool segregationist, praised the film, which is now seen as the first American film epic, albeit one that would embarrass scholars for a century. Of course, like most fascist propaganda, Birth of a Nation had no connection to reality. Its version of Reconstruction was a complete illusion. Clearly right-wing partisans have been partial to media that carries comforting fantasies for decades.


Herbert Hoover won the presidency in 1928 as voters (and investors) bought into his boosterism. Many went broke a year later in the greatest stock market crash in history. If we believe, like Mark Twain (supposedly) did, that “history doesn’t repeat but it rhymes,” then we should spend some time looking at the Wall Street “touts” of 1928 and 1929. Are the cyber currency promoters of today singing from the same score? Certainly the overnight crash of a crypto exchange like FTX has parallels with 1929.


The hot technology stocks of the 1920s were radio companies. That radio would become an advertising medium was not a foregone conclusion at the end of World War I, when the US government turned over control of the Guglielmo Marconi radio patents to General Electric, its radio subsidiary RCA, and Westinghouse Electric. For the contemporary multitasking media consumer, images of whole families gathered around a massive radio box must seem odd indeed. Initially, RCA and Westinghouse believed that the function of a radio network was to provide just enough programming to sell the radio sets they manufactured. Westinghouse owned stations WBZ in Boston and KDKA in Pittsburgh, which became the first station to go on the air in America when it broadcast the results of the 1920 presidential election on the night of November 2. In Great Britain, the government had already decided that an independent government corporation would run the new medium of radio, free of advertisements and financed by a small “license fee” levied on the sale of radio sets.


As early as 1922, Commerce Secretary Hoover said, “It was inconceivable that we should allow so great a possibility for service, for news, for entertainment, for education, and for vital commercial purposes, to be drowned in advertising chatter.” Hoover felt from the outset that some sort of federal regulation of the airwaves would be necessary, but the business boosterism of the Harding and Coolidge administrations (he served in both), plus a conservative Supreme Court that regularly struck down commercial regulation, frustrated his attempts. By July 1926, Hoover had abandoned his regulation ideas. As Paul Starr points out in his definitive The Creation of the Media, “A free-for-all then broke out as more than 200 new stations appeared, while others jumped to new frequencies, changed their hours, or increased their power.”9 The result was radio anarchy: one station’s signal impinged on another’s, leaving the customer with static and chaos. Outraged citizens who had spent $200 on a radio set complained to Congress. And in 1927, Congress formed the Federal Radio Commission (FRC), not wanting to give Hoover—who was openly planning to run for president—power over the airwaves. The FRC was thought of as a temporary solution, but its successor, the Federal Communications Commission, still regulates broadcasting eighty years later.


Here again the lessons of the past inform our present. Google’s Larry Page swore to his early investors that advertising would ruin Google, but the realities of Wall Street finance forced him to abandon his idealistic stance. In the same way, Hoover’s belief that radio could be a public service used to educate our nation died in its infancy because Wall Street wanted RCA (the Google of the 1920s) to sell advertising on its radio networks. But radio advertising remained a fairly small business until the entrance of Edward Bernays. Bernays swore he invented the word propaganda while working with Walter Lippmann to build support for America’s entrance into World War I, but it was in applying these propaganda lessons to the selling of products that he made his fortune.


In the early 1920s, George Hill, president of American Tobacco, engaged Bernays in a critical campaign: break the taboo on women smoking in public.10 Bernays, using his connection to his uncle, Sigmund Freud, urged advertisers to look for the strong “motives, which men and women conceal from themselves.” After consulting with A. A. Brill, the leading American Freudian analyst, Bernays told Hill that women saw cigarettes as a “substitute penis” and that smoking in public would give them power in the “war between the sexes.” Hill was skeptical but told Bernays that successfully breaking the taboo would “be like opening a new gold mine right in our front yard.” Hill paid Bernays to arrange for a group of debutantes, walking in the Easter Parade on Fifth Avenue in 1929, to pull out cigarettes and light up their “torches of freedom” in front of photographers whom Bernays would alert.


The stunt was tremendously successful, appearing on the front page of the New York Times the next morning. As Bernays later said, “Age old customs, I learned, could be broken down by a dramatic appeal [and] disseminated by the network of the media.” Hill’s next move was to appeal to women’s desire for the new slim flapper silhouette with the slogan “Reach for a Lucky instead of a sweet.” Bernays’s Freudian influence could also be seen in ads for Camel cigarettes, which showed a young man lighting a woman’s cigarette over the caption “Pleasure Ahead.”


The very notion that these women marching in the Easter Parade had to hide their cigarettes under their skirts shows you how far we have traveled. But why the sudden surge of interest in the magic of advertising? The revolution in mass production grew out of the new production line systems introduced by Henry Ford in 1912 and adopted by most major auto and appliance manufacturers. Soon the capacity for productive output was potentially exceeding the population’s consumption appetite. As Lehman Brothers partner Paul Mazur would write, “Men’s appetite for goods must be quickened and increased if their standard of living is to be improved sufficiently to absorb increasing quantities of goods and thereby maintain private competitive enterprise. The American way of life simply cannot afford a state of stagnation.”11 In 1920, in the aftermath of World War I, there had been a deep recession. Many senior executives could remember the panics of 1897 and 1907 and were anxious to find any way to stimulate customer demand.


This same need underlies the pitches Facebook and Google serve up to corporate executives every day. In trying to convince clients that they should build Metaverse ad capabilities, Accenture chief technology officer Paul Daugherty says, “If companies don’t act now, they’ll find themselves operating in worlds designed by, and for, someone else.”12 American policymakers have always been afraid of any restrictions on advertising because they believe people’s need to consume must be constantly fed. Studebaker’s chief designer, Brooks Stevens, said in the early 1920s that it was critical to “instill in the buyer the desire to own something a little newer, a little better, a little sooner than is necessary.” Thus began the notion of “planned obsolescence.”13


So Hoover’s efforts to make radio ad-free bumped up against the reality of post–World War I capitalism. It’s important to remember about Hoover’s embrace of “technological utopianism” that there was never any role for the government in this scheme other than to regulate which station got which frequency to operate on. In a way Hoover came to embrace an early form of libertarianism: the market ruled. This set the United States apart from much of the world in terms of communications regulation policy. And ever since, the libertarian imperative has ruled US communications regulation for a century.
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The American roots of libertarian thought exist in the 1915–1940 work of Albert Nock, whom many credit with coining the term libertarian in its contemporary sense. Nock believed that the pursuit of human ends could be divided into two forms: the productive or economic means and the parasitic, political means. Ayn Rand subsequently adopted this in her “Makers and Takers” dialectic, infamously appropriated by Mitt Romney during the 2012 presidential race. Nock is important to this book in that most leading thinkers of modern conservatism consider him the founder of the libertarian movement. William F. Buckley, Ayn Rand, H. L. Mencken, Murray Rothbard, and Leonard Read all cite Nock as a primary influence.


Like many characters in the history of libertarianism, Nock started on the left. He wrote antiwar editorials for The Nation in the run-up to America’s involvement in World War I; when the war was over, he published a book, Myth of a Guilty Nation, that accused men like Walter Lippmann and Edward Bernays of conspiring to create a public media campaign about the “German menace” that the diplomatic cables of their own government completely contradicted.14 Lippmann and Bernays worked for the Committee on Public Information, our first government-run propaganda office. Lippmann, in his book Public Opinion, had used the phrase “manufacturing consent.” Both he and Bernays had a dim view of what they called “the democratic doctrine” and believed the masses could only be educated by reducing complex ideas to slogans and clichés.


From 1920 to 1924, Nock edited his own magazine, The Freeman, financed by Helen Swift, the heiress to the Swift meatpacking fortune. Swift had married a dashing English actor named Francis Neilson, a devotee of Henry George; George’s 1879 Progress and Poverty had become one of the best-selling political treatises in American history. The book, which spawned a movement called Georgism, propounded the belief that people should own the value they produce themselves but that the economic value derived from land should belong equally to all members of society. The solution was a single tax on land rents (in the economic sense of unearned excess profit), which would accrue to the whole society and help mitigate the incredible income inequality that marked the end of the nineteenth century.


Nock and Neilson coedited the magazine, but in 1923 Nock began to pull away from what he considered the “collectivist” bent of the Georgist movement. When Nock resigned, The Freeman folded. Nock spent the next few years writing a biography of Thomas Jefferson, then watched in dismay as the United States plunged into the Great Depression.


By the time Franklin Roosevelt was elected, Nock had moved as far right as was possible in mid-1930s America. In 1935, he published Our Enemy, the State, which he later described as a plea for “philosophical anarchism.” He wrote, “The practical reason for freedom is that freedom seems to be the only condition under which any kind of substantial moral fiber can be developed. Everything else has been tried, world without end. Going dead against reason and experience, we have tried law, compulsion and authoritarianism of various kinds, and the result is nothing to be proud of.”15 He denounced the New Deal (which he called a “coup d’état”), noting that FDR “turns every contingency into a resource for accumulating power in itself, always at the expense of social power.” Nock believed that Americans were being conditioned to accept their lost freedom and social power as normal. Any student of modern libertarian thought can hear echoes of his thought. This notion that “freedom” is the only value worth defending lives with us still when we are told that mask mandates rob us of our liberty.


But Nock became increasingly alienated. By 1936, he had given up trying to persuade the general public of the correct course and had begun arguing that libertarians should focus on nurturing what he called “the Remnant,” a group of true believers who would emerge after liberalism failed. His publication of the essay “The Jewish Problem in America,” which argued that as an Oriental people, Jews will forever be strangers “to Occidental Mass-man,” marked the end of his career as a social critic. Nock retired to quietly lead the Remnant, leaving his protégé, Ayn Rand, to be the public face of libertarianism.


Nock was not alone in writing about “the Other.” By 1939, aviation hero Charles Lindbergh was leading an American fascist group called America First, which opposed the country’s entrance into the war against Nazi Germany. Writing in the Reader’s Digest (then America’s most popular magazine), Lindbergh argued, “It is time to turn from our quarrels and to build our White ramparts again. This alliance with foreign races means nothing but death to us. It is our turn to guard our heritage from Mongol and Persian and Moor, before we become engulfed in a limitless foreign sea.”16 So we have confronted before fascist ideas like the “great replacement” theory—which Tucker Carlson is always referencing—in the writings of those who gave birth to American libertarian thought.
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While Albert Nock was privately sinking into a well of despondency, Elon Musk’s grandfather, Joshua Haldeman, was working to create a vibrant anti-Roosevelt movement in America. He called his movement technocracy. Howard Scott, Haldeman’s coleader, set out the principles of technocracy in a speech given during the depths of the Great Depression, saying, “Technocracy is the science of social engineering, the scientific operation of the entire social mechanism to produce and distribute goods and services to the entire population of this continent.”17


Haldeman is a fascinating character, and given that certain traits pass down through the generations, you would have to conclude that young Elon Musk got a lot from his grandfather. To begin with, they bear a striking resemblance. But Haldeman also suffered from the same attention deficit disorder that seems to plague Musk (who has been quite open about some of the symptoms of his Asperger’s). Although Haldeman was born in Minnesota, his family moved to Saskatchewan, Canada, in 1906. He seems to have attended six different colleges without ever earning a degree. He eventually trained as a chiropractor at a school in Davenport, Iowa; during the late 1920s, he moved from town to town in Saskatchewan, trying to establish a practice. In early 1929, he moved back to Iowa and bought a farm, but in January 1931 the bank that had loaned him money for his farming equipment foreclosed, and he lost the property. This set him on the political path that was to change his life. Haldeman believed that financial institutions were inherently corrupt and that the state did nothing to protect the citizen. In May 1931 he joined up with Howard Scott to form Technocracy, Inc.


The basic concept of technocracy was that engineers, not elected politicians, should run society. In essence, it was a dictatorship by engineers—the Technate. At the top of the organization chart was a continental director (the chief engineer of the country), who controlled the armed forces, continental research, social relations, and foreign relations. For all of Haldeman’s lack of success up to that point, his managing to convince tens of thousands to join the organization was quite remarkable. Amid the depths of the Depression, some people were desperate enough to willingly surrender to this kind of thinking, and Haldeman and Scott began to have rallies all over the country. The events had a fascist tinge, featuring uniformed men and women and lots of salutes.


Haldeman and Scott then started a magazine, which advanced the idea of a universal basic income, and a radio show, which aired in fifteen cities. But the fervor would not last. The New York Times wrote about the movement in June 1932, and critics of its antidemocratic stance formed a growing chorus. In an attempt to quiet the doubters, Technocracy, Inc. paid for a nationwide radio address on January 13, 1933. It was a disaster. Scott sounded confused and defensive, and as Howard Segal wrote in Technological Utopianism in American Culture, “The technocrats made a believable case for a kind of technological utopia, but their asking price was too high. The idea of political democracy still represented a stronger ideal than technological elitism. In the end, critics believed that the socially desirable goals that technology made possible could be achieved without the sacrifice of existing institutions and values and without incurring the apocalypse that technocracy predicted.”18 The question of whether we must sacrifice the existing institutions of democracy to accommodate the Technocrats’ desires lives with us to this day.


The technocracy movement stumbled on for a few more years, but Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union caused a huge spilt between Haldeman and Scott. In early 1940, the government of Canada declared Technocracy, Inc. an illegal organization, owing to its sympathetic outreach to the Nazis. Scott’s US organization immediately pledged to support the Allies. According to Haldeman’s obituary from the Canadian Chiropractic Society,


Haldeman resigned from Technocracy, Inc. sometime in 1941, when its New York–based central office changed its policies from “unequivocally opposed to Communism, Fascism, Nazism and Socialism” to “complete economic and military collaboration with Soviet Russia” following Hitler’s invasion of the USSR. Always a man of strong convictions and principles, Joshua Haldeman could find no justification for any alliance with Stalin’s godless dictatorship.19


Like Nock, Haldeman eventually gave up on changing society. In 1950, he left for the security of apartheid South Africa, saying, “The political system in Canada had deteriorated with a rapid growth in the power of government to control the lives of individuals.” He spent much of the rest of his life searching for the Lost City of the Kalahari Desert. Despite five expeditions, he was unsuccessful. Elon Musk, who was born in South Africa, never forgot his grandfather’s legacy. In 2019, Musk tweeted, “Accelerating Starship development to build the Martian Technocracy.” If Elon made it to Mars, his colony would be ruled by the engineers.


A few Technocracy, Inc. chapters exist and operate to this day. But the lesson learned from Marinetti, Hoover, Nock, and Haldeman was that technological libertarian philosophy did not transition easily into a mass political movement—especially in the United States during the Great Depression. Given the choice between freedom (as meant by libertarians) and bread, Americans chose bread.
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Ayn Rand never wanted to lead a political movement. But after she had toiled for years in obscurity, her objectivist philosophy became the guiding light for an American libertarian movement that is with us to this day. Ayn Rand, the pen name of Alisa Zinovyevna Rosenbaum, was born in Saint Petersburg, Russia, on February 2, 1905. When she was twelve, Vladimir Lenin and his Bolshevik cadres took control of the city (renamed Petrograd), thus beginning the Russian Revolution. The Bolsheviks confiscated her father’s pharmacy business, and the family fled to the Crimea region of Ukraine. Her father failed to establish a new life in Crimea, and in 1921 they returned to their home city. Rand was one of the first group of women to enroll in Petrograd State University but was purged before graduating for making anti-Soviet remarks. A visiting group of foreign scientists protested the purge, and Rand and her classmates were reinstated and allowed to graduate in 1924.


Entranced with the movies, Rand enrolled in the State Technicum for Screen Arts, writing her first long paper on the actress Pola Negri. The Technicum was the pinnacle of Soviet film culture at a point when the techniques of Sergei Eisenstein were being hailed around the world. But curiously, young Miss Rosenbaum was already looking to Hollywood, as Elizabeth Blake of Saint Louis University writes.


Strangely absent from her movie diary are these cinematic classics whose innovative techniques (most notably montage) and positive portrayal of Revolutionary reality define the Golden Age of Soviet film (1924–29). Rand’s critical de-construction of montage in her early autobiographical novel We the Living, her early admiration of the star system in Pola Negri and Hollywood: American City of Movies, and her focus on Western cinema suggest a conscious rejection of the prevailing film theories on revolutionary content and form that informed the budding industry in both Leningrad and Moscow.20


Within a year Rand managed to get a visa to visit relatives in Chicago; four months later, in the fall of 1926, she was on a train to Los Angeles, convinced she could be a screenwriter. Within two weeks of her arrival in Hollywood, she somehow convinced Cecil B. DeMille to cast her as an extra in his production of The King of Kings. When the movie was over, DeMille allowed Rand to stay on the lot as an “apprentice screenwriter.” All through 1927 Rand worked for DeMille, but he never showed any interest in filming her work. At Christmas in 1927, Rand, like much of the country, became fascinated by a horrific tale. A teenager named William Edward Hickman drove to Mount Vernon Junior High School in Los Angeles and, as school was letting out, kidnapped a pretty young girl named Marion Parker. Hickman knew that Parker’s father was a prominent banker in Los Angeles. He demanded ransom of $1,500 (a year’s working-class salary in the 1920s), signing the ransom note “The Fox.” Parker’s father quickly agreed to pay the ransom. Rand began to obsessively follow this story. Much of the appalling narrative was only revealed by a Pittsburgh Press reporter who managed to get to Hickman after he was arrested.21 The day before the exchange, Hickman strangled Parker to death. He told the reporter, “It was while I was fixing the blindfold that the urge to murder came upon me. I just couldn’t help myself. I got a towel and stepped up behind Parker. Then, before she could move, I put it around her neck and twisted it tightly. After she was dead I carried her body into the bathroom and undressed her, all but the underwear, and cut a hole in her throat with a pocket knife to let the blood out.”


He then arranged her dead body in his car, sewed her eyes open to appear like she was alive, and went to collect the ransom. Keeping the father some distance from the car with a shotgun, he took the $1,500, got back in the car, and kicked Parker’s lifeless corpse to the curb. He was caught in Oregon three days later and eventually sentenced to be “hanged until dead.” Most people, like the Los Angeles Times, thought this was “the murder of the decade.”


But not Ayn Rand. When he was caught, an unrepentant Hickman said, “I am like the state: what is good for me is right.” Rand wrote in her diary that these words were “the best and strongest expression of a real man’s psychology I ever heard.”22 During the trial she wrote, “It is not the crime alone that has raised the fury of public hatred. It is the case of a daring challenge to society… It is the amazing picture of a man with no regard whatever for all that society holds sacred, with a consciousness all his own.”


For Rand, the lonely iconoclast who defies the mob is the hero. She would eventually create a fictional version of Hickman in her first popular novel (The Fountainhead), but that would take fifteen years to accomplish. In early 1928 Rand began seeing an actor who had also appeared in The King of Kings, Frank O’Connor. DeMille immediately dismissed her (was it jealousy?). Determined to stay in the movie business, she went to work in the wardrobe department at RKO. Writing at night, she turned out a screenplay for a spy thriller titled Red Pawn, set in the Soviet Union at a gulag for political prisoners on an island in Siberia. In 1929, Rand and O’Connor married.


Like many Rand plots to follow (including her real life), Red Pawn involves a love triangle. An American woman, whose husband has been imprisoned by Joseph Stalin, enters the Soviet prison under the pretext that she has been sent by Stalin to be the new wife of the prison warden. She seduces the warden while she works to free her husband, all the while fooling the prison staff. In classic melodramatic style, the woman eventually convinces the warden to escape with her and her husband from the island and Soviet tyranny. Rand sold the script to Universal for $1,500, but the movie was never made; Rand blamed the “Fellow Traveling Reds” in Hollywood for blocking its production.


Rand described herself as a romantic realist, defining the genre as a “category of art based on the recognition of the principle that man possesses the faculty of volition… The method of romantic realism is to make life more beautiful and interesting than it actually is, yet give it all the reality, and even a more convincing reality than that of our everyday existence.” But her pursuit of romantic realism did not pay off for many years. The longer she remained in America, the more right-wing her views became. For instance, she thought the genocidal conquest of the Native American tribes by the Europeans was totally justified, as the Native Americans did not conceptualize a private right of land ownership. She justified most American and European imperialism under this same cultural imperative theory.


Her first novel, We the Living, another anti-Soviet tract, failed to sell well, and the publisher let it go out of print. Undaunted, Rand tried to mount a New York stage production of the work, but it closed after one week. In 1943, she finally found success with the publication of The Fountainhead.


The Fountainhead is the tale of an individualistic architect, Howard Roark. Rand depicts Roark as a superior man, struggling against the suffocating mob. Begun in 1935, at a point when Rand was identifying herself with a small band of anti-Roosevelt partisans like H. L. Mencken and Nock, The Fountainhead, along with Rand’s later novel, Atlas Shrugged, became the key texts of the libertarian movement. The early libertarians formed the core of an intellectual opposition to Roosevelt’s New Deal. As Mencken wrote, “I believe that all government is evil, in that all government must necessarily make war upon liberty, and that the democratic form is as bad as any of the other forms.”23 During World War I, Mencken had so admired the German kaiser’s authoritarian regime that he submitted an essay to the Atlantic titled “After Germany’s Conquest of the United States.” The Atlantic editor returned the essay, saying he was not interested in being tried for treason. In the mid-1920s Mencken and Nock also endorsed the Liberty League, which was originally an anti-Prohibition movement. But after Roosevelt pushed through the constitutional repeal of Prohibition in 1933, the Liberty League evolved into a right-wing, big-business-funded, anti-Roosevelt group that called FDR’s proposed Social Security “the end of democracy.” Rand’s biographer, Jennifer Burns, while noting that Rand was only peripherally involved, described the Liberty League as “a secretive cabal of wealthy businessmen hoping to wrest control of the government from the masses.”24


I will not dwell on Rand’s literary efforts. Most serious critics dismissed her work, and Rand harbored resentments against the literary establishment her whole life. Typical of the reviews was that of the New York Times’ Orville Prescott, who called The Fountainhead “disastrous,” with a plot containing “coils and convolutions” and a “crude cast of characters.” But we should not locate Rand’s philosophy in her novel. Her ethos truly lies in the numerous aphorisms that populate her political nonfiction. Here are three examples:


If any civilization is to survive, it is the morality of altruism that men have to reject.


Achievement of your happiness is the only moral purpose of your life, and that happiness, not pain or mindless self-indulgence, is the proof of your moral integrity, since it is the proof and the result of your loyalty to the achievement of your values.


We are fast approaching the stage of the ultimate inversion: the stage where the government is free to do anything it pleases, while the citizens may act only by permission; which is the stage of the darkest periods of human history, the stage of rule by brute force.


Over the years, the ideas of Ayn Rand have continued to gain followers in Republican circles. Paul Ryan, during his tenure as Speaker of the House, urged every member of his caucus to read Rand. And in 2017 President Donald Trump called The Fountainhead his favorite book, saying, “It relates to business, beauty, life and inner emotions. That book relates to… everything.”25 Many senior Republicans followed Trump in believing Rand to be the major intellectual influence on their politics. As Paul Krugman has written, the Republican elite is “too committed to an Ayn Rand storyline about heroic job creators versus moochers to admit either that trickle-down economics can fail to deliver good jobs, or that sometimes government aid is a crucial lifeline.”26


But for the hard-core libertarians, it wasn’t enough to rail against the moochers. Murray Rothbard, who declared himself an “anarcho-capitalist” in 1950, contended that all services provided by the “monopoly system of the corporate state” could be delivered more economically by the private sector; the state, he wrote, is “the organization of robbery systematized and writ large.” Rothbard fought a long battle against the civil rights movement, writing that opposition to Martin Luther King Jr., whom he demeaned as a “coercive integrationist,” should be a litmus test for all libertarians.


September 4, 1974, when Alan Greenspan introduced his good friend Ayn Rand to President Gerald Ford, was a sea change moment in the intersection of libertarian politics with the Republican Party elite. As in our current moment, the arrival of inflation had undercut the liberal economic orthodoxy that had ruled America since the Great Depression. Greenspan, who had been part of Rand’s inner circle since the early 1950s, saw an opening for her laissez-faire economics to break the hold of Keynesianism. As chairman of Ford’s Council of Economic Advisors, Greenspan held great influence with the president. According to the New York Times reporting at the time, Greenspan was more loyal to Randian philosophy than to the Republican party line: “In articles for Miss Rand’s Objectivist Newsletter, he [Greenspan] had opposed the anti‐trust law (‘Inhibits businessmen from undertaking what would otherwise be sound productive ventures’); deficit spending (‘a scheme for the “hidden” confiscation of wealth’); consumer protection laws (‘It is precisely the “greed” of the businessman or, more appropriately, his profit‐seeking which is the unexcelled protector of the consumer’).”27
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