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For Joshua


ἀτεχνῶς, ὃ ἔφη Ὅμηρος, “μένος ἐμπνεῦσαι” ἐνίοις τῶν ἡρώων τὸν θεόν, τοῦτο ὁ Ἔρως τοῖς ἐρῶσι παρέχει γιγνόμενον παρ᾽ αὑτοῦ.


What Homer says is simply true, when he talks about a god “breathing valor” into some champion or other. That is exactly what love does, by its distinctive influence, to a man in love.


—Plato, Symposium 179a-b.











How different is the one who devotes his soul, pondering the law of the most high. He will hunt out the wisdom of all the ancients, and pore tirelessly over the words of the prophets.…


I am like the moon: I have grown full. Listen to me, you holy children, and put forth your blossoms like a rose planted near a gushing stream.


—The Wisdom of Ben Sira, Chapter 39













A Note on Translations


When I cite works in languages other than English, I usually either write my own translations or combine various existing versions. For this reason the endnotes give references to the original works themselves, rather than to any one English translation. But I have also relied on a range of excellent modern translations to guide and check my own, and readers can find my recommended editions in the bibliography.










Introduction


The twenty-first century seems to threaten civilizational collapse at every turn. Every new event provokes apocalyptic speculation, and every news cycle provokes more certainty that the end is nigh. “The fall of Kabul may serve as a bookend for the era of U.S. global power,” wrote Robin Wright in the New Yorker. “What we have seen is…the end of the West’s triumph and its dominance,” declared Juan Manuel Ospina in El Espectador as Russian forces made their way into Ukraine. “Was Jan. 6 the beginning of the end of America?” asks Brian Bethune in Maclean’s, discussing Canadian essayist Stephen Marche’s book The Next Civil War. “Coronavirus makes America seem like a civilization in decline,” writes Noah Smith in Bloomberg. Log onto Twitter and, predictably, the panic gets worse. “Russia’s invasion of Europe is life or death for Western civilization,” declared one user to the tune of more than 6,000 likes. Whether the culprit is white nationalism, or cancel culture, or COVID-19, or the election of Joe Biden, the constant refrain seems to be that America and the West will soon be history.1


To be fair, the West is always on the verge of collapse. The world being what it is, war and self-sabotage have a way of deflating even the grandest civilizational ambitions. History is full of stories to remind us that even great nations can fall suddenly and far. The intoxicating rise of Athens in the fifth century BC came to an abrupt and gory end in the Peloponnesian War. No sooner had the ancient Israelites made their way to God’s promised land than they strayed after foreign gods and suffered under foreign oppressors. The Western Roman empire crumbled into warring tribal territories; France’s revolution devolved from utopian optimism into terror and bloodshed; Communist uprising in Russia led to socialist dictatorship and millions of deaths.


It is always possible to look back and see in retrospect how everything went wrong. In America, a favorite conservative game is to pinpoint exactly the time when the country was set on its current path toward dysfunction—was it the Cold War, or the Civil Rights era? Perhaps the Revolution itself? But because humanity is broken, even our noblest aspirations can go astray—which means that any era, no matter how prosperous, and any philosophy, no matter how sound, has the potential to veer toward dystopia down the road. Look closely, and you can see the beginnings of destruction even in the best of times.


Some of this may just boil down to a natural human tendency for nostalgia: we are always prejudiced against the present, inclined to think our best days are behind us. “By some venomous defect in humankind, the past is always held in high regard, while the present is an object of contempt,” says the lawyer Marcus Aper in a short work by Tacitus, a Roman imperial historian whose own outlook on the state of civilization was itself rather bleak.2 It is easy to be right when you predict disaster, because disaster is always looming.


On the other hand, disasters really do happen, and cultures really do weaken and die. It will not suffice to shrug off every warning of decline as so much more reactionary hysteria for the simple reason that sometimes decline actually is happening. Virtue and beauty are delicate things; they require constant maintenance, and humanity is rarely up for the job. “At all times sincere friends of freedom have been rare,” wrote Lord Acton, the great nineteenth-century historian of liberty. Even when the friends of freedom triumph, they must do so in negotiation with a fallen world which will, in the end, bring everything man-made to ruin. No one and nothing lives forever—not even nations.3


In our day, signs of impeding collapse are everywhere: riots in America’s streets and in her Capitol building, declining birth and fertility rates around the world, depressed further by a conviction among some would-be parents that looming catastrophe makes it irresponsible to foist life onto yet another unwitting soul, and a digital revolution in information technology as transformative as the invention of the printing press. It has all proved unsettling to say the least. The accompanying struggle for dominance of this new medium between governments and tech magnates—or governments working with tech magnates—is shaping up to be every bit as desperate and vigorous as the battle between the Roman Catholic Church and its detractors at the dawn of the age of print.


All of this leaves many people fearful that some crash or disaster is imminent. Perhaps it is already here. It feels as if old and established powers—and, in time, nations—may be dissolving into irrelevance and careening toward disaster. Political and cultural certainties that once seemed ironclad now appear flimsy and obsolete. One cannot help but wonder: Is the West about to fall?


No Man Knows the Hour


This book is not going to answer that question, because no one can. Prediction is a fool’s game—and anyway, even if we could foretell with absolute certainty that America and Western civilization are thoroughly doomed, what would be the use? What could we do with that knowledge except curse God and die? The problem for normal people in times like ours is that we feel totally overwhelmed and helpless to affect the overall scheme of events. Despair is a sin, and grand prophecies of doom do nothing to alleviate it. The prophecies themselves are misguided anyway. Here is something we tend to forget in these sweeping debates about the fate of the world: the history of the West is not the history of one nation, or even of a few extraordinary heroes. It is a story of disaster after disaster, and of people who took care to save what they could from the flames. In 410 AD, Saint Jerome looked with awe as the Visigothic king Alaric sacked and burned the city of Rome: “Who would believe that Rome would fall, she who had been built up by the conquest of the whole world? That the mother of nations should also become their tomb?”4 But even when he wrote those words, Jerome himself had already completed a Latin translation of the Bible which would serve as a foundation stone of Christendom in western Europe. As Rome crumbled, the very language that it spread around the world was being used to usher in a new era.


Western history is full of stories like that—of men and women who thought the world was ending even as they were laying the groundwork for the next chapter. America’s own founders, when they broke free of British rule, designed a republic using ideas recorded by statesmen like Cicero, who lived and worked in despair as his own republic was being overthrown. The plays, poetry, history, and philosophy that survive from the ancient world were often rescued from destruction and warfare, pulled from the wreckage of cities or civilizations that were falling to ruin. This is not to counsel quietism: our political future is not a matter of indifference. But neither should we mistake our daily battles for omens of the end times. The West does not die when nations do.


We have forgotten this, because we are being trained to forget virtually everything that happened before yesterday. Received conventional wisdom these days is that we ought to revile the past. “Western civilization” as a concept has come to be treated as another byword for racism and bigotry. This leaves us with no frame of reference, no depth of knowledge that might help put our present crises into context. To jettison the best thought of ages past is to leave ourselves fumbling through an eternal present.


Today we tend to imagine ourselves as enlightened moderns who have cast off a superstitious and unsophisticated past. I call this chronological chauvinism: the conviction that newer must always mean better, and that modern views are automatically more reasonable than ancient ones. It is an attitude that can only be maintained by people who have been conditioned never to read the classic books they so despise. Any sustained attention to the great works of Western culture will reveal that the eras which produced them were no more backwards or prejudiced than our own, and some were considerably less so. The narrative that old books are worthless is designed to keep you from discovering that they are not. For when it comes to the fundamental questions we are now facing, the answers that we find through the great traditions are saner and clearer than the options presented to us by our modern gurus.


Death Wish


The irony is that the classics of Western culture have become most maligned exactly when they are most needed. Many of the people who run our cultural institutions hardly seem to care whether or not the great pillars of our civilization crumble. It is an attitude that has been a long time in the making. Back in 1978, Edward Said wrote in his book Orientalism that westerners define themselves in opposition to invented stereotypes and caricatures of easterners: “The Orient as a representation in Europe is formed—or deformed—out of a more and more specific sensitivity towards a geographical region called ‘the East.’ ”5 It follows that the West itself is no more than a chauvinist fantasy, designed to unite “us” against “them.” That idea found popular expression in 1987 when activist Jesse Jackson joined a mob of students chanting, “hey, hey, ho, ho, Western Civ has got to go!” The group was lobbying against an introductory humanities course at Stanford called “Western Culture,” on the grounds that it unduly elevated European civilization. Stanford agreed to remove the course, replacing it with an array of options under the heading of “culture, ideas, and values,” all of which would highlight “works by women, minorities and persons of color.” Other colleges and universities quickly took similar measures.6


By 1993, in the midst of a culture war that would look tame to us today, journalist David Rieff wrote, “the reality is that no serious player in the business world has anything but the most vestigial or sentimental interest in Western civilization.”7 The same could now be said of many tenured professors, CEOs, and global politicians, who seem to view Western history and tradition as a source of embarrassment rather than strength. “Lest we get on our high horse,” said President Barack Obama in 2015 at the National Prayer Breakfast, “remember that during the Crusades and the Inquisition, people committed terrible deeds in the name of Christ. In our home country, slavery and Jim Crow all too often was justified in the name of Christ.”8 Obama was chastising Americans for comparing themselves and their cultural heritage favorably with that of ISIS, which at that point was bathing great swaths of Syria and Iraq in blood.


Obama was ahead of his time. Today it is routine practice to flatten centuries of Western achievement and thought into a simple litany of horrors. The term “Western civilization” itself “has been used to justify racism since it was coined,” wrote journalist David Perry and Professor Matthew Gabriele in 2019.9 The West “became the story of an unbroken genealogy that stretched from Greece to Rome to the Germanic tribes to the Renaissance to the Reformation to the contemporary, white world.” Similarly, in the Guardian, the celebrated philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah argued that “there is no such thing as western civilization”: most often the term is a “way of talking” which “notices the whole world, but lumps a whole lot of extremely different societies together, while delicately carving around Australians and New Zealanders and white South Africans, so that ‘western’ here can look simply like a euphemism for white.”10


Educators in public and private institutions alike demand that white students feel guilt about, or even apologize for, Western civilization and its alleged oppressions, while working to dismantle the established canon of Western literature. “They are making my son feel like a racist because of the pigmentation of his skin,” said a mother at the glamorous Los Angeles prep school Harvard-Westlake to reporter Bari Weiss in 2021.11 In Massachusetts the previous year, a 9th-grade public school teacher named Heather Levine gloated, “Hahaha—Very proud to say we got the Odyssey removed from the curriculum…!”12 She was contributing to a Twitter hashtag, #DisruptTexts, under whose banner teachers around the country are encouraged to “rebuild the literary canon using an antibias, antiracist critical literacy lens.”13 The premise is that Western literature, as traditionally taught, excludes minorities and teaches hatred.


What Is the West?


In light of all this criticism, perhaps I ought to say what I mean by the term “Western civilization.” With a lowercase w, the word “west” simply means a place that sits “to the left” on a map. But when I capitalize the word, I do not mean by it any one geographic region. Broadly speaking, I use the term “Western” to encompass the vast and complex inheritance of “Athens” (the classical world) and “Jerusalem” (the Jewish and Christian monotheists of the near east). As we shall see, the history of interaction between those two great poles of Western civilization has itself been fraught with conflict and struggle. But that too is part of the story. The shared cultural products of those civilizations, and the grand adventures they have inspired, are sources of hard-won and transformative wisdom that we would be fools to deny.


I concede that it is a relatively recent practice to talk about all this history in terms of a grand narrative called “the West.” And it is true that by talking this way we inevitably create edge cases and exceptions. For example, were the medieval Arab scholars who preserved Aristotelian texts “Westerners”? Perhaps not, but we can meaningfully say that they played a role in the history of the West. Every word has fuzziness around the edges. The word “tree” denotes a wide variety of plants, and some shrubs might or might not qualify for the description. That does not mean there is no such thing as a tree.


Historians and scholars who talk about “the West” are not inventing some “social construct” to shore up “systems of power,” as neo-Marxists might put it. They are observing, in good faith, threads of continuity that stretch back through time and space. Cicero and Frederick Douglass, Aeschylus and Shakespeare, Saint Jerome and Julian of Norwich, Christine de Pizan and Hildegard von Bingen—all these writers and thinkers are bound by ties of history and tradition which we recognize and honor when we call them all men and women of the West.


In this capacity, Western civilization is not some ethnic or tribal marker designed to keep undesirables out. Just the opposite: it is a set of ideas and masterpieces shared among people from an enormous range of races and times. What are we otherwise to make of Cardinal Robert Sarah, a Guinean Catholic prelate and one of the greatest living Westerners today? Nor is Western thought a kind of dogma, a set of points to which all Westerners must ascribe. In this book we will discuss philosophers like Karl Marx and David Hume, who I believe represent wrong turns and dead ends in the Western journey. But they are Westerners, too, and I criticize them because I think our shared heritage points in another, better direction.


Already in antiquity, both Christians like Saint Paul and Saint Augustine, and pagan Stoics like Marcus Aurelius and Seneca, saw that certain truths and ideals could unite people from very different walks of life. “In Christ there is no Jew or Greek,” wrote Paul (Gal. 3:28). And Seneca: “your slaves are men, companions, humble friends—indeed, they are your fellow slaves, if you consider how quickly fortunes can change.”14 In modernity, both Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln—an escaped slave and the impoverished son of a carpenter—became titans of their age, in part by studying and embracing Western classics.


Years later, in a world of slaves made free by men like Douglass and Lincoln, the black sociologist W. E. B. DuBois wrote: “Across the color line I move arm in arm with Balzac and Dumas. I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I will, and they all come graciously with no scorn nor condescension.”15 He might as well have been communing also with the Florentine statesman Niccolò Machiavelli, who wrote from exile to his friend Francesco Vettori in 1513, “I enter the ancient courts of ancient men. Received by them warmly, I feed on the food which is mine alone and which I was born for. I am not ashamed to speak with them.”16 That is what it means to study the classics of the West.


The point is not to agree with or even like these many figures, or the movements they represent. It is to recognize that their centuries of striving have left behind for us a record and a tradition, and that we must turn to that tradition if we do not want to face our new and frightening age in blindness. “Is there a notion,” wrote the political philosopher Leo Strauss in 1967, “a word that points to the highest that both the Bible and the greatest works of the Greeks claim to convey? There is such a word: wisdom.”17 Wisdom is what we gain from studying the legacy of the West and the suffering that has gone before us. Some small part of that wisdom is what I hope to offer in this book.


The Quarrel of Ancients and Moderns


Another thing people routinely say about the West is that at some point or other it suffered an irreparable “break” in continuity, so that ancient ideas and ways of life are fundamentally unrecoverable or unusable in the modern world. For some, the break between old and new ways of thinking comes with Machiavelli, the famously ruthless critic of Christian pseudo-piety and political naïveté. Enlightenment-era political philosophers like Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau are heralded as harbingers of a new age, in which self-interest establishes the foundation for all politics. In the nineteenth century, Swiss-Frenchman Benjamin Constant argued that modern people pursue a radical individualism and “security in private pleasures” that would have been incomprehensible to the citizens of an ancient city-state. Twentieth century philosophers like Martin Heidegger and Thomas Kuhn draw still more and sharper breaks in intellectual history.


My own understanding of the situation is different. My academic training is in ancient Greek literature, which might make me somewhat biased in favor of communion with the ancient world. And, of course, I don’t deny that the past is another country. It takes some immersion to understand just how different the world might have looked to a medieval monk or an Athenian war veteran. But I don’t think we ever cross over some unbridgeable divide. Instead, I think that different parts of the tradition become suddenly relevant at different times. You never quite know when a new development is going to dredge up some old volume that has been neglected.


Intellectual history, then, is less like a line broken up into segments than a vast ocean in which things sink to the bottom or come up to the surface, depending on the era. Take just one example: if you were a medieval scholar, seeking to uncover and elucidate God’s plan for the universe, you would almost certainly have fixated on Plato’s Timaeus as the masterwork of his career. Today’s undergraduates, if they read any Plato at all, are far more likely to read his Republic than to have heard of Timaeus.


Different concerns make different projects important: in an age of world wars and the Cold War, the mystical cosmology of Timaeus can seem like so much speculative nonsense. More urgent is the Republic’s utopian vision of the perfect state—and its uncomfortable flirtations with authoritarianism.


Today, however, as theoretical physicists engage in vigorous debate over the order and structure of the heavens, Timaeus is suddenly relevant again. As digital technology comes into its own, it pays to rummage through the storehouse of Western treasures to see which old gems now shine with new luster. If the gems have been left to gather dust, the storehouse is nevertheless open and accessible to more people than ever before thanks to the internet. It’s a strange new world, but that makes the old truths more important—not less.


Five Crises


This book is not a survey or a summary of Western history and thought. For that you would be well advised to read the magisterial From Dawn to Decadence, by Jacques Barzun, and The Western Canon, by Harold Bloom.


What you’ll get here is something a little different—an attempt to identify some enduring ideas that are particularly helpful today.


Our era has brought us up against some of the deepest challenges history has to offer. But the West has faced these challenges before. And there are records of those conflicts that offer us the wisdom of experience.


Underneath the daily headlines and tweets that cascade across our news feed, there are profound, central issues at stake. A crisis—krisis, in Greek—is a moment of conflict between two radically different and irreconcilable ways of looking at the world. I believe we face five essential crises today. I call them: the crisis of reality, the crisis of the body, the crisis of meaning, the crisis of religion, and the crisis of the regime. Each part of this book is dedicated to one of these five crises, and each part has two chapters. In the first chapter, I describe the crisis, show how it affects our daily lives and how it manifested itself in the past. In the second chapter, I describe how great thinkers of the West dealt with this issue and how we might deal with it now.


The crisis of reality is a choice between objective truth and relativism. Is the world simply what we make of it, or are some facts and moral truths eternal, no matter how many people deny them? Western philosophy begins with this question—and we must ask it again today, under the pressures of virtual reality technology and a culture of endlessly revisable and erasable online propaganda. The legacy of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle teaches us how to hold fast to eternal truths in the face of chaos.


But the eternal truths of the soul can tempt us to hate or disregard the realities of the here and now. This is the crisis of the body—a choice whether to accept our physical forms or try to transcend them. Either our flesh and blood mean something, or the body is just meat for us to manipulate and rearrange at will. Today, transgender extremists and posthuman technologists say that our spirit can float out of its clay prison and into a world of purity and freedom. But that is an ancient and false promise, born out of disgust with the human animals that we are. Pagan, Jewish, and Christian wisdom alike can guide us into a healthier and fuller relationship with our own bodies.


Underneath both the crisis of reality and the crisis of the body lies the crisis of meaning. This crisis extends from art and the culture wars to science and pop philosophy. In evolutionary theory, we talk about the world as if it runs on reproduction. The age of memes and genes has revealed that everything, from DNA to the internet, is a game of imitation that the Greeks would have called mimēsis. But if we are copying and imitating things, then where is the original? Do our bodies and our works of art, our genes and our memes, refer to some meaning beyond ourselves? Or is it just imitation all the way down?


This leads us to the crisis of religion. A casual modern assumption is that science has displaced theology as the final and governing account of who we are and why we are here. But a survey of modern politics shows that man cannot live on material science alone. From ritual genuflection at Black Lives Matter rallies, to the increasingly fanciful multiverse theory that governs physics and Marvel movies alike, we are yearning to believe in something more than mere matter. Can we?


Once we have addressed these four philosophical crises, we will be better equipped to look at the last and most immediate problem before us: the crisis of the American regime. Lots of people, of every political persuasion, are worried that America, and the world order it upholds, is falling apart. Are they right? The last part of this book is about anacyclosis, the cycle of regimes. It is about how the West has learned to endure even its own destruction.


A Note on Tech


There is no way to talk meaningfully about these major challenges facing the West without also talking a fair bit about digital technology. Because our newest and most powerful tools are digital, the digital realm is where we make some of our most urgent decisions about what humans are and how we should live. Often, crises of theology and philosophy become most acute in fights over cryptocurrency, or the metaverse, or 5G. So though I am no tech expert, I will have occasion to briefly discuss how we should think through the problems and opportunities granted to us by the digital revolution.


These kinds of problems are made more fraught by the fact that a few corporations wield enormous power over these new technologies. My own comments will have more to do with how individuals can manage their own use of technology than with how governments can regulate the corporations themselves. But let me say a few words about how I think we should regard companies like Meta, Microsoft, Twitter, and Alphabet—the vast and growing conglomerates that together make up what we loosely refer to as “big tech.”


To begin with, I take it for granted that these are no longer plucky garage startups: they are massive corporate entities buttressed by millions of dollars in government subsidies, tax carve-outs, and Congressional protection from lawsuits under Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act, which includes permission to kick people off of their platforms.18 That is to say nothing of the direct investments the American government has made in big tech. During the Cold War, the Pentagon’s research arm, DARPA, churned out dual-use technologies that laid the foundations not only of American superiority over Russia, but of the digital revolution itself. As new threats arose, new tech was called in to meet them. The Total Information Awareness program to monitor and track potential terrorists—designed in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks—was partially outsourced to Google to the tune of $2.07 million. Contracts with the National Security Agency proved no less lucrative. According to its former director, Michael Hayden, the Central Intelligence Agency “could be fairly charged with the militarization of the world wide web.”19 Today the federal government invests close to $100 billion dollars a year in information technology. There was no need for any sinister conspiracy—in each case, the goal was a reasonable one. The government has an interest in resisting Communist dictatorships and preventing terrorism. But the byproduct has been to make Americans more trackable and thus, potentially, more controllable.20


And so, as tech critic James Poulos points out in his book Human, Forever, “Technology has advanced to a point where it justifiably seems almost impossible that any truly private-sector person or group of people can innovate for reasons other than those of state.”21 The idea that companies like Facebook just naturally rose to the top of a neutral free market is a comforting myth that conservatives tell to avoid facing facts: big tech corporations are bloated monopolies empowered by the state to control its citizens, sometimes in ways the Constitution prohibits.


These were choices that our government made, not inevitabilities: they reflected certain values and priorities. The state helped make these companies—and it gave them power over us. But no matter how much big tech adds to America’s gross domestic product, it becomes clearer every day that these companies’ aims and goals are often not in the interests of the American people. They exert what analyst Rachel Bovard calls “state-like monopoly power over America’s minds and markets.”22


At the level of lawmaking, there is no reason why tech giants should have such an ironclad grip on technological resources and innovation. At the private and personal level, there’s no reason why they should have control of your life, either. In policy, politics, and our personal lives, it should not be taken as “inevitable” that our data will be sold to the highest bidder, our children will be addicted to online porn, and our lives will be lived in the metaverse.


As a free people, we are entitled to exert absolute control over which kinds of digital products we consume, and in what quantities. Most especially, parents should control what tech products go to their kids. As the Daily Wire’s Matt Walsh has pointed out, if you don’t buy your kid a smartphone, he won’t have one.23 There is no need to put in his hand a device that enables him to indulge his every impulse without supervision; nor is there any need to plug him into the metaverse, no matter how inevitable big tech wants you think this is.


So the guiding criterion for tech use and regulation should not be what we feel we must submit to, but what we believe to be good and right. For that reason the wisdom of the Western tradition is as indispensable in the digital age as it ever was—if not more so. The fundamental questions do not change when the tech does. To the contrary: when new machines radically alter what is possible for us, we desperately need guidance to help us chart a righteous path forward into the uncharted territory. The great works of the West can furnish us with that guidance.


The Last Line of Defense


Though this will not be an exhaustive survey of those great works, I hope to offer the most relevant historical, philosophical, and literary comparisons that I can. I routinely hear from followers of my podcast, Young Heretics, that they had no idea that Aristotle, or Aquinas, or Cicero, or Solzhenitsyn, could help them think through current issues that directly affect their daily lives. More dishearteningly still, they tell me they had been taught to think of great works and famous authors as impenetrable, guarded by some esoteric knowledge that only experts could obtain. One of the first things people often say to me is, “I’m not that smart”—by which they mean they lack initiation in the theories and complexities of academic discourse.


However, the people who tell me that they’re “not that smart” are usually the most interesting people, the ones least constrained by abstruse ideological dogma or political piety. Writers like Aristotle and Heidegger take some time and care to interpret, it’s true. But if these great works have any value at all, it is not because they furnish material for Ph.D. theses. It is because they have something to say to you—something about your mind and soul that will help you raise your kids, manage your household, and build your career.


The people who will preserve Western civilization, no matter how perilous its future, will be people like you, the reader of this book. I will not pander to you: some of the material covered here is complex. But it is also rich, and most of all it is not in any sense “above” you. It is for you. The whole inheritance of the West is for you. This book will help you take ownership of it.


At the end of Ray Bradbury’s 1953 classic, Fahrenheit 451, the repentant book-burner Guy Montag meets a band of exiled intellectuals who have decided to preserve Western literature against destruction by committing it to memory. “We are all bits and pieces of history and literature,” says the leader of the rebel band. “Byron, Tom Paine, Machiavelli or Christ. It’s here. And the hour’s late. And the war’s begun.”24


That’s also where we are today: the hour is late, and the war’s begun. The most important battleground in the culture war is the one most often forgotten. Within every human soul, within every family, within every day, there is a battle being fought over what principles, what beliefs, and what rituals will be accepted, taught, and passed on.


In that fight, you are the last line of defense. This book is designed to equip you to win.










PART I Reality





We control matter because we control the mind. Reality is inside the skull.… You must get rid of those nineteenth-century ideas about the laws of Nature. We make the laws of Nature.


—George Orwell, 1984


Is there really no life fuller and no love more marvelous than yours…?


—G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy













CHAPTER 1 The Reality Crisis



A World beyond Your World


Every year, the company formerly known as Facebook hosts a conference on virtual reality called “Connect.” Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, Connect has not involved any in-person meetings. All the connecting happens online.


Somehow this manages to be both fitting and ironic at once, and Facebook’s founder, Mark Zuckerberg, doesn’t seem to mind. If you logged on at 10:00 a.m. Pacific Time on October 28, 2021, Zuckerberg greeted you with an enthused and thoroughly market-tested smile, seated in a carefully staged living room. He was there to deliver an offer: leave reality behind, and enjoy a world of wonders in return.


Whether you watched the video or not, this offer was meant for you. Zuckerberg will continue to make this offer, to more and more people, on a grander and grander scale. He won’t be the only one, and you won’t be able to ignore it or shrug it off. It would be good to consider now what your answer should be.


“We’ve gone from desktop to web to phones, from text to photos to video—but this isn’t the end of the line,” said Zuckerberg, announcing his company’s transformation from Facebook into “Meta.” “The next platform and medium will be even more immersive, an embodied internet where you’re in the experience, not just looking at it, and we call this the metaverse.”1 “Metaverse” is a word that means “the universe beyond”: it describes an immersive virtual world brought into being through digital technology. Put on a pair of goggles and reality is “augmented” or replaced with a new, and altogether better, kind of truth.


Near the beginning of his video, Zuckerberg demonstrates how the metaverse will facilitate “the most important experience of all: connecting with people.” It turns out that “connecting with people” means projecting yourself into a digital “room” where other friends have “gathered.” In physical reality (not pictured in the video), everyone presumably sits alone with a headset strapped to his or her face. In the metaverse, though, we see one another laughing and talking as “avatars,” digital creatures shaped to look like anything the user chooses. Mark Zuckerberg decides to stay looking like Mark, but he’s joined by a robot and a floating astronaut as they play poker with levitating cards.2


To some, this might seem like an outcome of dystopian fiction rather than a product launch. The word “metaverse” itself comes from Neal Stephenson’s 1992 novel Snow Crash. But the best-known portrayal of what a metaverse could be is the Wachowski brothers’ sci-fi classic, The Matrix, in which human beings suffer defeat at the hands of their own machines. Most people in the movie spend their whole lives trapped in pods that siphon energy out of their bodies for use by robots. These human batteries are kept docile and ignorant by the data streaming into their nervous systems, which compel them to exist in a hyper-realistic virtual world.


Now we are expected to enter the matrix voluntarily. We are supposed to like the idea of abolishing reality or blurring its boundaries, because of the pleasures and powers it will afford us. Not only at Facebook/Meta, but at Microsoft—which recently acquired the massive video game company Activision Blizzard in a deal valued at nearly $70 billion—industry leaders are betting that people will want to break free from reality as soon as possible.3 That’s why the idea has moved from science-fiction horror stories into the board rooms of Silicon Valley: gradually, some of the most powerful people in the world have come to think it would be a good thing to make human experience a largely virtual affair.


This is a striking philosophical attitude, and it is more than a matter of some new gadget. It’s an entire way of looking at the world, a totalizing claim about what human beings are and how they can achieve their fullest potential. Does it horrify you to think about your body languishing away in what some people wryly call “meatspace”—the world of flesh and blood? Or in your heart of hearts, would you actually welcome a chance to leave your body and its limitations behind? When the metaverse beckons, will you be disgusted or relieved?


It would be rash to dismiss out of hand how appealing it might be to break the boundaries of real and unreal. Shakespeare’s Hamlet, as he toyed with the idea of taking his own life, described “the thousand natural shocks / That flesh is heir to.”4 He was not the first or the last to wonder if it is worth living in a world that inflicts as much pain as ours does. But why take your own life when you could live a virtual one, free from the imperfections and malfunctions that torment us as we are in the here and now? Hamlet exclaims to his friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: “O God! I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.” Hamlet here is limited by his debilitating mental state, but what if the dreams we dream in our personal nutshell could be good ones?5 Who would dare lecture a quadriplegic about resisting the temptation to walk in the metaverse, or blame a burn victim for wanting an avatar’s face? Real pain makes it hard indeed not to dream of sweet release.


The software engineer Beau Cronin goes so far as to accuse those who prefer non-virtual life of indulging in “reality privilege.” It’s easy to get misty-eyed about the virtues of the real world if you’re well off—but most people aren’t. “Reality has had 5,000 years to get good and is clearly still woefully lacking for most people,” said the tech mogul Marc Andreessen in an interview. “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.”6


Why shouldn’t the world be whatever we make of it? What’s so special about “reality”—if there even is such a thing? If we could simply dispatch with the distinction between real and unreal, there would be no more limits to what we could do. The promise of the metaverse is the promise that new technology will set us free from true and false once and for all. To some, it seems as if this is the final frontier of all man’s struggles over nature, the promise on which our technology will at last deliver: the power to shape reality itself. “Beyond our world, there’s another world,” says the narrator of an advertisement for “Horizon,” Meta’s virtual social media engine. “Horizon isn’t about ‘rules’ or ‘limits’…so come. Join us. A never-ending, ever-changing world-beyond-your-world is waiting.”7


Alternative Facts


It makes a certain degree of sense that this invitation to transcend reality comes at a time when true and false have become politically inconvenient concepts. In the wake of the 2016 election, it became popular to speak about “post-truth politics,” as if wrestling for dominance over the public narrative had only just become a feature of democratic life. Much was made of a TV interview in which Kellyanne Conway, then a top advisor to President Donald Trump, defended Trump’s press secretary Sean Spicer for saying that attendance at Trump’s inauguration was the biggest in history (it wasn’t). Conway referred to this as giving “alternative facts.”8


This gaffe was portrayed as an unprecedented horror. But the problem of “alternative facts” is much bigger than comments from one or two Trumpian “spin doctors.” In 2004, CBS Evening News anchor Dan Rather was shown to have repeatedly put forward false allegations that George W. Bush had been charged with insubordination when he was in the Texas Air National Guard. When the “Killian memos,” on which Rather had based his allegations, were proven fictitious, the New York Times published the following headline: “Memos on Bush Are Fake, but Accurate, Typist Says.”9


“Fake, but accurate” is an increasingly forgotten shibboleth for an old scandal, but it describes an attitude that has come to predominate in our era of contested truth. “The narrative was right but the facts were wrong,” said Newsweek editor Evan Thomas in 2006: he was referring to the case of a black stripper, Crystal Magnum, whose false rape accusation against three players on the Duke lacrosse team were paraded in the press as evidence of white racism. Maybe Magnum had lied, Thomas argued, but her lie was in service of a higher, predetermined truth—the truth of rampant white evil.10


In much the same way, Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez complained on a 60 Minutes interview that “there’s a lot of people more concerned about being precisely, factually, and semantically correct than about being morally right.” Ocasio-Cortez was offended that her demonstrably false claims about economic policy were overshadowing the obvious truth of her moral rectitude.11 In 1998, the world scoffed at Bill Clinton’s efforts to wriggle out of admitting to his affair with Monica Lewinsky by sputtering that “it depends on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is.”12 In the twenty-first century, though, Clinton’s gaffe has practically become the philosophical motto of American politics.


George Orwell described this sort of linguistic breakdown decades before. His classic novel 1984 was based, in part, on the example of Stalinist Russia, but also on the “groupthink” liberalism of the BBC, which was already showing signs of what we would call “political correctness.” In 1946, Orwell pointed out that even in liberal democracies, widespread political dishonesty had corrupted language so that the “word Fascism has now no meaning except in so far as it signifies ‘something not desirable’. The words democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, justice, have each of them several different meanings which cannot be reconciled with one another.… Other words used in variable meanings, in most cases more or less dishonestly, are: class, totalitarian, science, progressive, reactionary, bourgeois, equality.”13 We can now add words like “misinformation” and indeed “Orwellian” to Orwell’s list.


Today, words are routinely used as political weapons rather than as good-faith attempts to describe reality. Physical and moral truth can be inconvenient for certain factions trying to shape political and media narratives. At the end of the Second World War, economist Friedrich Hayek wrote, “Once science has to serve, not truth, but the interests of a class, a community, or a state, the word truth ceases to have its old meaning;… it becomes something to be laid down by authority.”14


This is the reality crisis: a moment at which it seems unappealing, inconvenient, or even naïve to believe that some things are more real than others. The reality crisis presents us with an age-old question: is truth independent of authority, including the authority of “experts” and of majority opinion?


The Death of God


Our version of this crisis was well described by Friedrich Nietzsche. Already in 1882, Nietzsche saw clearly that as Christianity had ossified. Europe was lapsing into what he called nihilism, a chaos of competing worldviews in which any sense of meaning is impossible to achieve, or else not even sought. Only the Übermensch—the strong man who jettisons old assumptions and imposes his personal will as a new, individual system of values—can thrive.


Nietzsche famously described this catastrophe as the “death of God,” a total collapse of all that was once considered immutable and ultimate. “God is dead! God remains dead, and we have killed him,” raves the visionary madman in Nietzsche’s Gay Science. “Is the greatness of this deed not too great for us? Must we not become gods ourselves, just to seem worthy of it?”15 Martin Heidegger, another German philosopher, later wrote that for Nietzsche, “God is the name for the realm of ideas and ideals.”16 Those higher realities—realities like virtue, goodness, and beauty—were once thought to be the standard against which all other truth was measured. But now they no longer carried conviction.


Horrified at the death of God and frustrated with the complacency of those who refused to acknowledge it or recognize its consequences, Nietzsche cast about desperately for any way to survive in a post-truth world. As he grew older, he grew more frantic and eventually suffered a nervous breakdown in 1889. But before he went mad, Nietzsche launched a powerful attack against objective justice. In his Genealogy of Morals, he argued that “it is meaningless to speak of just or unjust in itself; in itself, of course, no injury, assault, exploitation, or destruction can be ‘unjust,’ since life in its essence, in its basic functions, operates through injury, assault, exploitation, destruction.…”17


Sick at heart with the softness of comfortable modern ethics, Nietzsche saw values like charity and humility as dirty tricks dreamed up by the weak in self-defense, to keep powerful men submissive and harmless. To make matters worse, modern relativists wanted to have their cake and eat it too: they wanted to live in the delicate and comfortable world of polite society, without believing in the absolute authority that made morality work. “The source of your feeling that something is right may be that you never thought much about it yourself and blindly accepted what has been presented to you as right since childhood,” he wrote.18 It couldn’t last. Eventually, without the backing of absolute truth, morality as Europe had understood it would rot away.


Nietzsche more or less predicted the entire bloody path of the twentieth century. Throughout Europe, strong men like Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Joseph Stalin did away with the old moral order, as best they could, and imposed their own. Here was good and evil stripped away and replaced by what Nietzsche called the “will to power”: no pity, no softness, only one man’s strength—or one party’s strength—imposed upon everyone in sight.


But Nietzsche’s observations were not only borne out by the rise of Nazism, Fascism, and Stalinism. The death of God—the crisis of reality—is also apparent today in the politics of the liberal West. In the twenty-first century, political demands often boil down to the assertion that the speaker’s point of view or identity should be taken as an absolute authority. The various slogans we chant show this: “Believe women.” “That’s my truth.” “Elevate black voices.” Those who recite these mantras are demanding that their own personal outlook be accepted as the baseline reality against which all other claims should be judged.


Heidegger (who eventually joined the Nazi party himself), called this “the unconditional dominion of subjectivity.”19 Without God—without some shared, stable, objective basis for understanding what is true, moral, and real—we are left only with competing demands for power and competing attempts to control the facts.


Reality Integrity Policy


Digital technology has allowed for an enormous proliferation of information—but has also given unprecedented power over that information to a handful of people with their own political interests. One favored method for taking control of reality is to shut down debate about it altogether. Many in digital technology are sympathetic to this tactic, setting standards of censorship on political speech, restrictions on “misinformation,” and even banning prominent figures—including the president of the United States—from social media platforms.


In the leadup to the 2020 presidential election, the New York Post broke a story about candidate Joe Biden’s son, Hunter. His laptop contained emails and photos linking him to a Ukrainian energy company and potentially implicating the future president himself in a lucrative deal with CEFC China Energy, a state-controlled conglomerate. The Post was consequently shut out of its Twitter account, and Facebook reduced the reach of the story. “While I will intentionally not link to the New York Post,” wrote Facebook’s communications officer Andy Stone, “I want to be clear that this story is eligible to be fact checked by Facebook’s third-party fact checking partners. In the meantime, we are reducing its distribution on our platform.”20 Before Twitter reversed its stance, people were blocked from sharing the article even over direct message. After the election, when President Donald Trump began making accusations of electoral fraud and claiming he had won, he was removed from Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram entirely. Over a year later, in March 2022, reporters at the New York Times dropped a casual acknowledgement that the laptop was in fact genuine.21 This total revision of accepted truth came without apology or acknowledgement of how the establishment press and social media had previously smothered the story.


Twitter’s corporate statement on Civic Integrity articulates a rationale for this kind of behavior: “Our service shows the world what’s happening and democratizes access to information. And at its best, it also provides insights into diverse perspectives on critical issues—all in real time.” But “the fight against malicious activity and abuse goes beyond any single election or event”—and so Twitter’s overseers must determine what should and should not be said, “developing better tools and resources for finding and stopping abuse, and taking extensive action against activity that violates the Twitter Rules.”22


In this context, as social media corporations labor to position themselves as arbiters of truth, Facebook’s transformation into Meta starts to look less like a triumph of the human spirit and more like a consummation of the reality crisis. Making a bid to create the metaverse means making a bid to construct the contours of the world. It is an attempt to gain control, not just over what can be said, but over what reality itself looks like. And it is presented as a gesture of liberation, as if we are being broken free from a restrictive and outmoded reality. We are promised untold power and pleasure if we just abjure our responsibility to determine true from false—if we hand over the power to determine what is true.


The technology involved in this promise is new. But the promise itself is an old one. This is not the first time that pop philosophers and salesmen have suggested scrapping the basic distinction between real and unreal. In fact, the story of Western philosophy itself begins with just such a crisis of reality—and with one man who tried in vain to avert it. The man’s name was Socrates.


Power Politics


Socrates came of age in Athens, at a time when the city was newly ablaze with daring political and philosophical speculation. According to the Bible’s Book of Acts, when the Christian Saint Paul of Tarsus visited Athens many centuries after Socrates’s death, “all the citizens and resident aliens passed their time doing nothing except hearing and talking about the latest ideas” (Acts 17:21). That had been the city’s reputation ever since the beginning of the fifth century BC. Flush with a decisive and unlikely victory over the invading Persian Empire, Athens rose to preeminence as the intellectual center of the known world, her stages and marketplaces thrumming with debate. Socrates’s student, Plato, captured the electrifying atmosphere of that moment in his dialogues, the subtle philosophical dramas that he composed with meticulous care. At the center of the dialogues is a character study of Socrates, that inscrutable sage who wandered barefoot through the streets, starting conversations that would one day cost him his life.


Socrates was competing for the attention of the city’s best and brightest. The ambitious scions of Athens’s great families were eager for knowledge and power alike. And since the city had embarked on a world-historical experiment in direct democracy, knowledge and power came to seem like one and the same thing. If a young man could become skilled in the arts of argument and persuasion, he could win the votes of his fellow citizens to take control of almost anything—the law, the military, and the economy. The techniques for seizing this new kind of power were hotly in demand, and sophisticated teachers came from all around the Mediterranean to supply instruction.


“If you give them money, these men will teach you how to win any argument—whether what you say is right or wrong.” So says a scheming father to his son in Aristophanes’s play Clouds, a knowing satire of Athenian pedagogy from 423 BC.23 “Making the weaker argument appear stronger” was a hallmark of instruction for aspiring democratic leaders.24 A man who wanted to make his way in the world had to make his propositions seem attractive to the people. Teaching young men how to persuade was thus a lucrative business.


The men we now call “sophists” were selling intellectual agility. They offered exercises and techniques for defending any point at will, no matter how apparently implausible on its face. Teachers like Protagoras, a celebrity from the northern coast of the Aegean, made their names training promising young men to debate effectively on practically every topic imaginable. This is not in itself an ignoble thing: good debate teachers still train their pupils to understand and defend both sides of an argument. In Clouds, Socrates himself is depicted teaching this coveted skill—and even Plato portrayed his mentor as having the mental acumen to talk almost anyone into anything.


But there’s a fine line between rhetorical aptitude and political cynicism. Gradually, the citizens of Athens came to feel they were being had, led astray by glib demagogues who were more interested in empowering themselves and enriching their coterie of friends than in getting at the truth. As the heady fifth century BC drew to a close, public opinion started to turn against the sophists, and with good reason.


Corrupting the Youth


The latter half of the fifth century BC brought Athens into the Peloponnesian Wars, decades of brutal struggle with Sparta over dominance of the Aegean. Athens eventually fared badly—so badly that Sparta was briefly able to install a puppet government that became known as the Thirty Tyrants. The tyrants enacted a punishing regime of state executions to chasten Sparta’s defeated enemies, and some of Socrates’s students were among those who led this reign of terror. After the democrats regained control, some accused Socrates of corrupting the young people of Athens, teaching them to disdain the city’s gods, undermining ancestral wisdom to advance his own power, and colluding with the overthrown tyrants. Socrates found himself on trial for his life.


When he came before the court, the Athenians were jaded and suspicious of sophistry. It wasn’t long before the name itself became a dirty word: sophistēs in Greek simply means “wise teacher,” but after Plato, a “sophist” was nothing more than a glib hack. Plato’s own student, Aristotle, would later write that the Athenians came to find the teaching of a sophist like Protagoras “obnoxious—and rightly so, for it is a lie which only seems like truth.”25 Athenians now understood that slippery rhetoricians could lead well-meaning citizens to self-destruction.


The Peloponnesian Wars had taught hard lessons about the unholy marriage between glib orators and angry mobs. The great historian of the period, Thucydides, wrote that self-interested charlatans led the people into disastrous military overreach by “wrestling for supremacy over one another, handing over even matters of state to the whims of the common man.”26 The problem was that democracy itself, as a system, contained no inherent limits on what could be decided. The only measure of worth was persuasion and narrative: anything that could be argued for could be voted for, and anything that could be voted for could be done. But, as the Athenians discovered, there could be terrible consequences when an irresponsible demagogue used the power of rhetoric cynically to get his way.


Beneath this was a deeper and older philosophical fight over the nature of truth. At the turn of the fifth century BC, a sophist named Heraclitus from Ephesus in Asia Minor (now Turkey) had made the observation that everything visible changes: people grow old and die, beauty fades, even the mountains erode and crumble over time. That much might seem obvious, but its possible implications about the nature of reality were not. For even basic sense data like colors and sounds can seem different to different people depending on their framing and presuppositions—spoken words of Greek sound like gibberish to one man, and like poetry to another. Nothing stays the same or, as Heraclitus put it in words that made him a sensation, “all things are in flux.”


And so Heraclitus would have smiled to see the internet going berserk in 2015 over a photograph of a dress that looked blue to some people and yellow to others, or a sound in 2018 that some people heard as “Yanny” and others heard as “Laurel.”27 If all we have is the experience of our senses, and if our senses present to us a world in constant turmoil, then all permanence is an illusion. Heraclitus’s sayings were like Koans, the riddles that Zen masters use to unsettle their students and drive them beyond their comfortable assumptions: for all the confident bravado of a culture hungry to know the eternal truths of the world, Heraclitus asked, how can you know anything at all?


To the young men whom Socrates encountered in Athens, this kind of sophistry seemed the height of sophistication. The pithy aphorisms of Heraclitus and the subtle arguments of Protagoras blended into a fashionable worldview for Athenian high society. In Plato’s Theaetetus, Socrates interrogates the title character, a bright young thing who is at first very taken with philosophical relativism. As Socrates puts it: “according to Heraclitus everything is always moving, like a river current. According to the estimable Protagoras, wisest of sophists, man is the measure of all things. And according to Theaetetus, knowledge is nothing other than the experience of the senses.”28 Reality is what you make of it: all we can know is what we see, touch, smell, hear, and taste. Our senses show us a world that is constantly changing, and that looks different to different people. So, we must conclude that truth is in the eye of the beholder. And if truth is subjective, and if rhetoric is just the art of making people see things your way, then why not manipulate people to your own ends? There is, after all, no absolute moral or even physical reality to restrain you. In the Republic, Plato would put something like this argument into the mouth of another sophist, Thrasymachus: “justice is nothing other than what is good for the powerful” or, still more ominously, “what the powerful think is good for them is what the weak must do, and that is just.”29
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