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INTRODUCTION


If you consider yourself an informed reader who cares about the future in our supposedly post-truth world, you’ve probably learned the dark truth about expert forecasters. They supposedly don’t know anything.

There’s data to back up this cynicism. For the book Superforecasting: The Art and Science of Prediction, which psychologist Philip E. Tetlock wrote with journalist Dan Gardner, Tetlock gathered mountains of data about predictions, only to conclude that statistically speaking, “the average expert [is] roughly as accurate as a dart-throwing chimpanzee.” But still, people who predict things aren’t all idiots. Tetlock and Gardner discovered that some people have a knack for prediction, and they profiled them in their book. Here’s what the two authors found:

Apparently, if you want to make a prediction about the future, you should base it on hard data, and that data should be completely divorced from any hunches or biases. You should deal in probabilities—never certainties—and offer an unambiguous time frame.

For instance, if you’re like legendary physicist Enrico Fermi, you can make seemingly psychic deductions about information you don’t have by determining what data you can easily access, and then extrapolating. In his famous “How many piano tuners are there in Chicago?” thought experiment, Fermi asked his students to guess the number of tuners (people, not forks) to a reasonable degree of certainty with simple number crunching. We know the population of Chicago, and we know how piano tuning works. We can also calculate with some accuracy how many pianos Chicago has. So if we crunch the data, and show our work, we can come up with an estimate with a better chance of being accurate, rather than a guesstimate. It’s a cool trick, but it only works when the thing you’re studying is already pretty well studied.

I’m not a statistician or a physicist. In fact, I’m terrible at math, but I do like to predict the future, and I’ve made a job of it. I just approach it a little differently because my main qualification is a paralyzing fear of things that are going to happen.

My fear comes from an anxiety disorder—a very common mental illness. It’s a mixed blessing for someone who works as an explanatory journalist: it fills my head with ideas, but I hate the ideas. This might sound like a fun personality quirk, but if you’ve ever experienced a weeklong string of panic attacks, or been afraid of closing your eyes because sleep brings extreme, graphic nightmares, you know anxiety can be a whole lot more serious than just stand-up comedian–esque neurosis. I’m hypervigilant. I’m very easy to startle (that cat-in-the-window gag is in seemingly every horror film, but it gets me every time). I’m fidgety. I constantly scan my surroundings for exits.

As part of what I guess you could call a “coping strategy,” I started writing my Vice column “How Scared Should I Be?” in which I tried to assess the rationality of my own fears. Writing about what scared me—things like terrorism, pit bulls, choking, and getting punched in the face—was a revelation. That experience led to my series of climate change predictions called “Year 2050,” and my hypothetical war series, “Hours and Minutes.” These articles weren’t just therapy; through them, I learned that millions of people share my fears. And for a time, I felt a twinge of guilt: Is it okay to exploit people’s fear for clicks? I wondered. But then my girlfriend (my most loyal reader) pointed out that understanding the details of a terrifying topic is weirdly empowering, even comforting.

Of course, occasionally, after a thorough excavation of the facts, I’ve been forced to break the news—to myself and the readers of Vice—that we’re not scared enough. For example: I assigned my highest fear rating ever to “never retiring” because, after researching the topic, I decided that my peers should be much more afraid of it than they already are. So yes: by definition, I’m fearmongering.

But I see that as a net positive, too. After all, we evolved to experience fear because it saves us from harm. Evolution may not have taught us inhabitants of the modern world to allocate our fears judiciously, but with a little research, we can make some necessary adjustments. I find it reassuring to know that some of the stuff that’s ostensibly scary is also actually scary. It makes me feel sane.

But let me be clear: this isn’t a self-help book, and I’m not going to make any claims about how I can rescue you, too, from anxiety if you follow my step-by-step plan. I still believe, however, that envisioning future possibilities in a sensible, fact-based way is a helpful habit that leads to clearer thinking. Since writing about speculative scenarios became my job, I’ve trained myself, whenever my knee-jerk response to something is fear, to stop and look at likely outcomes and real-world implications rather than imagine the apocalypse. Or, if I have to concede the possibility of the apocalypse, I ask myself, would it really be so bad?

  *  *  *  

The most therapeutic article I’ve ever written wasn’t about the future at all. It was called “How Scared Should I Be of Pit Bulls?” I’ve dealt with a fear of dogs for most of my adult life, ever since 2006, when a dog I swear was the size of a lion lunged at me on a sidewalk in Budapest. It wasn’t a life-threatening incident (the owner pulled the dog off me a second later, and the bite didn’t even require a Band-Aid), but the shock has stayed with me. One moment that dog was someone’s well-groomed pet—a good boy or girl, if you will—and the next it wanted me dead.

Even so, I brought an open mind to my investigation, and it turned out that, yes, dogs described as “pit bulls” are involved in far more fatal attacks than any other type of dog, but science can’t really nail down what a “pit bull” is, which complicates the whole matter of the breed’s inherent scariness. But I also learned that dogs—pit bull or otherwise—simply aren’t dangerous enough to be a threat to most humans, There are only about twenty-six dog-related fatalities a year in the US, which is less than the number of fatalities from falling tree limbs. And the vast majority of human victims have either been babies or the very elderly. What’s more, that’s 26 out of the approximately 4.5 million annual dog bites—including nips on the hand.

Uncovering these facts has been good therapy; I now pet pit bulls all the time—but only if they seem receptive.

So with that in mind let’s turn our attention to the next few decades, shall we?

Reports on what the future may hold for humanity aren’t exactly full of optimism. For instance, a multidisciplinary panel of Australians at the University of Adelaide authored a report in 1999 called The Bankruptcy of Economics: Ecology, Economics and the Sustainability of the Earth that seems to spell certain doom. The Adelaide experts note that the demands of our expansionist economic models are putting too much strain on natural resources, and they predict “massive environmental damage, social chaos and megadeath.”

To make matters worse, society’s collapse might be irreversible, at least according to Fred Hoyle, the British mathematician and astronomer who coined the term “big bang theory.” According to Hoyle’s classic book Of Men and Galaxies, with “oil gone, high-grade metallic ores gone, no species, however competent, can make the long climb from primitive conditions to high-level technology. This is a one-shot affair. If we fail, this planetary system fails, so far as intelligence is concerned.”

Then again, there are academics out there, like Harvard cognitive psychologist and linguist Steven Pinker, who would have us believe that humans’ pursuit of knowledge will ensure our pulling together, dodging the apocalypse, and making the best of it. As Pinker wrote in his 2018 bestseller, Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress, “Despite a half-century of panic, humanity is not on an irrevocable path to ecological suicide. The fear of resource shortages is misconceived. So is the misanthropic environmentalism that sees modern humans as vile despoilers of a pristine planet.”

Starting in 2011, with the release of Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, I began to really like Pinker-ism, because I found it enormously comforting to read passages like that one about humans not being “despoilers”—not just because they assure me humanity isn’t on a path toward oblivion, but because they make me feel less guilty for being human. Still, when I read the news, my gut tells me that, yes, we’re “despoilers,” at least unwitting ones.

With Better Angels, Pinker brought to the surface a very important fact: human-on-human violence isn’t on the rise; it’s been dropping off precipitously over the last few millennia. But with an eye toward the future, his books contain a few too many hedges to quiet my anxieties. They’re punctuated with passages like “No form of progress is inevitable,” and “Progress can be reversed by bad ideas.”

Journalist Gregg Easterbrook is an optimist in the Pinker mold. In his book It’s Better Than It Looks: Reasons for Optimism in an Age of Fear, he writes about watching a formerly endangered bald eagle soar through a smogless sky, a moment that “did not make me feel complacent regarding the natural world, [but] rather, made me feel that greenhouse gases can be brought to heel, just as other environmental problems have been.” But Easterbrook also hedges, noting that just because “past predictions of widespread human-caused species loss did not come true does not mean the peril to other living things has concluded.”

  *  *  *  

When it comes to prophesying the future it really is hard to bathe everything in sunlight when there are so many uncomfortable facts casting shadows.

One of the most famous predictive documents in my lifetime, the “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” written in 1992 by the Union of Concerned Scientists, was pretty solid. It contained dire warnings about the atmosphere, water resources, oceans, soil, forests, and living species. When in 2017, for the organization’s twenty-fifth anniversary, fifteen thousand signatories thoroughly evaluated that earlier report’s predictions, they found that it had been partially wrong about the atmosphere—happily, the ozone layer has been stabilized, thanks to increased global awareness of the issue—but as for the rest, the Union noted, “humanity has failed to make sufficient progress in generally solving these foreseen environmental challenges, and alarmingly, most of them are getting far worse.”

I’m sure you know the broad strokes of humanity’s Big Problems before I even go into detail. Thanks to the greenhouse gases we can’t seem to stop emitting, we’ve heated our planet around 0.8 degrees Celsius since the Industrial Revolution, and after a brief pause, we have—as of 2018—begun increasing our emissions once again. Never mind the famous 1.5-degree-high watermark; according to some estimates, we’re on track to warm the planet by an average of 4 degrees Celsius by 2084 or earlier. That will, in turn, lead to longer and more severe droughts, subsequent famines, and a watery future for major coastal cities like Miami, Shanghai, Rio de Janeiro, Osaka, Alexandria, and Dhaka.

And in the midst of the crises engendered by climate change, we could lose the ability to treat bacterial diseases, as germs become more and more resistant to antibiotics. Adding to the gloominess, humanity’s richest 1 percent pocketed 27 percent of all income from 1980 to 2016, while the entire lower 50 percent pulled in just about 12 percent.

And then, of course, there’s the messiness of technology. I was born in 1984, placing me in the small cohort of people who experienced “an analog childhood and a digital teenhood.” I created my identity in the Internet Age, but I can remember life before the internet, and like many people, I sense something bizarre is going on. Over 40 percent of Americans get their news from Facebook, and only 5 percent have “a lot” of trust in said news. Everything is being automated—and I mean everything—and while 33 percent of my countrymen are enthusiastic about that, 72 percent are worried. Those last figures are from Pew Research, which found that people are ambivalent about many aspects of technology. For example, 70 percent of us are excited about robots easing the burden of caring for our elders, but 64 percent think mechanized caregivers will probably make Grandpa and Grandma feel lonely, so, um, why are we excited again?

Summing it all up, it seems to me that if you’re not both excited by and terrified of the future, you don’t have a pulse.

But something’s missing from all these conversations: specificity. A global mass extinction sounds grave, but shouting about a mass extinction just makes you sound like a scold or a street preacher. On the other hand, if I get specific and tell you we’re going to lose Arabica coffee and the adorable aquatic mammal known as the vaquita (google it), you’ll more likely feel the reality of a dawning ecological disaster at the gut level. Similarly, “political instability” sounds hazardous in a vague sort of way, but people tend to be more interested in where the civil wars are going to be and who will die. If the robots really take all of our jobs, doesn’t that mean there’ll be famous robots doing better, more exciting work than the others? They sound pretty cool to me. What will they be up to?

Maybe some of these things won’t happen the way we think they will. But why waste time predicting when we can imagine? When I spoke to Dan Gardner, the Superforecasting author, he concurred. “The range of possible futures is absolutely immense and people don’t appreciate that fact,” he said, which echoed my own feelings on the matter, and made me feel better about not being a mathematician or a physicist.

So with apologies to Wall Street speculators and Vegas bookmakers, I’m afraid this isn’t going to be the kind of book about the future that you can use to make a clever stock trade or start a business. Predicting outcomes is, in some cases, an exact science—but mostly for boring bean counters and engineers. “When you build an airplane, you’re building a new airplane, but they’ve got some kind of a checklist, which is immensely long,” mathematician and physicist James A. Yorke, coiner of the term “chaos theory,” told me. If the checklist looks good, the plane will fly. On the other hand, he pointed out, “You don’t have a checklist on items which are completely new.”

Even though we’re about to talk in this book about the real-world implications of some pretty outlandish things, I should warn you: there won’t be anything here about time travel, dragons, or everyone on Earth jumping up and down at the same time. Myths, fantasies, and goofball what-ifs have their place, but I’m trying to bring you information you can actually use. So, yes, that means there won’t be a chapter on zombies.

My specific brand of future-vision was pioneered, as far as I can tell, by a guy you may or may not have heard of—Matthew Ridgway, who served as chief of staff for the US Army. Before Ridgway was a high-ranking general, his military career got on track in the days just before US involvement in World War II when he cooked up a crazy hypothetical: What if the whole American fleet in the Pacific got wiped out? Ridgway says top brass considered his fictional scenario “fantastic and improbable,” so, to work through the implications, they only agreed to schedule a single “command post exercise”—a “what-if” run-through carried out over the communications lines at headquarters rather than on simulated battlefields.

Then along came the attack on Pearl Harbor, which eerily echoed Ridgway’s command post exercise. His fictional version of a Pacific fleet wipeout turned out to be somewhat inaccurate—for example, at Pearl Harbor the whole fleet wasn’t completely destroyed, and the US aircraft carriers survived, which sped up the navy’s recovery. But the real event at least vindicated Ridgway conceptually, and his superiors took notice. He’d been promoted by then, but he was quickly shuffled further up the ranks, and became the US general best known for taking over command of the Korean War after Harry Truman fired Douglas MacArthur.

According to Gardner, the Superforecasting author, the lesson we can learn from Ridgway isn’t that people who speculate about future events are geniuses with ideas that are consistently amazing. Rather, the lesson is that “it doesn’t matter how probable or improbable you think [an] outcome is, let’s start from that point and work it through, because in the working through there is value.”

To that end, let’s jump ahead in this book to some earth-shattering, horrifying, ridiculous, and wonderful days in the future. The scenarios I’ll be describing won’t all be Pearl Harbor–level nightmares. In fact, some will be downright pleasant. But all will be of the type that we don’t usually contemplate in much detail, because on some level they’re unsettling. As you’ll see, most are the logical extensions of social, technological, or natural trends.

The hope is that, by indulging in what some might dismiss as crystal ball–gazing, we can actually avoid being caught flat-footed by events that are either outlandish or dangerously momentous. Also, that by looking ahead we’ll develop a better understanding of the present.

There’s comfort in that. Trust me.
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THE DAY THE UK FINALLY ABOLISHES ITS MONARCHY
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	Likely in this century?

	>

	Maybe




	Plausibility Rating

	>

	5/5




	Scary?

	>

	Only if you work in British tourism




	Worth changing habits?

	>

	No





It’s election night, and bustling business districts are quiet across the UK. The voting results are earth-shattering, but no one is celebrating. Instead, the citizenry silently tunes in to see live footage of the consequences of the vote. Mexit has just passed, and now this thing is really happening. So the king has to . . . make a concession speech, right?

But this is the mother of all concessions—an admission that he’s lost the election, and his extended family’s multi-century reign.

The last time this many British subjects watched a live broadcast of their monarch giving a speech was when Queen Elizabeth II broke with her strict reading of royal decorum and comforted a grieving Britain as it mourned the death of Princess Diana. This king was born too late to remember that ordeal, but he’s been reminded of it often, particularly as this day crept closer and closer.

The king speaks from the balcony of Buckingham Palace, facing inside, with London behind him—the illuminated Winged Victory statue jutting up from the memorial to Queen Victoria out on the Mall over his right shoulder. He’s dressed in a dark gray suit, with none of his jewel-encrusted royal decorations or medals. He looks a little tired and morose, pale from the shock, but as his upbringing and royal genes might have predicted, he’s unfailingly regal to the end. He begins with the same gentle abruptness he always uses at the start of a speech.

“Though it pains me personally, I’d like to extend my sincere congratulations to the ‘Yes’ campaigners for their success in today’s election,” he says.

“My father taught me that England’s history is a special one,” the king says, using his usual speech tactic of launching into a personal anecdote. “Elsewhere, the past can sometimes feel inert, or sealed in amber as they say. But Britain’s story lives with us every day in all its grand scope. When we look around, we feel ourselves living in our history, and see ourselves as every bit a part of the story of this land as our ancestors. Momentous days have come and gone, and I’ve always viewed them with an eye to history—small in the grand scheme of things, like my role in them, and inevitably swept away by time. So I never saw myself as a featured character in the great play of history.”

His speech becomes labored; the hard bit must be coming:

“But ‘momentous’ is too feeble a word for today, which ends an epoch. And so it seems that the spotlight of history has found me. I would be remiss in not honestly expressing, in this moment, what I’m feeling most of all: sadness. I also feel remorseful whenever I think today’s result stems from some misdeed or character flaw of mine.

“But here’s another phrase my father was fond of: ‘When you can’t change something, see the best in it.’ If I’m to take his words to heart, I must believe, as we now know the majority believes, that this result will be an important step forward—for Britain, for democracy, and for civilization. I’m as confident as ever that Britain’s future is bright, and what’s more, I know I shall always remember today as a historic milestone—as, I suspect, will you. I hope you’ll join me in praying for guidance as our great nation begins its new journey.”

Then the picture cuts to a shot of Buckingham Palace. With that, there no longer is a United Kingdom, but a new country called the “Union of Great Britain and Northern Ireland”—though everyone will still reflexively say “the UK” for decades to come.

Then the video feed cuts to something even more difficult to imagine than the ex-king’s speech: the speech by the acting president—a British president? What a strange combination of words.

The president, who only holds the position on an interim basis until a new one is elected, held the title “first secretary of state” until today. This man is a former MP representing Sedgefield who campaigned on affordable housing, and who made that one embarrassing speech on the floor of the House of Commons that everyone remembers, and he is the replacement for the King of England? Yes, he campaigned for this, and yes, he’s just won. Must he give a speech, though?

All at once, Britain feels a twinge of regret—not enough to call for the night’s result to be reversed, but enough to cause a queasy feeling in the nation’s collective stomach. Britain collectively switches off the president’s speech. It won’t be the last time.
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If you’re a new country, calling yourself a “republic” is, to use a right-wing neologism, a form of “virtue signaling.” It can be a way of saying to the world that you’re not an autocracy—that people in your country are ostensibly in control of their own destinies. Look at the “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.” This is a bizarre, Orwellian name that makes it sound like a republic—to paper over the fact that it’s actually a dictatorship. Regardless of what republicanism actually accomplishes for a society’s well-being, establishing a republic on paper seems to be good public relations.

So it strikes me as stubborn and sort of rebellious that, as the third millennium approaches its third decade, the British don’t live in a republic, and they’re extremely unabashed about it. They regularly vote in what are widely considered fair and democratic elections, but they don’t get to pick their head of state. Instead, the ruler of their country is born into the job, with only a few ancient customs and clarifying rules to keep everything tidy. The King or Queen of England is a person referred to as things like “royal highness” and “majesty,” who sleeps in castles, wears a crown, holds a scepter, and taps people on the shoulders with a sword to confer accolades. He or she is a performer of rituals, essentially, even though most of the king or queen’s time is spent in a modern city regarded as a global capital of culture and commerce.

And at the moment of this writing, that doesn’t look like it’s about to change. As it stands, the queen is Elizabeth II: adorable great-grandmother, lover of small dogs and pastel hats, and paragon of popularity. But when the inevitable happens, and Elizabeth gets replaced as sovereign by her much less popular, scandal-prone son, Charles, with his pink face frozen in that trademarked queasy grimace, will republicanism take hold then? What about when King Charles maneuvers to have his even less popular second wife—who is very much not the extremely popular mother of his children—styled “Queen Consort,” to much public nausea, as he has signaled he plans to do? At that point, will the British public be so exhausted by the tawdry tabloid headlines that they’ll want to toss the whole monarchy in the proverbial bin?

Probably not, but it’s conceivable, according to Adrian Bingham, a history professor at the University of Sheffield focused on media and popular culture, if (A) there’s a major scandal, and (B) the newspapers latch on to it. “If the scandal was sufficiently grave, I could see papers like the Daily Mail speaking in tones of outrage, ‘Something must happen!’ ‘Somebody must go!’ And with one thing leading to another, you can see a set of events where eventually this institution is now discredited,” Bingham told me.

So here’s a different question: Will the UK ever take the republican plunge? Definitely, according to Nicholas Barber, professor of constitutional law and theory at Trinity College, Oxford. “We’re most certain to become a republic eventually,” he told me. “It’s bound to happen sooner or later, but it might well happen very much later,” he said.

So in the spring of 2018, I went around England asking people “What would happen if the UK became a republic?” and very few had much of an opinion. Almost all said, “That’s a good question,” and wanted to leave it there. If I pressed, most would say, “Tourism will suffer.” So let’s start there:

Tourism revenue was the only concrete reason for preserving the monarchy that most staunch royalists cited, probably because of the river of journalistic ink that gets spilled whenever Brand Finance, a firm that estimates the values of brands, publishes one of its reports on how staggeringly profitable the monarchy is for the country. Their 2017 report declared that monarchy-related tourism accounted for £550 million in annual economic uplift—revenue related to tourists visiting royal homes and buying royalty-related souvenirs. But according to the Australian academic fact-checking site The Conversation, there’s really no rigorous, transparent, academic research proving that assertion.

It’s hard to feel confident, then, about specific totals.

But the idea that the royals attract tourism beyond what you might otherwise expect for a country of England’s stature rings true. After all, there I was in England, having entered the country entirely because of the monarchy.

When I went to Windsor Castle to get a look at the queen on Easter morning, I got a further taste of this phenomenon. I ran into two American women from Florida who’d flown in for no other reason than that they wanted to glimpse Prince Harry and his fiancée, Meghan Markle, at a discount, by showing up at a royal appearance well before the big royal wedding in May—itself a clear boon for tourism. So they were there for the same reason as I, and they weren’t even planning to write about it. (Alas, their dream didn’t come true. The queen went to church that Easter morning, as did Kate and William, but Harry and Meghan couldn’t make it.)

But according to Graham Smith, the CEO of Republic, a British pressure group demanding the monarchy’s abolition and replacement with an elected head of state, we’re all overstating the potential for a drop-off in tourism. After all, what are we imagining will happen if there’s a republic? Will Buckingham Palace be paved over, or turned into public housing? Of course not. “These places have historic significance,” Smith told me. If there were no longer a king or queen, places associated with the past king or queen would still be popular “revenue raisers” as tourist destinations, he said. In fact he thinks they’d be even better in a republic, because right now, “obviously, you can’t go into them most of the time, so I think they would succeed quite well as museums and galleries.”

That sends us back to Brand’s reports. If they’re going to be held up as a comprehensive defense of monarchy (which, to be fair, I don’t think Brand ever said they were), a distinction should be made between tourism revenue that comes from the monarchy’s continuing to exist—picture the vast crowd at a royal wedding—and the revenue from Britain’s having had a monarchy at some point—consider the lure of all those castles, palaces, and museums full of shiny royal stuff. People still visit Versailles, after all. And China is no longer a monarchy, but if you’ve ever been a tourist in Beijing, you probably went to the Forbidden City and Summer Palace, to see where the emperor hung out.

And as long as Brand is refining its data-gathering at my request, they might want to add some control groups to their tabulations of souvenir profits. Brand’s 2017 report references a televised study demonstrating that 70 percent of Chinese shoppers in England prefer souvenirs featuring the Royal Warrant—that symbol you see sometimes with the lion and the unicorn that means “monarch-approved.” The warrant is akin to a royal Nike Swoosh, powerful in its symbolic value, and ostensibly a mark of quality, even if it may not make the thing it’s stamped on materially better. But should we conclude that Chinese souvenir buyers’ desire for fine chocolates and soaps stamped with the Royal Warrant would, in the absence of an active monarchy, diminish? What about non-Chinese souvenir buyers?

While there are probably shoppers in England who insist on, say, monarchy-approved fidget spinners only, and would absolutely reject a red London phone booth fidget spinner, or a “Keep Calm and Carry On” fidget spinner, it’s doubtful the number of these finicky shoppers is large enough to do much damage to the British economy.

Still, maybe that £550 million figure is accurate, and the British economy stands to lose all that. While that amount isn’t chump change, it struck me as I conducted my research that people were defending an entire system of government over an amount of money about the same as the profit margin of a hit Marvel movie (as of this writing, the most recent, Avengers: Endgame, has made about £513 million in profit). And anyway, “Think of the lost tourism revenue!” isn’t a very emotional appeal. I wanted to hear an emotional appeal. So I set out to find the non-royal who would be most upset on Republic Day.

My search brought me to Margaret Tyler, who was referred to in 2015 by the Wall Street Journal as “Britain’s Loyalest Royalist.” (She told me she likes the label.) Tyler’s home in the northwest London neighborhood of Wembley is the Fort Knox of royal souvenirs. Her collection lines every shelf in the house and includes thousands of mugs, plates, dolls, books, flags, blankets, and cardboard cutouts. There’s also a Princess Diana room, featuring custom stained glass windows. Tyler’s collection appears all the time on TV news programs and in the Daily Mail—if it’s a slow news day for the tabloids.

Over a cup of tea in Tyler’s living room, I asked the seventy-four-year-old royals enthusiast—who wore a Union Jack blazer with a giant ribbon on it in celebration of the queen’s ninetieth birthday—why she’s so dedicated to the royal family.

She compared the United Kingdom to a home, watched over by a benevolent parental figure. She pointed to the 1992 fire at Windsor Castle and compared the queen’s handling of that to her visits to Northern Ireland at tense moments in 1995 and 2011. “Wherever she sees something that’s not quite right, she picks up on it,” Tyler told me. For victims of tragedies like the 2017 Manchester terror attack, a visit from the queen “means that she cares. She knows. She understands. I do think that means a lot to people. She’s the mother of the country. She holds it all together.”

It doesn’t bother Tyler at all that the head of state doesn’t weigh in on political matters. She returned to her household analogy: “When you’ve got one child moaning about the other one, or whatever, you don’t get involved, but you listen to them, you know what I mean? And probably she does the same.”

England as a single, coherent “house,” watched over by one parental figure, is an idea that’s “all based on this idea of family, and continuity of family, and blood and soil,” said Graeme Orr, professor of electoral law at the University of Queensland in Brisbane, Australia—one of the realms of the British monarch. “I think the monarchy has survived because it has got aesthetic appeal,” he added.

Aesthetics aside, the “blood and soil” aspect of the royal family more or less started in the ninth century with the current royal family’s distant ancestor (in spirit, though probably not blood), a feudal nobleman named Alfred. Alfred was the grandson of Egbert, King of Wessex, a warlord who terrorized much of England and established Wessex as England’s Anglo-Saxon base of power. Alfred’s four brothers were all regional kings before him, but they all successively died, so Alfred became King of Wessex, but not before his family had more or less perfected its defense infrastructure. As king, Alfred oversaw the defeat of the Great Heathen Army—the quintessential “Viking horde”—in a series of gory battles, and once they were on the run, he controlled all the non-Viking territories of England, which is what gave him the audacity to proclaim himself King of the Anglo-Saxons. Egbert probably had enough power to make a similar claim, but he didn’t as far as anyone knows, and that’s why Alfred is called “Alfred the Great” now.

The territory controlled by Alfred the Great’s descendants slowly expanded. After some setbacks at the hands of the Vikings and others, the British royal family (which, again, is connected to Alfred by tradition, not actual DNA) eventually controlled the entire island of Great Britain, and, when seafaring technology improved, half the world. Later, their dominion shrank some when they lost important realms, such as India in 1947. And that pretty much brings us up to the present, geographically speaking.

In contrast to those earlier centuries when they were known for their scepter wielding and tribute collection, the royal family is pretty much regarded these days as a collection of smiling celebrities. “All I want of my head of state is someone who can smile, shake hands, be pleasant to people, that’s it. And you’d think election would be better than birth at picking out that kind of person,” Barber, the Trinity professor, told me. (He was quick to add, though, that the US system for picking heads of state is notorious for selecting people who are awful at shaking hands and being pleasant.)

British monarchs are legitimately quite good at shaking hands and being pleasant to dignitaries, even if their political function is just to give blanket assent to laws, and, generally, to approve whatever parliament does. That pointlessness is more or less the whole point, Orr, the Brisbane academic, pointed out, “The constitutional monarchists by and large are just talking about the institutional value of not having a politicized head of state.”

Those wonderful smiles and waves, however, don’t make the royal family harmless, according to Smith of the pressure group Republic. “The monarchy as an institution is part of our constitution, and certainly gets in the way of Britain being a full-blooded democracy.” He feels that monarchs “push their own interests” and their own agenda. “They can do all sorts of things without recourse to parliament, and they can honestly control parliament as well, as a result of crown powers, so it creates a very strong motivation to resist any democratic reform.”

When Smith gets his way and the monarchy waves good-bye, that will place the British in the company of, well, most people. Wherever you’re sitting, there’s a good chance that it was the realm of a monarch at some point, British or otherwise, and if you examine history, you’ll see that most of these monarchies ended rather rudely. China’s last emperor was forced to abdicate, and was eventually imprisoned. Russia’s royal family was executed, mutilated, and dumped in a swamp. The last official king and queen of France (barring some brief flirtations with returning to monarchy on the way to the establishment of a Republic) famously got the guillotine. The Shah of Iran only avoided the wrath of revolutionaries by fleeing the country. The last king of Laos was forced into Communist captivity. In short, the prospect of facing pitchforks and torches has long been baked into being a monarch.

But Smith doesn’t sound like he’s pushing for revolutionaries to storm Buckingham Palace and drag the royals out into the streets for a summary execution. Instead, he thinks the idea of a better way to run things will simply take root and democracy will prevail. “Say that 55 percent or 60 percent of the population say Yeah, we should get rid of the monarchy, and parliament is willing to do it. Parliament can either pass a law to get rid of the monarchy, or it can go to a referendum first, then pass a law,” he said.

Past monarchies have been abolished by popular vote, but for whatever reason, this almost never happens without the proceedings being marred by a whiff of corruption. In 1946, the child king of Bulgaria was voted out in favor of the ascendant Soviets, but, based on the final tally, the integrity of that election was suspect (close to 100 percent sided with the Soviets). In Greece, a right-wing military junta held a questionable monarchy referendum in 1973, which was invalidated the following year by elected leaders, who then held another referendum in the hope that it would earn more legitimacy. Wishful thinking on their part. They barred the deposed king from campaigning in Greece, and, predictably, he lost again. It is possible for a monarchy to be abolished democratically, though. In 1968 the Maldives—an island nation with a population of less than half a million—ended its 853-year-old monarchy via popular referendum. It’s worth noting that prior to that referendum (which was far from their first) the king had clung to power for years after the population had made it clear that they wanted him out, but so far, it looks like the throne of the Maldives has been permanently retired.

While we’re on the subject, many monarchies have turned into republics not so much by voting out their king or queen, but by getting out from under the thumb of a foreign monarch. The Icelandic constitutional referendum of 1944, for instance, was a polite, highly democratic affair in the midst of World War II that arranged for the King of Denmark not to be Iceland’s head of state anymore. But that move had no bearing on whether Denmark would continue being a monarchy, and, indeed, it still is one. Similarly, over the years, the governments of Ghana, South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya, Malawi, Uganda, Guyana, Gambia, Malta, Sri Lanka, Trinidad and Tobago, Fiji, and Mauritius have all shown their queens the door, too. And each time, her name was Elizabeth II.

That brings me to a very important, and awkward, wrinkle in the process of abolishing the British monarchy: Britain can vote to make its monarch stop being the British head of state, but that doesn’t change the fact that fifteen other countries still consider said monarch their head of state. In case you need a refresher, those are Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Jamaica, Barbados, the Bahamas, Grenada, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent, Belize, Antigua, and Saint Kitts and Nevis.

Mexit would not change the monarch’s status in these places, according to Bob Morris, a scholar of monarchy and the law, and an honorary research fellow in the constitution unit at University College London. “The UK would be unable to legislate for what the independent realms would use for the monarchies abroad [and] could not independently legislate to abolish monarchy in their case,” he told me.

But if the UK tossed out the monarchy, it looks like there might be an automatic shut-off valve for the monarchy in some of the realms, a stipulation built into their individual constitutions. If we look at what happened when the UK parliament changed the rules of royal succession in 2013, six realms passed equivalent local succession laws to maintain continuity: Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent, and Barbados. Those, presumably, would need to make their own legislative decision about whether or not to keep the monarchy. In the other nine realms, however, the UK succession law jumped realms and took effect without the local government doing anything. Those nine were Antigua, the Bahamas, Belize, Grenada, Jamaica, Papua New Guinea, Saint Lucia, the Solomon Islands, and Tuvalu. So in the event of Mexit, it seems the monarchy would indeed vanish automatically in those places, unless local officials intervened.

Once Britain is officially a republic, the next chore will be figuring out what to do about the Crown Estate, the giant pile of investments and property valued somewhere north of £12 billion that pays for the royal family to exist. These assets include Buckingham Palace, Windsor Castle, Clarence House, Kensington Palace, and Saint James’s Palace, along with self-perpetuating investment capital.

As I implied earlier, the ex-royals probably won’t get to just keep all £12 billion—would you get to keep your work laptop if you got fired?

But the Crown Estate is also not public property, per se. It’s a corporation designed to fund the day-to-day work of being a royal, and funnel the rest of the money into the treasury. To help you understand how the Crown Estate puts money in the monarch’s pocket, let me give you a hypothetical: Suppose the Crown Estate owns 50 percent of an outdoor mall in Oxford called Westgate, which it does. And let’s say I’m typing this sentence while wearing blue jeans I bought at the Primark in that mall, which I am. Some of my money from that transaction filters up to the owners as profit—two pounds, let’s say (unlikely since Primark clothes are very cheap, but it’s just a hypothetical), and one of those pounds goes to the Crown Estate, because it owns half the mall. Since each year the monarch receives a 15 percent “sovereign grant” from the Crown Estate’s profits, the queen would actually receive 15 pence from that pound contribution of mine, and the rest would stay in the treasury. This routing of the bulk of the revenue to the government is why staunch monarchists maintain that “the queen pays 85 percent tax.” But that’s a bit misleading when you consider that the queen doesn’t actually own the Crown Estate.

If you’re a British monarch, and the monarchy ends, the good news is that the divorce won’t be complicated, according to Smith, who, you’ll recall, is an advocate for Britain’s transition to a republic. “It should be a relatively straightforward process,” he told me. “There are certain things which you [as a royal] do own personally such as Sandringham [a house in Norfolk] and Balmoral [a castle in Scotland]. And there are other things which you clearly don’t own such as Buckingham Palace, and the Duchy of Cornwall, or the Crown Estate. So when [the royals] are thrown out we simply say, ‘What’s yours is yours, what’s ours is ours,’ and part company.” It is simple. And depending how you feel about a family whose private wealth is estimated to be in the hundreds of millions of pounds, it’s arguably fair. The British people get £12 billion, and the royal family (essentially, twenty-five individuals as of the weddings of 2018) keeps its personal £500 million or so (estimates vary wildly) as well as two huge residences with more than enough room to host the in-laws.

The only problem is, there’s a hitch in that “you take your stuff, and we take ours” plan: royal assent. Lest we forget, the monarch has to put a stamp of approval on whatever monarchy-annihilating referendum or bill comes along. Would the monarch break with hundreds of years of tradition and kill the bill? Trinity professor Barber doesn’t think so. “It sounds like it’s going to be a huge crisis and a big problem, but I think in reality, once you got to that stage it would be settled and agreed,” he told me. So assuming there’s no civil war or guillotine-type situation, the king or queen would probably have a say in the divvying up of royal riches. To imagine that the royals will walk away with zero percent of the Crown Estate is, eh—let’s just say it’s unlikely. There’s a radically different frame through which to view this, though.

According to Brand Finance, the Crown Estate’s value is slight compared to the royal brand’s share of the British economy—approximately £67.5 billion in 2017 (roughly the GDP of Egypt). How BF arrives at that immense figure is a little opaque, but that’s their story and they’re sticking to it. What happens when that powerful brand loses the monarch, its central figure? What would the tabloids cover if the royals were suddenly not technically royal? Would anyone watch royal-related TV shows or movies, or buy royal biographies? What about the branded chocolate and soap? In some ways, it would be a little like a doomed Hollywood franchise trying to keep going without its star—which can go well, like when the Spider-Man movies got rebooted without Tobey Maguire and carried right on, or it can go horribly wrong, like when Bruce Lee died and it plunged the entire martial arts movie genre into hell for years.

But Mexit wouldn’t just destroy. It would also create. Specifically, a position for an elected head of state has to be created, which can mean making the prime minister the head of state, or creating a separate position like a chancellor who would be chosen by parliament after a government is formed. Or it could mean parliament would, like Switzerland, elect a federal council, a hard-to-describe executive branch of government which, depending whom you ask, features seven presidents, or only one, or none. Last but not least, there could be a regular old president, chosen by popular vote. But presidents come in many flavors. They could do what the British monarch currently does: not much. Alternatively, the president could set the country’s political agenda, and tinker all he or she wants with the military and much of the bureaucracy, like the US president. Or, the president could wield godlike powers that allow him or her not only to unilaterally control the government, but to interfere in daily life in drastic and sometimes mysterious ways, like the Russian president.

But according to Smith, in addition to electing a head of state as part of monarchy’s abolition, parliament itself has to change. In a republic, he said, you would have to “get rid of the House of Lords and replace it with another house.”

The House of Lords is, let’s face it, pretty odd. Once the monarchy is abolished, why should people get to be members of the government just because they hold titles of nobility? The House of Lords Act of 1999 aimed to make the House a little more equal, and that gave the British-American actor Christopher Guest (Nigel Tufnel from This Is Spinal Tap) the opportunity to give up the seat in the House of Lords that he had, bizarrely, inherited from his father. In 2004, Guest said of his stint as a parliament member: “There’s no question that the old system was unfair. I mean, why should you be born to this? But now it’s all just sheer cronyism. The prime minister can put in whoever he wants and bus them in to vote. The upper house should be an elected body, it’s that simple.”

So if Guest and Smith get their way, the House of Lords will be changed to something called, perhaps, “the Senate.” They could change the name “House of Commons,” too, but, if you want my opinion, that’s a pretty cool name for a legislative body.

Finally, the Anglican Church has to figure out who runs it, because right now its supreme governor is the British monarch. “Just because we get rid of the monarch doesn’t mean she stops being the head of the Church of England,” Barber told me. It’s not at all clear how the Church would thread this needle. There could be no “supreme governor,” and the person in charge could be the Church’s most senior bishop, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Or the church could ask the former monarch to stay on, a decision that would “look very silly indeed,” Barber said.

Even though it would look “silly,” having the king or queen retain status as head of the Church of England after Mexit could be a convenient back door that would allow the royals to preserve a modicum of their special status, and allow devout Anglicans to feel like they still have a king or queen, even if the government, well, fired the monarch.

Former royal families who now have no formal ties to the governments their family once controlled do sometimes cling to threads of royalness, which sets them apart from the rest of the old money at their yacht clubs. The Italian ex–royal family, for instance, hasn’t been in power since 1946, but members still use their titles, and still occasionally go to court with one another to settle disputes about which member should hypothetically be king if Italy suddenly decides to be a monarchy again. In India, the royal family of Jaipur is one of many royal families that lost their crowns under the Dominion of India in 1949, but when I visited their former palace in 2018 the younger ex-royals still updated the walls with fresh family photos, and used the palace to advertise their charities.

It just might be that the British royals will want to hold on to some measure of power by availing themselves of the democratic tools at hand. “If there was a move towards republic, I could imagine someone like Charles saying, fine, stepping down, and then running for election as head of state. In many ways I think Charles would be much much happier being an elected head of state than a monarch,” Barber suggested.

Bingham, though, sees the possibility of an entirely different career track for the highly opinionated Charles: punditry. “I’m sure he’d have TV show offers and all the rest of it. I can imagine a scenario where he would take that up, or pen acerbic columns, or write disgruntled letters to the Times and stuff like that. He wouldn’t bow out easily.”

Having gathered all that, I assured Margaret Tyler over tea that the royals won’t disappear. They just won’t be in charge. I asked what she thought of that, and it was frankly a little heartbreaking to watch her contemplate it.

“Wherever the royal family go there are crowds, aren’t there? Imagine there weren’t any crowds. Imagine they just turned up, opened something, and went home! It would be terrible, wouldn’t it?” she said, growing forlorn. “Imagine if [the queen] went somewhere and wasn’t carrying flowers! That would be awful. That shows we don’t appreciate her. In fact, I think the word ‘thank you’ is not enough to say what she does. I would like to think of another word that means ‘thank you so much, we really do appreciate you.’ ”

A few minutes spent imagining a world without a queen left Tyler wan and disheartened: “I just hope I’m not alive to see it.”
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THE DAY A TECH BILLIONAIRE TAKES OVER THE WORLD
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	Likely in this century?

	>

	Probably not, but watch out




	Plausibility Rating

	>

	2/5




	Scary?

	>

	Extremely




	Worth changing habits?

	>

	Yes





The glasses were there one day, and the next day it was like they’d never existed. Lee can’t be at fault. Lee is great. Everyone loves Lee.

Ever since they eclipsed smartphones, the market for augmented reality glasses has always been dominated by two Korean brands: Nex and Fantasee. Nex glasses, from Lee Cheong-Hoon’s company, Nex Corporation, are ugly and clunky, but everyone has a pair. Fantasee glasses are elegant and they work better, but they never sold as well, and Lee was always telling Fantasee president Kim Eun-hye that he wanted to buy her company. She always said no.

Kim always said she was friends with Lee. They were “rivals,” not enemies. Everyone had a sneaking suspicion that was a lie—that they hated each other’s guts—but no one would ever say that out loud.

For a decade, Nex Corporation had been the world’s most valuable company, presided over by the world’s richest man, Lee Cheong-Hoon. Nex was seemingly everywhere—its name advertised on restaurants, stores, news sites, clothing, and appliances—but it was also nowhere, because the company was governed, driven, and staffed by an advanced AI, which was a public relations masterstroke. Lee, ever the benevolent face of the company, could publicly scold the AI, his employee, for a particularly unseemly or underhanded hostile takeover, and people would continue to adore him.

You couldn’t go anywhere in the world without seeing “tributes” to Lee. Nex Corporation had more cameras than anyone could count on many cars, planes, drones, and satellites, and a simple tribute like “I LOVE LEE” cut into a field of wheat, or spelled out in roofing tiles, or projected into the sky, could be singled out for a prize. A prize from Nex could be something small, like a gift card, or something life-changing, like a visit from Lee. Regardless of what you won, you were the person of the hour. The impact on your social media score made it all worth it.

And if some moron who didn’t care about prizes spoke up and said something bad about Lee, or said they thought Kim was a better leader, the crowd knew what to do without prompting. Whenever Lee had a new enemy, winning the Nex leader’s favor became like a contest. Get the person fired, ruin their marriage, or get their kids taken away, and a great prize was in store.

But still, Fantasee had always been right there next to Nex on store shelves. Nex glasses were cheaper, and much more customizable, and if they broke, you could repair them yourself instead of taking them to an authorized repair shop. You could access unauthorized custom realities with Fantasee glasses. For a lot of people—especially those who didn’t care for Nex—these realities were their source of community. Winning prizes from Nex Corporation didn’t appeal to everyone, but outside of Fantasee communities, it seemed like everything everyone did was an attempt to win a prize.

In fact, even though no one said it (who would dare, when there were Nex microphones in all of the company’s products?), it was as if Nex had begun making all the rules. No matter what country you were in, the Nex terms of service document was the law. Lee was everyone’s “best friend,” or so they said. Since there was so much to gain from saying so, and since there was no telling what might happen if Lee heard you hated him, who would ever say otherwise?

But it was bewildering for everyone when Nex Corporation bought the last of the retailers that sold Fantasee glasses, and promised Fantasee would nonetheless stay in business. Almost everyone said the move was great news, and that Lee would definitely keep his word, but privately, people thought that couldn’t be true. Still, there was no sense making a fuss about it. What could anyone do?

But in the “deep realities” you could access only with Fantasee glasses (and only after “jailbreaking” them), you could find a lot of people who didn’t think this was going to be good. But by that time not a lot of people visited those places anymore. Everyone knew if you weren’t using official Nex channels, you couldn’t win a prize. And then all at once, they were gone. You couldn’t buy Fantasee glasses in stores, and as an added layer of surprise, Nex bought up all those unauthorized realities in one fell swoop. They were gone. Fantasee glasses were worthless. One day, Kim appeared on TV looking happy with Lee, and she said she couldn’t have been prouder of her friend Lee and his big success.

If anyone didn’t believe her, they never said so.

[image: image]

If I’m perfectly honest, I’d love to be the emperor of the entire world. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I live my life with the goal of ascending to some position of global power, and I don’t think I actually deserve this kind of power—no one does. If you came up to me in a bar and asked me if I want to be the Lord of All That Exists, I would say, “No, absolutely not, don’t be stupid,” like a reasonable person. But things would be different if you shook me out of a sound sleep and said, “Quick! I have to get rid of the Crystal of Infinite Power!” I’m certain I would shout, “Give me the crystal!” before some nobler part of my superego had time to step in to tell me to cast it into a volcano instead of trying to possess it.

I suspect, however, that there are people who have the same wicked urges as I do, and would happily act on them given the chance. It’s just that universal domination is kind of a vague concept.

That seems to be the whole joke in Pinky and the Brain, a cartoon in which a hyper-intelligent lab mouse wants, in no uncertain terms, “to take over the world.” To do this, he usually wants to mix together some mind control drug with a silly secret ingredient, or he plans to distract the populace by some silly means, ostensibly so he can access the levers of power. But again, he never gets that far. Then there are the Star Wars movies. If you recall the evil emperor Sheev Palpatine in the Star Wars universe, he apparently rules over all known planets, even though his empire doesn’t seem to govern with a heavy hand, which leaves large pockets of dissent all over the galaxy.

The clearest articulation I’ve seen of world domination in fiction was on The Simpsons. In the episode “Treehouse of Horror V,” we briefly see a universe in which Ned Flanders is “unquestioned lord and master of the world.” Flanders appears in the homes of his “slaverinos” via a dual-purpose surveillance and propaganda delivery screen à la the viewscreen in 1984, and naturally, Big Brother Ned just wants everyone to be cheerful. When Homer expresses negativity, he’s sent to a reeducation camp, given smile therapy, and, when that fails, he’s placed in line for a lobotomy.

Silly as all this “taking over the world” stuff may sound, according to Hans Morgenthau’s 1948 Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, one of the foundational texts on foreign policy theory and power politics, it’s a wonder it hasn’t happened already. Morgenthau writes that theorists “have conceived the balance of power generally as a protective device of an alliance of nations, anxious for their independence, against another nation’s designs for world domination, then called universal monarchy.” The position of universal monarch has, thankfully, never been achieved, not even by Alexander the Great, who, according to legend, “wept for there were no more worlds to conquer.” (Alexander actually stopped conquering worlds when he got to western India.)
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