
    [image: Please Unsubscribe, Thanks!: How to Take Back Our Time, Attention, and Purpose in a World Designed to Bury Us in Bullshit, by Julio Vincent Gambuto. “Simultaneously hilarious and deadly serious… An extraordinary book.” —Oliver Burkeman, bestselling author of Four Thousand Weeks.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Please Unsubscribe, Thanks!: How to Take Back Our Time, Attention, and Purpose in a World Designed to Bury Us in Bullshit, by Julio Vincent Gambuto. Avid Reader Press. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






For Peter, Lisa, Alan, and Andrew

You wouldn’t believe what’s been going on down here.






Welcome

Welcome to the 2020s. That’s the message I beamed from my laptop to the flat screen on the wall. A digital decoration to welcome the new decade. On the morning of January 1, 2020, my friends and I gathered in my compact New York City apartment for brunch—fruit, champagne, hard-boiled eggs for the clean eaters and fluffy pancakes for those who wanted to push off any resolutions that didn’t permit syrup. (The gays can be very particular.) I’m a nerd, with nerd friends, so conversation soon centered on whether 2020 was by definition the last year of the teens or the first year of the ’20s. As you can imagine, it was a spirited debate. Either way, we could feel deep in our bones that a new chapter was beginning in the world. We expected flapper dresses and endless parties, “the future,” full steam ahead. We toasted to that exactly: the future.

In truth, I had run out of steam by the time I raised my Crate & Barrel long-stem champagne flute. I had spent the last four years shuttling very enthusiastically between Los Angeles and New York, living the coveted bicoastal lifestyle that every up-and-coming film-and-television producer obnoxiously drops into conversation (and books, apparently) in the chic eateries of both WeHo and SoHo. It was all very high-flying, as I ping-ponged on United Airlines. I bought a memory-foam travel pillow. I asked Santa Claus (me) for a Samsonite hard-top spinner suitcase in “brushed black.” I signed up for CLEAR; they scanned my eyeballs. Month after month, I was mastering the airline miles game like my nephews were mastering Fortnite. My quest was made possible by real planes and rental cars and the universal American belief that you go where the work is. Like my nephews, I wanted to win. At twenty-two years old, when I first subscribed to this fantasy life, it was the epitome of winning. It was all very romantic. At forty-two, it was all very exhausting.

Then the world stopped. And life fell off a steep cliff.

Pretty soon, like billions around the world, I was bathing my produce in antiviral wash, leaving packages in the corner to decontaminate, and avoiding the breath of other humans. You remember. You were there. You saw the madness that followed. We all did. Plainly put, it was a shitshow—one that killed more than a million people in the United States.

We are all sick of talking about the pandemic. I get it. There is still so much to learn from it, though—profound lessons that apply directly to the world right now. This book isn’t about the pandemic, but it will be a very helpful reference point. So, I will call it by a new name in these pages: the circus. That’s a completely arbitrary choice. We could call it the crisis, the microwave, or the blue flamingo. I just don’t want you to have to bear the weight of “the pandemic” every time you read the word. Circuses are full of fun and acts that amaze. That should lighten the mood enough. They are also full of moments that you might call completely bat-shit crazy. That should keep us close enough to the truth of what it was.

It is now years after the circus brought the world to a screeching halt. Are we firmly on the other side? That’s a hard question to answer when we can still see its effects—tiny and tectonic—almost everywhere. What I know for sure is that we are all wondering just how solid the ground we stand on really is. And we’re looking ahead at the remainder of this decade and this century with much clearer eyes. Hmm, this is not the future we were promised. At the very least, this is not the future we all thought we were working so hard to create. This is a weird, alternate timeline where volatility and chaos reign, the extremes have the mic, the cynics are winning, and the robots are taking over. Um, what the fuck is this?I

This book is about breaking up. It’s about breaking out. It’s about shedding, shredding, and severing the ties and tethers that keep this version of the future alive, strong, and seemingly indomitable, so we can build a future—for ourselves, our loved ones, and our nation—that we are truly proud of, one that gets us out of bed filled with energy instead of fear, one that honors our common humanity instead of one that empowers the shameless assholes around us to continue to be their worst selves. It is time to stop feeling bad about wanting better and saying so. Very loudly.

These years—from that January morning to the circus to now—have revealed a powerful truth that will forever change us, if we would just let it: all of this is a choice. Look, I get it. It feels horrible if we stop and truly take that on. It feels like shit to accept the idea that all of us, together, as a whole, created the mess around us. It’s easier to just say “they” did it. Insert your version of “they.” But trapped at home, streets silent, the world at a standstill, we learned from the circus that society as we know it is just the direct outcome of all the choices we make when we leave our houses or turn on our screens. And of all the choices our leaders make for us. When we stop making the same choices over and over, it all transforms. Instantly. We saw it with our own eyes. If we can acknowledge this and own it, we can know our own power and choose a new and better future individually and collectively.



I refused, for decades, to “choose a new and better future” for myself because I completely believed that my running and going and flying and sprinting was how I would achieve happiness. Look at me! I’m successful! Like I said, I’m a nerd. I was raised to achieve, as if happiness were a degree I could earn, a trophy, an award. That was the trap I was caught in, one that ensnared me (or, that I chose into) a very long time ago. That was my personal “infinite loop”—a concept I will spend a lot of time unpacking for us in this book. That loop was an automated cycle of stress and anxiety, a constant need for praise and validation. It was a never-ending treadmill that found me, at forty-two, at that New Year’s brunch, surrounded by friends but lonely, clinking champagne glasses but still ashamed of being a working-class kid, merry and gay but never really proud. I was, in a word, unhappy.

But the circus kicked my ass. Like, kicked it. It was horrific. I was trapped in my apartment solo for six months. Friends fled the city in droves. Family stayed in lockdown an hour away. I had no salary to speak of. Checks bounced daily. Five family friends died. Eighteen of us in my immediate family (I’m Italian American; eighteen is just our inner circle) got Original COVID all on the same day, Christmas 2020. My stepfather was alone in the hospital on a breathing tube for weeks. I was on bed rest for six weeks, fighting intense lethargy. The man who is now my fiancé lost his brother; his brother died at forty, within five days of getting the virus. Punch, punch, punch, punch.

Around me New York City was reckoning with catastrophe at an unfathomable scale. At the height of the first wave of the circus, New York was losing a thousand people a day. We love being the center of the universe. Not this time. It was excruciating. Five weeks in, we had lost the equivalent of three 9/11s. The grand total would eventually come to fourteen. (What a horrific practice to use 9/11 as a multiplier.) For months, you could hear only ambulances in the streets. Until those same streets were flooded with protestors, riots, and workers rushing to board up the Prada store. Manhattan became unrecognizable, something out of Mad Max. Grocery stores resembled war zones; uniformed guards manned the entrances. Subway doors opened to empty platforms at Times Square. Cars, cabs, and commuters disappeared. Desolate and depressed, the city that never sleeps finally slept.

Look, it’s not a suffering contest. The whole world had it bad. I’m just sharing my experience so you understand my point of view. The circus was a worldwide disaster, but there was a certain intensity here, created by the sheer concentration of despair, that did some very bizarre things to us all. It was impossible to avoid being forever changed by it.

It took the circus coming to town to open my eyes. It took the world coming to a full stop to wake me up. But, hey, I’ll take it. It’s just how it all happened.

It’s also how I found my way to you and to this page.

A month into the crisis, nightfall couldn’t come fast enough in my shoebox apartment. As soon as the dishes were clean from dinner (uh, dish), I climbed into bed, letting the darkness of the moment come over me, weighing me right into the pillow, like a heavy hand that wouldn’t leave my back, and I surrendered to the weight of it all.

The next morning, I would wake up and have those three or four happy seconds of total amnesia before the thought would download, flood in, and hit me: this shit is still going on. Masks. Social distancing. Zoom birthday parties. Google is reporting 33,578 American deaths (a high number at that time; imagine that). Ugh. Vertical. Coffee. Inbox.

And there it sat. An email from my favorite retailer.

Sale!

It hit me at the right place at the right time in precisely the wrong way. Only weeks before, this particular men’s preppy clothier was one of the legions of brands who would politely militarize their email subscriber lists to explain to the whole country what they were doing to minimize the impending health crisis. And to teach us all how to wash our hands. Soap. Water. Left. Right.

But now, like a switch that flicked from on to off, the emails were back to business as usual; the only marker of time in them was the style of sweater you could buy for 40 percent off.

A sweater sale? Is this a joke? There is no toilet paper on the island of Manhattan. I can’t wipe my ass, but you want me to click and order a $300 cashmere cable-knit turtleneck? Oh, shipping is free, you say? Any other day, I probably would have just deleted the email, but today was different. Today, the email sparked pure rage. I needed caffeine and a keyboard.

What emerged after my morning brew was a piece of writing of which I am immensely proud: “Prepare for the Ultimate Gaslighting,” a two-thousand-word essay that I posted to Medium on Friday, April 10, 2020. In forty-eight hours, that essay went around the world. To date, it has had over 21 million readers in ninety-eight countries. Perhaps you were one of them. I send my gratitude to all those who read it and shared it. Yes, I am thrilled with its reach, but more important, I am proud of its message: maybe this crisis is an opportunity for all of us to think deeply about what we actually want in our lives. It was a unique opportunity I never intended on having: to say that, at that moment, to that many people.

Going viral froze me in my tracks. I was floored, then humbled, then very heartened, then totally disturbed. When millions read something you wrote over yogurt and granola—alone, angry, and despondent in your apartment—the experience is oddly spiritual. My perspective has not been the same since.

What heartened me was that I wasn’t the only one who was questioning how our system was responding to the tragedy. I wasn’t the only one horrified by the abusive inequities that had been laid bare. I wasn’t the only one concerned that all the manipulation around us was about to get worse. Way worse. And I wasn’t the only one who wanted and needed a change. A big one. Thousands got in touch with messages of support and thanks. A few found my email address so they could tell me to go fuck myself. (You win some, you lose some. Life goes on.) But most reached out with a discreet confession, some version of: “I am secretly grateful for the deep breath. I needed it. This is not working.”

Throughout that weekend and all through the months of the Great Pause that followed, one singular thought kept rising to the fore: something is deeply wrong with how we’re living if we were that relieved when it all stopped. Our way of life is in trouble. Because I am human—a self-centered human—I made it about me. My life is in trouble.

So, I decided to clean house. I am immunocompromised. I wasn’t leaving my apartment or taking down my KN95 until there was enough data to prove I would survive. I had time on my hands. I was suddenly hyperaware of the gaslighting that my own essay had warned about, and one of the major theaters where “The Great American Return to Normal” was bound to play out was my laptop screen. So, I attacked my inbox, unsubscribing from brands, companies, gurus, influencers, groups, associations, committees, political campaigns, loyalty programs, monthly curated clothing boxes that automatically debited my checking account and sent me plaid dress shirts I didn’t need to iron or tuck into my pants, and anyone and anything that fed my inbox their junk all day long. Click. Good-bye.

Three words came rushing back to me. More than a decade earlier, I had dissolved a domestic partnership with my boyfriend of five years. There was love but no longevity. For months after I left our five-hundred-square-foot apartment, I was unmoored. Shattered. Broken. So, I threw myself into my work. I sent out an e-blast (a relatively new word at the time) to a large list of family, friends, and contacts about a project I was launching. My ex-partner, whom I had kept on the list, sent a quick and short reply: “Please unsubscribe, thanks!”

I was gutted. I knew him well, and what he meant by the pithy request was this: “I am done with your bullshit. The relationship is over. I no longer want to be tethered to you. It just isn’t healthy for me. It will continue to make me miserable.” I thought that signing the paperwork at the Office of the City Clerk formally ended our relationship. Nope. These three words proved way more powerful. It was really over.

Now, 2020, stuck inside, as systems around me were failing, as my personal inbox kept filling, I realized that I, too, was tired of being tethered. I needed to break up, for real, with nearly everything. Click by click. Please unsubscribe, thanks!

First, I unsubscribed from what I will call “surface subscriptions” or surface bullshit. Feeling so good, I expanded well beyond screen and paper. I decided to unsubscribe from “people subscriptions” and the bullshit the toxic ones were bringing into my life, pulling away from or ending certain friendships and working relationships. Lastly, and much deeper, I began unsubscribing from my own personal bullshit, my “underlying subscriptions,” certain ideas, beliefs, and notions I had about myself—some of which I had subscribed to my whole life, some that formed the very foundation of my identity and of who I was at work, with my family, with my friends, and in the world. Turns out, when you take the never-ending noise off your screen and you take some very time-consuming people out of the mix, there actually is time to process your life. And feel it. And question it. And change it.

While each of these three steps was progressively harder than the one before, I found myself happier and happier. I was onto something. I hadn’t come undone; I had become unburdened. I was freeing myself from years of pressure under which I had begun to cave. I knew there was a joyful, peaceful, calm (even fun) guy buried underneath it all. I just needed to dig him out of a life of slow quicksand—a life that I had subscribed to for decades.

What started as a series of simple mouse movements kicked off a shitstorm (yes, that’s different from a shitshow; two highly technical terms)—a beautiful shitstorm—that has called into question every part of who I am. The seemingly meaningless clicks were the first step to reclaiming my life and living it on my own terms, honoring my authentic voice instead of hiding it. It was also the beginning of looking at the world more distinctly through the lens of “we.” Those three words, emailed a decade prior and once so stinging to hear, became the anthem and the mantra of the most important year of my life. And so, they are the title of this book.



This book is about that process, the journey I have been on since I decided to unsubscribe. I will call this process “unsubscription.” Parts of it were conscious. I knew from my marketing and branding background what was happening on my screens and in my inbox and checkbook. That’s the expertise I will share with you. Other parts of it were unconscious and could be named and identified only as I looked back. As a storyteller and moviemaker, I understood what was happening in my brain and heart. Those are the reflections I will share.

My project here is to create a framework for all of us to “unsubscribe” so we can truly renew our lives and create happy, meaningful, satisfying futures. It is also my radical plea—from one citizen to another—for us to put aside what divides us and work together to collectively unsubscribe, so we can build an equally meaningful future for our nation.

My unsubscription has been agonizing, fun, at moments devastating, but deeply gratifying. Now, not only do I have a clean inbox, but I also go to bed knowing the real difference between what I need and what I want. My work is ten times more fulfilling. My phone is quieter. My calendar only houses commitments that bring me joy or money. I have time for my loved ones—for their birthdays and their special moments. I have found romantic love and partnership after ten years of being single. I have a warm, kind, and comfortable home life for the first time as an adult. And what seemed a distant dream at that New Year’s brunch—a family of my own—is now in the works.

Lest you think the picture I paint is too rosy, know this: I am still unsubscribing every day. This process is an ongoing practice, one that comes with constant mental and emotional goblins. The deeper you go, the more changes you make, the harder it can get. Sometimes it’s like the best yoga class of your life. And sometimes it’s a frustrating game of Whac-A-Mole. The first order of business is letting go of the need to “do” this process “the right way.” Unsubscribing requires us to be wrong over and over and over. It asks us to stop needing to win all the time. It begs us to welcome failure in and have a coffee or cocktail with it.



A few important notes. First, I see the irony in my story. I could not have reached you with this book about unsubscribing—there would be no book—had I not been subscribed online to Facebook, Medium, and the J. Crew newsletter in the first place. This book’s publisher could not have reached you to introduce you to this book—nor to me—without so many of the digital tools that I will critique. As you will see, this is a complicated conversation.

Next, I want to acknowledge that not everyone had the luxury I had of being solo during the circus. Don’t get me wrong; it was isolating and distressing on so many levels. Like Tom Hanks called that volleyball “Wilson,” I now call the mid-century modern lamp in my living room “Larry” (he who lit up the room when shit got dark). In the end my responsibility day to day was to myself, alone. Those with families, children, aging parents, and jobs that didn’t offer the option of working from home—they all had a very different experience. Yes, that is a lot of people. Perhaps that was you. You and I may have little in common on paper. But you and I are both human beings who ultimately just want to be happy. And who want to live in a society that functions well. Like you, I am a citizen. I am a consumer. I am a customer. I am a patient. I am a voter. I am a subscriber. I, too, want to fucking scream when I call Verizon’s customer service line.

As we discuss all things “we,” please know that this book is not designed to be “a political book,” at least in the ways that we have defined political in recent years in America: hyper-partisan, fabric-tearing, and blood-shedding. I will not be able to hide on which side of the political aisle I dance, nor do I wish to. But let’s face it: we’re all exhausted. Let me assure you, if you are a human alive right now, I am in your camp. If you want a better country and world to come out of the chaos of these years, I am aligned with you. If you are tired of the noise and sick of the bullshit we are all forced to confront, process, and manage every day, I am in your “tribe.”

And that tribe is global. This book is not just for those of us here in the States. The American way of life, its economic system, its consumerist obsession, its democratic ideals, even Ross, Rachel, Chandler, Monica, Joey, and Phoebe are impossible to escape in much of the rest of the world. And so, I hope that our international friends know that there are well-meaning Americans asking important questions to try to make change in our country and in the way of life that we export. I also hope that our international friends may take from this book our unabashed American confidence. We can change our lives and our country if we muster the personal and political will to do so. You may not like how loud we are at the Louvre, but we are a bold people who know how to get what we want. We are also a good people. Our system needs massive improvement.



This book is a mix of “how-to” process, social commentary, history, economics, philosophy, and practical and tactical strategies for individual and collective happiness. So, before we dive in, I want you to know where that all mixes, for me. My sense is that those all overlap in similar ways for many of us.

I grew up in the boroughs of New York City, the son of a school bus driver and a secretary, on Staten Island. Back in the ’90s, on the borough’s South Shore, collars were blue, politics were red, and the people were white, mostly Italian and Jewish. My parents were the children of immigrants. We had no money. We grew up on credit cards, macaroni, and love.

Mom and Dad worked tirelessly at multiple jobs to make ends meet in our eighteen-foot redwood condo. My father shuttled daily from his full-time gig (the bus) to his part-time one (as an Italian bread baker) to his third one (this one changed frequently). After commuting, working, and commuting again, my mother would lug her boss’s heavy Smith Corona out of the trunk of her Pontiac and into the house so she could do overtime work at the kitchen table after dinner. But the mounting economic pressure of the ’80s and ’90s was too much. Three kids in braces broke the bank. After four small businesses, a crushing bankruptcy, a son’s coming-out, a terrifying cancer scare, and more operatic domestic disputes than I care to remember (all stories for another time), the house of cards folded, along with their marriage. My grandfather came here from a dairy-farming town in Italy in 1946. Our family’s life was supposed to be the American Dream. By 1997, it was an American Nightmare.

What got me (and all of us) through and to the other side was a ceaseless focus on “the future.” The future was when it would all be okay, when it would all be “worth it.” In the future, I would be happy. And safe. Oh, and rich. I didn’t know at the time that that’s what was driving me, but I was a child of the Clinton years. Becoming a millionaire was the goal—it was the success—especially when your parents went to battle nightly over the checkbook.

Despite the challenges of that time—and with the help and support of a team of family, teachers, mentors, and friends—I was a late-’70s WIC baby (the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children) who made my way to Harvard, where I was educated with the über-rich—tuxedoes, polos, and all. (I still can’t golf.) My life now looks nothing like the life my sisters and I had growing up.

That social mobility has been a privilege. It has given me the opportunity to see life at each end of a very wide America. Plainly put, it ain’t all pretty. I have experienced the darkness of wealth, how it carves out a space to do good in the world but asks you to beg for it, how it gives but hoards, how it turns up its nose inevitably when it’s forced to consider those who have not, how it simply cannot—and sometimes will not—fathom the everyday needs and desires of the everyman.

I have also seen its grace and its generosity, its ability to think big, act with full vigor, and deliver. I have seen its vision and untiring energy. I have known well its kindness and unyielding support. I have learned from the wealthy that with great privilege comes great responsibility. Also: that the word summer is a verb.

At the other end of the economic spectrum, I have seen the ebullient charm of immigrants and working people, as well as their roughest edges, how they wish to include, elevate, celebrate but will rob you and themselves of great pride should you “forget where you came from.” I have seen their grit, their determination, and their sweat firsthand. I have known well their boundless love, the open arms of their endless support and faith, and their selfless dedication to community, to a social network that is meant to offer strength without asking for a penny in return.

I have also seen their fear, their hope, and their longing for more, for respect and a simple seat at the table.

From custodians to congressmen and back, in all the communities I have had the privilege of being part and at all the dinner tables I have sat, there are good actors and bad, “the good eggs” and “the rotten ones.”

I am also gay, which adds an entirely different lens to my point of view.

At my highest high, I earned my master’s and raised capital to start an independent film company, a dream come true. At my lowest low, just two years later, I had $2.17 in my personal bank account when the circus effectively pulled the rug out from under me. This roller coaster has been nauseating. I’ve spent thirty years trying to win. I’m done. There has got to be a better way.

I take the time and space here to share all that with you so you have fuller context for much of what I will say in this book about how the experiences of our lives predispose us and fuel our willingness to subscribe to specific ideas, people, and systems big and small. I also share it with you because I know there are far more of you who suffer through economic strife than our nation and its public conversation acknowledges. What most at the very top do not understand is that economic turmoil eventually becomes emotional suffering, physical pain, and spiritual anguish. Our families and our homes are each precious ecosystems of opinions and ideas, but also of emotions, expectations, dreams, and dollars. It is all related.

I have spent my entire life preparing for the future. Now it’s here. Raise your champagne glass. Holy shit, it is not what I expected. I have used these last years to feel the pain of that delta—between expectation and experience—to mourn, to forgive, and to figure out how I can still have a happy and satisfying life with the remaining time I have on this planet. The answer I have come to is this: I must unsubscribe from anything and everything that is standing in the way of my happiness. Happiness, I have learned, is not that much of a pursuit. When you take the constant quest for it away, sometimes it’s just there waiting. Perhaps we can transform our country, too, by staying off the treadmill, not getting back on. The treadmill goes nowhere. It is a game that cannot be won. The answer is not to run faster. It is to unplug the machine.

Here’s why I unsubscribed, what that really means, what it all looked like, and how you can do it, too. If you want, please do join me.

Welcome to the 2020s. We’re playing a whole new game now.


	
I. I don’t mean to offend. I’ll be sparing with my use of profanity. These are extreme times in the world, and sometimes these words serve to express the fury so many of us feel.








Introduction Relentless


There’s a reason “America runs on Dunkin’.” It’s because we’re all fucking exhausted. If you’re like me, life before the circusI was relentless. In fact, that’s the word I would use when a colleague or friend wanted to meet up. “I wish I could this week,” I would say, “but my schedule is relentless.” If an email went unanswered or if I missed a text, my always anxious apology included a mention of my “relentless calendar.” It worked well. It was guilt-free. I hate lying, and saying “Unfortunately, I’m not available” is a barefaced lie. I am available; I am just overwhelmed. I’m tired. And I haven’t eaten lunch in three days. So, I blamed my schedule, and it never bothered anyone. It was universally understood. Why? Because as Americans, we have this in common: we’re all busy. Busy, busy, busy. “Trust me, I get it” is how most people would reply.

After all, our lives have been relentless for a long time. If we’re not running from a plane or a train to an Uber, we’re fielding calls from a commuter bus or trying to figure out how to log on to the wifi on the subway (it never works) or texting at dinner while our kids fight for our attention. We give them an iPad to keep them occupied while we answer Instagram messages for our Etsy side gig while the Roomba cleans the floor. The stakes seem increasingly higher and higher for every business meeting, deal, conversation, and deadline. We think nothing of scheduling an in-person meeting across town, in “the city,” or in Chicago when we live in New York or Atlanta. We pride ourselves on our United miles, our platinum flight status, our Starwood points, our ability to overcome the silly boundaries of time and space.

Our weekends are a rat race all their own as we dash from brunch to brunch or shuttle our kids from field to field, from one highly recommended college-prep pursuit to the next. Our kids are on the hamster wheel with us, learning to rush and go and hustle and shove a “nutrition” bar down so they don’t miss the bus. Our communities are merely places we moved to, where bigger houses were built with nicer countertops. We’re no longer of them. We seem to be just living in them.

And that’s just for the privileged. For those who can’t fly, drive, and Lyft from commitment to commitment, they walk, run, bike, and bus. Their relentlessness is a sprint from one job to the next. It is a limitless line of angry customers, backed-up food delivery orders, and building maintenance emergencies—the nonstop needs of an entitled public that demands to be served, fed, driven, fixed, watered, and waxed. Their day offers so little time for basic human needs that it is easier to pee in a bottle in a truck than to take a proper break.

Something is wrong here.

The relentlessness is, of course, driven by an economy that is always moving, forced to be constantly growing, ever-expanding—one that is rapidly and exponentially dividing us into only two classes of people in the United States: the rich and the not-rich. (Dare we say it, the poor.) The caffeinated go-go-go benefits the former and abuses the latter; the middle is dwindling fast. Somewhere along the way, the system that lifted millions out of poverty and into the comfortable reclining sectional sofas of the American middle-class suburbs is now the very system that is driving us all mad. We haven’t made any of this sustainable. Instead, we have supercharged it all.

Make no mistake, we are paying a heavy price. In the United States, our levels of happiness and leisure time have fallen. (Surprisingly, those are actually measurable.) So has our life expectancy. Our standing in the world goes up and down like an erratic stock. Our stocks go up and down like an erratic stock. We love to tout that we’re number one, but the data show otherwise. We may have an Alexa in every home (uh, middle-class home), like a proverbial chicken in every pot, but our lives seem to be less fulfilling, our schedules are busier, our families are struggling, and we are working more for less—way less relative to those in most C suites.

Our communities and our country are bearing the brunt of it all—incessant mass shootings (they returned immediately after the height of the circus), skyrocketing levels of depression and mental illness, a nationwide drug epidemic fueled in part by our own pharmaceutical industry, ever-rising racial disunity and discord, and a government and health care system that can neither absorb nor respond well to extended emergency. Security, stability, that which we want or need, always feel just slightly out of reach, so we just keep reaching.

As a nation—and even at our own family dinner tables—we are bitterly divided. We talk of civil war with disturbing ease. We now have states that serve as sanctuaries from other states. In some places in this “home of the brave,” it is dangerous to behave in any way outside the strictest norms. Yes, it’s always been that way to some extent, but I think we can all admit that this is not America in its finest form. It is so bad that no presidential election or political leader can carry the weight of the immense work we have ahead of ourselves as a society to heal, to figure out how to cooperate, to create meaningful progress together. And to protect and renew our greatest resource: the very planet we all inhabit. It is suffering greatly, and we seem to just be sleepwalking toward its demise, half measure by half measure.

These ideas have become laughable, derided as overly earnest—a true measure of just how far off course we really are. In the background, a twenty-four-hour news cycle rages on, as voracious in its search for drama as we are in our hunger for it. Get the popcorn, we joke on social media, shit is about to go down. Social media itself has eroded our interpersonal boundaries, making each of us painfully accessible, open, public, instantly trackable, ever findable. Private life is dead; our own courts are ensuring that. Our cable bill is rising, even though we cut the cord. (How does that work? Brilliantly if you’re not the consumer.) The price of a cocktail in a major metro area is ludicrous; you need to drink at least three to make you forget the bill you’re about to pay. College costs are so outrageous that many in the middle class feel both too rich and too poor to send their kids. And very few of us can afford to buy a home in the very cities in which we grew up.

All of this madness spins on top of a great modern lie: you and I—loving, good, well-meaning humans—we are only worth our follower count, our credit score, and our bank balance. That is our only value.



Yet it is blasphemous, even downright un-American, to ever stop and ask the question on everyone’s mind: Is this really the best way to live? Worse, underneath it all is a powerful current of low-level but insidious fear, a fear we have gotten perfectly comfortable carrying around and making socially acceptable. No one wants to step off the speeding treadmill and live a simpler life because we’re all terribly afraid of being left behind. I know I am. I’m petrified. What will I tell my parents, who have invested so much in me emotionally and financially? My friends from college, who all seem to be winning at life post by post and Christmas card by Christmas card? More important, my younger self—that nerdy, gay class president who wanted and yearned to be successful, to make the world proud?

Daily, we play a massive game of chicken—“you go first.” And we power through it on Lexapro. (At least I did for the longest time.) We see the writing on the wall: the economic divide is no longer a crack; it’s a chasm, and we can only live and breathe on one side of it. There’s a reason the popular Silicon Valley joke is “HFBP”—Have Fun Being Poor. How disgusting. And if we stop for just a second to breathe, to take stock, to step away, or to question any of it, we are somehow ungrateful, even wasteful. If I do one thing right in these pages, it is my greatest hope that I can help us all create a space to do just that: step away and question.

What happened to the promise of the twentieth century? This is where it was all headed? Here? We worked tirelessly to become the most powerful nation in the history of the world so 2 percent of us could have trust funds and the rest could work round-the-clock? We won world wars and stormed the beaches of Normandy so we could gift the world Facetune? So we could stare blankly at the refrigerator at Whole Foods parsing the difference between cage-free, free-range, pasture-raised, farm-raised, and omega-3-vitamin-enhanced eggs? I just want an egg! An egg! We all just want fucking eggs! There are three hundred shootings a month in Chicago, and 38 million people live below the poverty line in this country, and we’re asking voice-controlled AI assistants what types of eggs are the best? We have lost our minds.

How on earth did we get here? What do we do about it?

Let’s take those conversations one at a time.


	
I. I am going to use the word “circus” in place of “pandemic.” Just in case you skipped the preface. Don’t worry, I do it all the time.









PART ONE Subscribed Or, How We Got to This Relentless Place









One A Horse on Speed


This is a tale of two horses. I’m not an equestrian. I just love metaphors. Let me explain.

The narrative we repeat in America, over and over, at every Fourth of July barbecue and in every school pageant, is a simple but powerful one: We, the people, having been overtaxed and underrepresented in the British empire, banded together, rose up, expelled the British, and created a land of opportunity and promise. Why we did it reveals a tension that exists in our country to this day. We were overtaxed is an economic reason. We were tired of sending the king so much of our money. We were underrepresented is a political reason. We had no mechanism to change how the cash flowed. In fact, our Declaration of Independence listed a litany of reasons, on paper, that we were separating from the despotic king. And, of course, “We” refers to the white ruling class—a small group of British men who recruited (and forced) an entire class of laborers to the new world.

Politically, we became American citizens when we declared “We, the people.” Those founding documents established us as a new and unique political community. Our political system was always intended to be revolutionary. We would govern ourselves. No king. What? And we would do it through (representative) democracy. We relished the possibility of building a new nation from the ground up, one in which representation, equality, and egalitarianism were paramount. That is, after all, why the streets of New York City were numbered, not named: so that no one person was considered more important than the rest. Our political system was founded on the premise of the collective we.

Economically, America was not as revolutionary, at first. We took English capitalism—which had developed over centuries—and applied it to our fledgling economy. (In some ways, we married it to a revived feudalism, our plantations resembling the medieval system of lords, serfs, and peasants more so than anything one might call “free.”) The same year we declared our independence, Adam Smith, Scottish economist and philosopher, published The Wealth of Nations, the seminal text that would become the playbook for free-market capitalism, exhaustively referred to—from then till now—as a bible-like blueprint for American success.

This is where things get tricky. The exponential growth of our nation came at great cost to generations of indigenous peoples, enslaved peoples, and laborers. To cover up our sins, we created a powerful mythology (a really good story) that valorized our new legends—cowboys, pioneers, governors, even gangsters—many of whom taught us that our most problematic behaviors and business practices were justified in the righteous “pursuit of happiness” (guaranteed by our founding documents), which in turn created and fueled a unique brand of American capitalism, one based on rugged individualism. The development of that ethos forever bound tragedy with success, pain with money, growth with loss. This new American individualism would be the real revolution. The stage was set for our economic system to develop as an expression of the individual me.

Flash forward two hundred fifty years, and we have become a nation—arguably an empire—of 335 million people (citizens and nationals), in fifty states and commonwealths, a federal district, and five major territories. On the eve of the American Revolution, it is estimated that colonial America was home to only 2.5 million people, including men, women, children, and enslaved peoples (yep, that’s all). Now, that’s the number of people that Walmart alone employs. As societies go, we have grown fast. It is estimated that for nearly two hundred years, we doubled in size every quarter-century. Lightning fast.

Along the way, America has given itself and the world not only the framework for the modern republic, but the cotton gin, the airplane, the automobile, the telephone, the MRI machine, the Post-it, microwaveable popcorn, dental floss, the weed wacker, Wite-Out, and White Claw. We created the very machines that are responsible for just how fast our lives move now, and then linked them all together and called the grand project “the Internet.” (I’m forty-four; I still capitalize Internet.)

From Liberty Bell to Taco Bell, a system driven by the pursuit of happiness has given us significant advances in human progress. It is important to admit, though, that what made our founders happy was not necessarily the same thing that made the masses who came here happy. We can each define happiness for ourselves, but what is common is the freedom in America to pursue it.

For some, the pursuit of happiness was an escape from an oppressive regime. For others, America had food when home had famine. For others, they came for those storied streets paved with gold. Millions of American families—mine included—exist today because one, two, or several of their ancestors came from lands afar where their economic potential was limited.

My own grandfather, Giulio, arrived with little more than a thousand Italian lira in his pocket. What did Giulio really want? Yes, maybe he wanted a car or a swimming pool, but he certainly didn’t want $350 Yeezys, a $1,500 Apple Watch Hermès, or a $106K Range Rover. Countless immigrants came to the States because their native countries were often devastated or in ruin. “Gold” to them was a job and a shot at a peaceful life. It was not a 417-foot pleasure-vessel super-yacht. (Is there something wrong with a 417-foot pleasure-vessel super-yacht? When your company is not paying a fair share of taxes, your workers are striking, and you’re asking to dismantle a historic landmark, it is hard to make the argument that there isn’t. There’s a reason the Dutch planned on pelting eggs at the Bezos boat if the Amazon chairman succeeded in taking down a beloved Rotterdam bridge to get his mega-yacht through.)

It was the ability to earn a living that drew Grandpa Giulio. He came for a chance to have a job and a family and build some semblance of a legacy in this world, because he believed, overtly or not, that earning a living would bring him satisfaction, family would bring him joy, and a legacy would bring him meaning. Being a citizen of the United States meant he could have it all.

I’m not a psychiatrist, but I am a moviemaker, trained in narrative and emotion. I can tell you this: every character—every person in this world—does what they do so that it will make them feel something: accomplished, respected, wanted. Ultimately, loved. Whenever I feel I don’t have as much as I want, I remember Grandpa Giulio, and I wonder what he would think of my life. I have more than he could ever conceive was possible. And I live in a one-bedroom apartment.

We can debate the finer details of these arguments all day long, but what is clear is that America has given generations of newcomers (those, of course, who came freely) an opportunity to honor both me and we. In theory, that is the promise of America: one can pursue their individual desires while contributing to and benefiting from the collective whole.

The tension between our political role—with a focus on that collective—and our economic role—with a focus on the individual—plays out in our lives every day. Do I act in my best interests or in those of my community? Do I use every resource I have to make sure my kid gets ahead or do I play a fairer game? How can I get what I want without being a complete asshole to everyone around me?

It’s like a competition between two horses racing around a track—one thoroughbred named We and another called Me. The competition is fierce. And in twenty-first-century America (what I will call “modern” America) it seems Me horse is ahead, and by a great distance.

Why? Rampant consumerism. It seems our pursuit of happiness has turned capitalism into a ferocious beast we can no longer control. And we have exported that beast to countless nations around the world. Wait, why is the worldwide pursuit of human happiness a problem? It’s not, in theory, but as I am about to argue, it is the exploitation of that pursuit—by very wealthy and powerful forces—that is not only creating the relentlessness of modern life but also threatening human existence on the planet. The United States makes up 5 percent of the world’s population, yet we now use 25 percent of Earth’s resources and create half of the world’s solid waste.



When did we become such voracious consumers? Most would agree it started happening after World War II, as our new position as an international powerhouse opened the window for our system to go into serious overdrive. We started producing more and more as production and technology advanced, and Madison Avenue brilliantly sold the benefits of “more” to our (primarily white) families, as they rushed out to settle the great American suburbs one Electrolux vacuum at a time. The “Mad Men” of the ad business equated consumerism with happiness (much more on that later), and the Me horse broke away from the We horse by some significant lengths. The We horse tried to catch up in the ’60s and ’70s—flower power was, by nature, anticonsumerist—but the ’80s brought us “Greed is Good,” and Reagan’s America was not interested in dulling any of the roar of need, need, need, buy, buy, buy.

Capitalism had built the middle class. Consumerism was its fuel. Socialism was now a foreign evil, associated with the worst actors of World War II. What we tend to gloss over is that there was serious debate before the 1940s about what elements of socialism might best be incorporated into our system to more evenly distribute our growing national wealth. Those conversations, which birthed social security, major public-works projects, and crucial antitrust and bank regulations, were in direct response not only to the stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression but to the wild wealth inequality of the Gilded Age (late 1800s), when capitalism was working well for a very small elite class. The railroad magnates were called “robber barons” for a reason: Americans felt the riches of the time were being stolen from We to enrich Me. Sound familiar? But as war broke out, that conversation about socialism died.

By the 1980s, anything that wasn’t red-white-and-blue capitalist was for commies and pinkos. The promise? Don’t worry. The benefits of all this capitalist prosperity will trickle down to everyone. (They did not.) The upward climb of the white American middle class continued right through the ’90s, the decade of American millionaire-making, and by the end of the last century, our biggest problems—at least, on the surface—were Y2K and a stained dress.

Yes, I skipped a lot, but you get the point.

Then, just a year after the turn of the millennium, it all morphed. Terror came to our doorstep. Our American bubble forever popped. And in the debris of it all, our leaders told us that our patriotic duty was to shop. Less than a week after New York City lost thousands of its citizens—the majority of whom were first in the line of duty—then-mayor Rudy Giuliani held a press conference, during which he implored Americans to “Come here and spend money. Go to a restaurant, a play. You actually might have a better chance at getting tickets to The Producers now,” jokingly referring to the absurd popularity of the Mel Brooks musical before the attacks. Three weeks later, President George W. Bush echoed that message, telling the American people, “We cannot let the terrorists achieve the objective of frightening our nation to the point where we don’t conduct business, where people don’t shop.”

Yes, these speeches were meant to be encouraging, uplifting. They were meant to help us move past our fear. (Some might argue the full speeches were meant to inspire fear.) The intent was for us to get back to living our usual day-to-day. But what did these messages communicate about our values? In the face of the worst national tragedy many alive had ever seen—the only warlike attack on American soil since Pearl Harbor, an attack that had intentionally targeted two buildings representative of our economic power—we were being told that if we wanted to defeat the terrorists, we had to go out and consume. Being consumers would save us. Solace was not to be found in prolonging the incredible acts of citizenship that arose in response to the attacks. It was to be found at the cash register.

Without knowing it, we learned a dangerous collective emotional lesson: when we are most hurting and feel most broken, comfort and healing come from products. (To add insult to injury, years later, at the site of the 9/11 attacks, New York City would build a memorial and underground museum alongside a 350,000- square-foot Westfield shopping mall. Yes, a mall.)

There have been many moments in the history of America when we exalted our economy over all else as that which will heal us, but this one was the most dramatic, at least from my generation’s vantage point. It set the course for all that has come. Because it happened at a critical juncture: the very moment that the Internet took over the world.



It is now a scary cycle at play in the twenty-first-century Internet-driven economy: satisfying our emotional needs is only a click away; we then need to make more money so we can click and buy more things; we click and buy more things to make it all easier because we’re overwhelmed by the pressure we feel to make more money to click and buy more things. We post pictures of those things, and everyone else sees them and wants to click and buy them. Then they click and post pictures of their things. And then, because we all clicked and bought more things, we all need more space to put all those things. So we click and buy bigger houses. And those houses cost more. So we need more money. So we work harder. So we click and buy more things to make it easier. And then we click and post about how #blessed we are. Because having more shit to post about is somehow a blessing from God. Yes, I am aware that I sound like a George Carlin act. Funny how little has changed since Carlin released A Place for My Stuff in 1981.

This rampant consumerism is not your father’s regular ol’ consumerism. It is fueled by digital systems that now transfer information, messages, money, and goods and services at warp speed. That speed has been sold to us as sexy—who doesn’t want a new toy immediately?—but it is driving us apart, fast. In fact, economists now pin much blame for our society’s stark inequality on our tech. In effect, it is technology, when applied to capitalism, that is super-charging our post-9/11 consumption and reversing some of the most important gains of the twentieth century. Click by click, we are undoing a strong middle class. We are undoing a more equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth. We are returning to the extreme social and economic stratification of more than a century ago. The more we buy, the worse it seems to get.

Speed is our first problem. Advanced digital technology—and “fintech” (financial technology)—has made it possible for the market to move at a faster pace than actual human interaction. And because money is now numbers on a digital screen and not actual cold, hard, physical cash—nor a check that requires a stamp, an envelope, and a trip to the post office—money moves up the economic ladder almost instantaneously. To be fair, technology has always hastened production and money has always moved up the ladder. Now, though, it happens with the ease of a click and the speed of blazing- fast Xfinity 10G. Anything we need or want, whatever it is that we desire right now, is available to us. We can transact and “get it” in less time than it takes to fully think about it.

But—and the but is a big one—money coming down that same ladder takes its sweet time. Have you ever tried to get a refund from, say, Citibank or eBay or Name.com? Haha. Have fun. You bought what you bought in nine seconds, but you’ll be issued a refund in three to five business days, if you’re lucky. Or, your refund will come as store credit or a gift card, to guarantee your business, but you’ll forget you have it. You might even be sent a refund check in the mail, that your bank will then take a week to ten days to cash. (It’s the 2020s, and American banks still need ten days to clear a check, as if it were 1972.) Have you ever submitted an invoice to a large company for freelance or vendor services rendered and waited “net 60” or “net 90” to get paid? The institutions and systems that dominate our economy have no need to give you money with the same speed that they make it or take it. And there are few protections in place in our public policy to protect consumers and balance those scales. Scale these practices up, to 335 plus million people, and what we’ve got is advanced digital technology being wielded against consumers (most of the citizens of our country).

It’s not just America’s brands. When you owe the IRS tax money, it comes immediately out of your check. But when the government gives you money, you, dear citizen, have to wait and be patient with the posted processing times. During the circus, stimulus checks from the United States Treasury took nearly two months to make their way from Washington. Granted, it was a national emergency (and one man insisted on having his signature printed on every one of them), but, come on, they already have our checking account numbers. By the winter of 2022, two years later, the Small Business Administration was still processing emergency funds for small-business owners. In May of that year, it abruptly closed its EIDL loan program, its leadership testified to Congress that it had successfully done its job (false), and the agency shut out millions of small-business owners all over the country from critical relief.I You know who wasn’t shut out? America’s major brands.

That’s just the day-to-day home economics of it all. Let’s widen our lens. If wages don’t increase at the same rate that prices do—and these post-circus years have shown us clearly that they do not—money goes up faster than it goes down. You don’t have to be an economist to see it. The price of eggs went up 60 percent in one year. My salary did not. Did yours? If the largest earners pay the smallest tax rates, and the smallest earners pay the largest tax rates, um, again, something is wrong. When too much money goes up the ladder and not enough comes down (or moves around), we have a major problem at our kitchen tables as we try to balance our checkbooks.

All of this is driving the economic and political divide wider and wider. On one side are the wealthy and powerful—on both flanks of the political aisle—well versed in leveraging technology to their benefit, as they do with our financial and legal systems. And on the other side, the rest of us are drowning in debt, ever-mounting paperwork, and painful personal shame that even though we work hard we cannot seem to get ahead.

This is the opposite of trickle-down economics—the fantasy that a robust consumer economy would benefit the common good. I will call it “click-up economics.” Click-up economics supercharges our consumer spending by making our transactions easy, fast, and seamless. It satiates our desires immediately. It sends cash up the economic ladder, fast. It creates all sorts of success at the top, while squeezing wages at almost every other level. It relies on strong stories that can spread quickly through hyper-connected social circles. (We’ll discuss that next. It’s not a mistake Instagram Stories are named as such.) And it uses the power of concentrated capital not only to hike prices but to exert disproportionate control over our political system to keep capital concentrated and not distributed in any way that most would consider fair and just.

We are only twenty years into click-up economics. Can we not admit that we might need to refine how this all works? We seem to have simply accepted that this is forever our way of life.

I should be clear here: I do not believe the answer to America’s modern ills lies in changing our economic system wholesale. Capitalism is a system well worth defending, improving, even reinventing for the twenty-first century. There is a beautiful baby that would die should we throw out the dreckish bathwater. Instead, I believe it is our brand of capitalism that must change—the version, practice, and execution of it—that is what is not working for millions of people. So many millions that it hurts the heart. Capitalism can be a meaningful system in this century if—and only if—we force it to evolve, along the way acknowledging its massive mistakes, reevaluating its purpose, remaking its structures and forms, and rethinking the meaning, place, and value of labor and consumers.

You can call that “socialism” if you want, but that’s too easy an out. There is much to learn from other societies that employ successful social programs to benefit their citizens or that treat food, health, community, work, even sex wildly differently than we do. It is our responsibility to explore how those techniques and policies can improve our way of life and create more equitable outcomes for we, the people. Obsessing about the label serves everyone but us. We need to refine our system so that it rewards hard work and incentivizes success, creates wealth, and shares that prosperity with all of those who contribute to its creation. All without destroying the vibrancy of our collective spaces, our human dignity, and the planet. Yeah, that’s a tall order. But that is the task at hand. This is a new time. It will require new ways.

Love or loathe capitalism, what is clear is that click-up economics is not capitalism as we have known it. Click-up economics relies not only on speed. It relies on an abandonment of limits. That is our second major problem.

Back in the analog days, when transactions (and labor) occurred in real-live human time, at real-live human speed, between real-live humans, our economy could only move as fast as human limits allowed. Humans require shelter, sleep, food, love, and they need to attend their kids’ poetry recitals, go to temple, and iron their clothes for work. Stores had to close for the night. Humans need sleep. Newspapers had only a certain amount of space to print stories. Humans can only hold so much paper in their hands. Wallets showcased about five small family photos encased in protective plastic.

Yes, money still moved up the ladder. Producers made products for less than they sold them for, in order to make a profit. Workers made wages by selling their labor to make the products. (We can argue all day long about whether selling your labor is even kosher or not. Many great super-left thinkers argue that accepting even this element of capitalism is problematic. Put that aside for a second.) Workers put in their hours, goods were produced and sold, and we could climb the socioeconomic ladder by working hard and long, making smart decisions with the money left over after we paid for our essentials, occasionally augmenting our income with the odd side gig. The human brain could still fathom the amount of money at the top and understand the steps it would take to climb.

Even though technology changed the game phase by phase (the Industrial Revolution was, after all, a technological revolution), producers could only make profit in the time that it took to complete production. It was the same on the consumer end. We could consume products and services only in the time it took to complete the transaction and extract the emotional value the sale brought to our life. Because we took time to go buy something or waited for weeks for it to be delivered, we relished it. We were selective. We made choices after careful consideration. We had to choose which five photos to sit on.

Both producing and consuming were tied to limits.

Even as limits expanded, they didn’t break. Consider the shopping cart. A man named Sylvan Goldman, owner of the Humpty Dumpty supermarket chain in Oklahoma, invented the shopping cart one night in 1936. Supermarkets themselves were new (a way to make shopping for varied goods faster) and Goldman wondered how customers might carry more of what Humpty Dumpty was selling. If customers were limited to the basket they could physically hold in their hands, they could only buy what fit inside. The heavier the basket, the fuller it got, the less inclined the customer was to put more in.

Goldman’s big Aha! came one night in his office. It was a eureka moment that would forever change American commerce. He realized that if he took two office folding chairs, changed the height of their seats (one high, one low), and added wheels, shoppers could employ the wheel—Big Tech from 4000 BC—to carry the weight of a much larger basket. Customer purchases were, of course, now limited to the size of this new “shopping cart,” but it beat the hell out of relying on weak little human forearms.

Limits, even as they changed—and in the case of Goldman expanded—kept a pre-Internet system in check. The system had its problems (most definitely), but it at least functioned well enough for us to lift people out of poverty, expand access to opportunity, and export ideas that liberated peoples and hearts. You cannot deny the successes of American capitalism, even if you believe we now exist in a wholly different stage of it or that this new century demands something very different.

Those limits also gave us the real-live human time to hold people accountable should they break the commitments of any given transaction. You could call out lies. You could confront a smarmy salesman. You could ask for a raise because you knew the actual owner of your company. You could see, quite literally, whether the company was doing well or not. And you could effectively beat the bullshit. Or at least beat it back. Trust in the system and faith in one another were (generally) abundant. Yes, exploitation was rampant before fairer labor laws were established, and, yes, we argued and disagreed very forcefully, but a functioning relationship existed among producers and consumers. Working hard made sense. A choice had value. The more expensive houses across the road were only one or two “notches” nicer than ours.



Click-up economics, on the other hand, is a wildly different animal. It does nothing in real-live human time, except purchasing; and with subscriptions and automation—which we are about to discuss in great detail—that step is eliminated, taken out of our human hands, so that it can be disconnected from our petty human limits. It operates on robot time, machine time, algorithm time. Automated time. When transactions are made in automated time, at instant speed, our economy moves faster than real-live humans can move.

As the entire economy plunged in automated time two decades ago, this faster shopping required some changes to Goldman’s chairs on wheels. Goldman’s dial-up counterpart was an e-commerce pioneer named Stephan Schambach, who invented the online shopping cart. Which has no limit. It’s a basket with no bottom. If you held a basket in your hands that had no bottom, you might call it “broken.” And because you can fill this endless basket online, stores never close. Likewise, newspapers broke through their limits. They now have endless pages. Same with that wallet. You no longer need to choose which photos to sit on. You can carry every photo you have ever taken since 2004, and you can share them and send them because you have unlimited data.

Click-up economics has made the world just that: unlimited. If you want to see just how this has all truly warped us, walk into a Verizon store and ask the salesperson if they have unlimited data plans. They will light up like they have discovered the fountain of youth and are offering you a sip. Click-up economics has sold us a very sexy story: unlimited equals good. It means “the future.” It means an endless supply of everything we want.

Because click-up economics feeds—and feeds off—an unlimited digital world, the core event of the economy, the holy handshake, the transaction, is no longer tied to a human limit. Transactions now happen automatically, instantaneously, sometimes simultaneously, often while we are doing something else. Two can happen at once. Or three or four or five. We are, in effect, consuming in our sleep, sometimes literally. We don’t need to make choices when we can have everything and anything with the ease of a click.

And that creates a frightening imbalance between producers and consumers. That imbalance is throwing a very precious ecosystem—not to mention our actual environmental ecosystem—out of whack. Because the transaction uses a robot to consummate the transaction (if you will allow me the sex metaphor), the imbalance grows and grows. And the more tasks that can be automated, from production to customer service to the actual purchase transaction, the more profit producers make. Money moves up the ladder faster and faster. As more producers, companies, and brands consolidate, a process that itself is made faster by digital tools (along with lax antitrust laws and enforcement), the imbalance gets worse and worse.

Workers, on the other hand can only labor as fast as their real-live human bodies allow. We—anyone not already wealthy—can no longer climb the socioeconomic ladder by working harder and longer, because the math falls apart. The money left over after we pay for essentials just isn’t enough as the price of essentials skyrockets. You can’t regulate or control those prices because that’s evil socialism. And the list of what we consider to be essential grows and grows, as we get more and more conditioned not only to need things that we do not, in fact, need but to require luxury. In many cases, it is not we who require it but our systems that do. You need a smartphone to get test results. Or to transfer money if you’re in a bind. You need a car to get to that job interview. Or to get your kids to school. You need health insurance to be admitted to a health care facility so you don’t, ya know, die.

Where does that leave us? The ladder we are all meant to climb is now absurdly tall—in fact, it now has 214 billion steps on it (that’s how much money the world’s richest man has: $214 billion). By comparison, in 2000, that ladder had 60 billion steps. In 1990, it had 16 billion. In 1970, 6 billion. And when this idea of America was birthed, in 1776, it had 42,000 steps (4 million if you adjust for inflation). The wealthiest man in the colonies was Peter Manigault, merchant, lawyer, and banker. Manigault was only £33,000 richer than the poorest American. This is why the progressives are always ranting about increasing wages. A ladder that has more and more steps cannot be climbed if you only take a step or two a day. When you cannot even see the top or fathom its height, it gets harder and harder. I am continually awestruck at how much an actual billion is. If you started to count to a billion right now, how long do you think it would take? Look away from this page and take a guess. It would take you thirty years. To count to 214 billion? Over eight thousand years. A new billionaire was created nearly every day during the circus.

You and I both know what this all feels like. And it doesn’t feel good. This growing imbalance hits everyday Americans—and our checkbooks—like a fucking bomb.



Click-up economics moves lightning fast. And it relies on broken limits. When we say “capitalism is broken,” the breaking is the point. Few at the top want to fix it, because it is the brokenness that most benefits them. Where in all of this does the government fit? You know, the very entity meant to safeguard us? Regulations, antitrust policies, and consumer protections all generally grew more robust as Americans consumed more and more. But when trickle-down economics took over in the ’80s, the prevailing thought was that government should stay out of the market. So, we “deregulated.” We took some of the most important rules away.

Look, I have thrown about three baseballs in my life, but I do understand this: you cannot play a game of baseball without rules. How would anyone know where to run? What constitutes a foul? An error? How would men in striped uniforms and caps know where to even throw the ball? A market needs regulations. They define the rules of the game. Without them, there are no shared agreements. And there is no umpire to stop one team from clobbering the other with a baseball bat. Don’t get lost in the metaphor. The point is this: the government has failed to do its part to design effective policy to deal with the devastating effects click-up economics is having on the American majority. The speed and scale of it all means the government cannot keep up. Regulations are few. Antitrust litigation in an age of mass consolidation is slow. And consumer protections are a joke.

This new alien breed created when you merge capitalism with advanced digital tools is painful, unless you are the direct beneficiary. When the more progressive among us advocate for “human-centered capitalism,” we must reckon with the speed of our economic transactions. And our relationship to limits. We cannot create anything more human centered until we deal with the limits of real-live humans in real-live human time—or at least until we all live, breathe, work, and exist in the same type of time. Everything else is just robots making the rich richer.

After all, how can you win a game you can’t even play? Some of our people don’t know how to download a picture or open an email attachment. Others can’t deposit a check by phone. We have moved our entire economy online seemingly overnight and never gave the majority the tools they need to fully benefit from it. We didn’t forget to do so. It has simply never been advantageous to the most powerful people to empower the most people.

Not only do 200 million Americans not own (or even understand) stocks—a primary instrument of capitalism—but a quarter of the population (80 million people) does not have access to broadband. We can lie to ourselves and say that 84 percent of Americans are digitally literate because they know how to turn on a computer, but do they know how to use a computer to make money as well as they know how to use it to spend money? I think we can all agree the answer is no.

Click-up economics intensifies if the answer is no. And those at the top know this. They know that in their hands they have this magic tool that can generate disgusting amounts of wealth, and they have a very limited window to make as much money as humanly possible before everyone else figures out how to leverage that magic, too. Tim Ferriss tried to help us learn how, teaching us the digital tools that could give us each a “4-Hour Workweek,” but all of modernity shouldn’t rely on one obsessive digital nomad to democratize that knowledge. But we have Etsy and Apple Geniuses. That’s not a responsible answer.



The worst effect of click-up economics is that it has handed our society over to some very big forces. Who are they? The jockeys of Me horse. You can slice them all a few different ways, but for our purposes here, there are the five: Big Tech, Big Brands, Big Banks, Big Media, and, yes, the Big Parties (the political ones). (I’m including Big Pharma and Big Agriculture under Big Brands.) They are each the descendants of thousands of smaller companies, businesses, and ventures that we—and our parents and grandparents—knew well in the twentieth century. Back then, their products and services were sold to us as helpful. They could solve our problems and make our lives easier, cooler, better. We learned to trust them. We grew loyal to them. They became as familiar and comforting as apple pie.

So, as click-up economics took over, we didn’t really notice the massive changes underway. We were just excited we could bank online, shop on our phones, and never pay for news. Their logos modernized, maybe the fonts and brand colors tweaked, but behind the scenes everything was changing. And changing fast. They were consolidating, monopolizing, wiping out their competition, buying up the smaller shops that dared to challenge their industries with new ideas, playing musical chairs with their executives (some of whom we are learning are not the geniuses we thought they were), mastering tax avoidance, rewriting their contracts to exploit digital systems in their favor (thereby screwing artists, craftspeople, vendors, workers, even doctors royally), and creating new efficiencies to make more and more profit. All under the same banners we already trusted and knew well.

These Big Forces got so big because the Internet gave them the tools to scale (to reach millions and billions of customers) and the speed to do it quickly; the government gave them a clear and unobstructed path. Meanwhile, the Internet was connecting us all, fusing our social circles into one big, tightly connected circle, what I will call the “Supercommunity.” Here’s what happened: those with the capital and foresight to monetize our social connectedness stood to gain significantly. The more they spoke to (and sold to) the Supercommunity, the larger they grew. The Big Forces were always governing the landscape, but the Internet gave them a unique opportunity to balloon. Massively.

Now, these businesses are larger than some nations. Wells Fargo now services 70 million customers. That’s more than the population of France. Same with Best Buy. Apple products go to one billion people around the world. That’s one eighth of the world’s population. Anthem Health Care: 49.5 million. CVS: 44 million. (HBO) Max: 50 million. That’s the population of Ukraine or of Sweden, Serbia, and Australia combined.

(This is also why so many of us now feel that it is no longer “okay” to be regular run-of-the-mill successful. That’s not enough. We are not enough. We have to build brands. Empires. We can’t just run a shop. We must take over the world.)

Not only are these companies large, but they are also consolidated. In many industries, only about five or six companies control the majority of market share. That means only about five or six companies make most of the money. This is monopoly capitalism. And we’re right back to the age of the robber barons. The lower the competition, the lower the fight for our every dollar—so prices rise instead of drop. In entertainment, it’s Disney, Paramount, Sony, Universal, and Warner Brothers Discovery. Together, they hold 81 percent of the market. In pharmaceuticals, it’s Roche, Novartis, AbbVie, Johnson & Johnson, Merck, Pfizer, and Bristol-Meyers-Squibb. In groceries and food, it’s Nestlé, PepsiCo, Coca-Cola, General Mills, Kellogg’s, Associated British Foods, Mondelez, Mars, Danone, and Unilever. Same thing in clothes, energy, cable, and the like. We now have four major airline carriers; in 1980, we had twelve. Wall Street has five major banks. That’s it. In any given market in any given industry, we have very few choices. We think we have this incredible multitude of options, but we don’t.

Their systems have become so large, so sophisticated, and so powerful that their cooperation—and interconnected motives—have created a monster we no longer seem to be able to control: the staggering NOISE of modern life.

No one really designed it all this way from scratch. It’s a very strange alchemy of misguided incentives and a superpowered digital world that has monetized our hyper-connectedness. It’s not necessarily some evil cabal. I don’t imagine that there is an elite group maliciously plotting against the American consumer. Yes, for sure, some are designing business models that exploit and abuse. Most certainly. But mostly I imagine executives who socialize in a small bubble, who value their power, and who are following a tradition of constant upward mobility, staying fully subscribed and loyal to the idea that my business must constantly grow. I think it’s important to recognize that they are making decisions that do not serve the public nor the greater good, but without being in the room with them I cannot tell you if those decisions are purposefully malicious. It all comes down to problematic choices and flawed designs that are then scaled to a mind-blowing proportion. We are scaling whatever flaws in moral judgment are built into these systems. And our government is doing too little about it.



That is how we got to this very strange place in America. That’s my diagnosis. Marry a complicated and chaotic economic and political history, pivotal collective traumatic moments, massive changes to the rules of the game, and the explosion of the Internet, and you get a warped new system. Me horse is now on speed, galloping and galloping. Left in the dust, We horse can barely breathe.

Before we look at how these Big Forces work seamlessly together, we have to understand the key to this brave new world. That key emerged sometime around 2010. That’s when the Big Forces figured out a way to use tech to keep that galloping going. Endlessly. That’s when a cute little quirk of late-stage capitalism became the holy grail of click-up economics.


	
I. I know this because I am one of the millions of small-business owners whose application sat in a queue for fourteen months, only to be told that “funding has been exhausted.” It’s not just the funding. It’s us. We’re exhausted by the constant bullshit.
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