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THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

PROLOGUE

A Map Without an Author

"We are the animal that wrote the Goldberg Variations and the Geneva Convention, and
also built the death camps. All of it is equally authentic expression of what we are."

his book attempts something deliberately ambitious and necessarily incomplete: to

hold the whole arc of the human story in a single frame — not to despair at it, but to
understand it. To read it clearly, without the comfort of false optimism or the paralysis
of pure pessimism. The chaos of history can look, from close up, like one damned thing
after another: a senseless churn of war, dynasty, famine, and revolution with no logic
beyond accident. Step back far enough, though, and the noise resolves into pattern. The
patterns are not the product of fate or providence. They are rooted in what we are as a
species — brilliant, tribal, violent, compassionate, and perpetually in tension with
ourselves — and in the physical stage on which we have always had to act.

This is not a conventional history. It does not march through dates and dynasties, every
battle and every name. Most of those details, however absorbing, would obscure rather than
illuminate the thing this book is after. It moves instead through forces, structures, and
recurring machinery — the deep apparatus beneath the surface of events. Its wager is that
the fall of the Roman Republic and the rise of the modern oligarch, the Spanish Civil War and
the neuroscience of the limbic system, the first granary in the Fertile Crescent and the
minting of the world’s first trillionaire, are not separate stories. They are the same story, told
in different centuries with different costumes. The premise, borrowed from a line worth
repeating throughout, is that history rhymes because human nature is constant even as its
instruments change. The instruments grow more powerful with each passing age. The
animal wielding them does not.

The span is the point. We will begin beneath history — in the chemistry of a young planet
that determined which metals a species not yet born would one day forge into plows and
swords — and we will end in the present moment, with its trillionaires and its sedating
screens and its measurable erosion of the institutions that, for a few generations, held the
worst of us in check. Between those poles runs a single continuous thread: the story of how
a clever, dangerous primate organized itself into ever larger and more complex structures of
cooperation, and of why those structures keep collapsing back into familiar shapes. The
hunter-gatherer band, the Sumerian temple granary, the Roman aqueduct, the Bolshevik
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politburo, and the algorithmic feed are all, at bottom, answers to the same handful of ques-
tions: who eats, who decides, who is inside the circle of moral concern and who is outside it,
and what happens when the few accumulate more than the institutions can correct.

The instruments grow more powerful with each age. The animal
wielding them does not.

The title of this book is its argument in miniature. We are the unfinished animal — not in the
sense that we are still evolving toward some perfected form, for our nature is essentially
fixed on any timescale that matters to politics, but in the sense that we are perpetually
capable of far more than we consistently manage to become. The same species produced
Beethoven and the Sermon on the Mount, abolished slavery and decoded its own genome,
drafted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and built the machinery of the Holocaust.
Both capacities are equally real, equally native. The tragedy of history is not that we are
monsters; we are demonstrably capable of better, repeatedly, in many places, under many
conditions. The tragedy is the gap between what we are capable of and what we routinely
produce — and the reliable fact that this gap is exploited, in every era, by those who profit
from keeping it wide.

And it is a story without an author. There is no guiding hand, no providence bending the arc
toward justice, no guarantee written into the structure of the universe that things will come
out well. The story follows the rules of nature and the accumulated weight of human
choices, and nothing else. This is not a counsel of despair. It is the prerequisite for serious-
ness. A person who believes history has an author can afford to be passive, trusting the plot
to resolve. A person who understands there is no author understands that the structures
which constrain our worst impulses were built by human effort, are maintained only by
continued human effort, and will dissolve the moment that effort stops.

Three commitments shape everything that follows. The first is honesty over comfort: where
the flattering version of a story diverges from the evidence, the evidence wins, even when
the evidence is bleak. The second is structure over spectacle: a drought that reshaped a
civilization matters more than a famous duel that changed nothing, and the boring ma-
chinery of institutional design matters more than the charisma of the men who dismantle it.
The third, and the hardest to hold, is a refusal to read the past through the assumptions of
the present. The modern world — with its crisp national borders, its taken-for-granted cat-
egories of “country” and “people,” its conviction that liberal democracy is the natural end-
point of political development — is a very recent and very strange arrangement. Projecting it
backward is the most common error in popular history. Avoiding it is one of this book’s or-
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ganizing aims, because only by seeing how genuinely contingent our present arrangements
are can we understand how fragile they remain.

The architecture of the book follows the logic of that ambition. It moves first through the
long sweep — from the first human journey out of Africa, through the agricultural revolution
that invented hierarchy, the rise and collapse of the first civilizations, the connected world
of antiquity, the long fragmentation after Rome, the violent global integration of the age of
exploration, and the second great pivot of industrialization that created the modern world
and its mass politics. Having traced that arc, it stops the clock and turns to the machinery
itself: what we are as a species, why inequality is the root of nearly every revolution, what
happens when ideology becomes total, how ordinary societies descend into organized atro-
city, and — crucially — what actually works, what produces stable and decent societies over
time, because the historical record on that question is far less contested than our politics
pretends. Only then, with the whole apparatus laid bare, does it turn to the present and the
near future: to the dismantling of the postwar settlement, to the reactionary backlash now
corroding democracies across the world, and to the urgent question of whether we are slid-
ing back toward aristocracy and unaccountable power dressed in twenty-first-century
clothes.

That final question deserves a word here, because it is the one most likely to have brought a
reader to a book like this. The argument advanced in these pages is not that the present is
uniquely doomed. It is something stranger and, in its way, more useful: that what we are
living through — the concentration of wealth into a handful of hands, the fraying of demo-
cratic norms, the seduction of populations through manufactured grievance and engineered
distraction — is, against the backdrop of the whole arc, entirely recognizable. It is not an
aberration. It is the cycle reasserting itself, on schedule, as it always has. That recognition is
neither comfort nor despair. It is orientation. The patterns are real and deep, but they are
not perfectly deterministic; the record shows not a closed circle of eternal return but a
contested spiral, with genuine gains periodically achieved, periodically eroded, and period-
ically recovered at a higher level. Whether the spiral bends upward or downward in our own
moment depends, as it always has, on whether the people alive at the time understand what
they are looking at — and whether understanding it is enough to move them to act.

This is offered, then, not as a final word, for no such word exists, but as a map. A map for
navigating the complexity of living in a world without a guaranteed author or a promised
ending — which is, perhaps, the most that the study of history can honestly offer, and also
the most that it needs to.
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A note on method before we begin. This book is a synthesis, and a synthesis necessarily sim-
plifies. Where it states a death toll, that figure represents a scholarly range compressed for
readability; where it names a cause, it names the deepest structural cause among many
proximate ones; where it draws a pattern across centuries and continents, it is making an
argument, not reciting a consensus. The danger of pattern-seeking is the just-so story — the
seductive narrative that explains too much too cleanly, fitting every fact into a frame it was
designed to confirm. The reader should hold that danger in mind throughout, as the author
has tried to. The defense against it is not to abandon the search for pattern, which would
leave us with nothing but a meaningless heap of events, but to remain honest about the lim-
its of what pattern can prove. The structures described here are real. They are also incom-
plete. That is the condition of any attempt to understand something as vast as the human
past, and it is no reason not to try.
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PART |

Deep Foundations: Stars, Genes, and the First
Journey

"People are the protagonists of history, but the stage was built long before they arrived, and
its dimensions were not negotiable."

B efore there were nations, before there were cities, before there was agriculture, there

were constraints laid down by physics and biology that would shape everything humans
ever built. To begin a human history beneath humanity — in deep time, among bacteria and
dissolved metals — may seem perverse. But some of the most important through-lines in the
story begin not with people but with the chemistry of a planet, and to skip them is to
mistake the actors for the stage.

The Inheritance Before History

Consider iron. The iron that would one day arm Assyrian infantry, frame Roman bridges, and
rise into the skeletons of modern skyscrapers exists in usable abundance because of events
billions of years old. Iron is the most stable atomic nucleus in the universe — the endpoint of
nuclear fusion inside dying stars — so the cosmos is saturated with it. On the early Earth,
that iron lay dissolved in oxygen-free oceans. Then, beginning roughly two and a half billion
years ago, cyanobacteria evolved photosynthesis and began exhaling oxygen as a waste
product. That oxygen bonded with the dissolved iron and precipitated it onto the seafloor in
vast banded layers. The banded iron formations now mined in Australia, Brazil, and the
American Midwest are, in the most literal sense, the fossilized pollution of the first organ-
isms to poison their own atmosphere. Nearly every iron tool and weapon in the whole of hu-
man history was forged from ore that exists because ancient microbes were breathing.

This is the kind of through-line that will recur in different forms throughout this book: a
deep, often invisible cause whose consequences ripple forward across geological and then
historical time. The element silicon would one day conduct electricity well enough to make
modern computation — and therefore the modern attention economy — possible. The reli-
ability of a monsoon, the navigability of a river, the rarity of tin, the latitude of a coastline:
each of these brute physical facts would set the terms within which human ambition was
permitted to operate. The stage came first, and its dimensions were fixed long before any
actor walked onto it. Forgetting this produces a recurrent error — the belief that the un-
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equal fortunes of human societies must reflect some unequal worth or genius of their
peoples, when far more often they reflect the accident of where the rivers, the metals, the
climate belts, and the domesticable species happened to lie.

Out of Africa: The First Globalization

Anatomically modern humans — Homo sapiens — emerged in Africa somewhere between
three hundred thousand and two hundred thousand years ago. The oldest known fossils
come from Jebel Irhoud in Morocco, around three hundred fifteen thousand years old, and
from Omo Kibish in Ethiopia, around two hundred thirty thousand. There was no single
Garden of Eden, no one valley from which all humanity sprang; our origin was a wide, inter-
connected African population, evolving in patches across an entire continent. For the over-
whelming majority of our species’ existence, all of humanity lived in Africa, sharing the
planet with other human species — the Neanderthals of Europe and western Asia, the Den-
isovans scattered across central and eastern Asia, and others we are only beginning to
glimpse in the genetic record.

The decisive dispersal — the one from which every non-African alive today descends — came
surprisingly late, roughly seventy to sixty thousand years ago, across the mouth of the Red
Sea or through the Sinai. The genetic evidence for this is unambiguous and quietly hum-
bling: all non-African populations trace back through a narrow bottleneck to this single
event, which is why human genetic diversity is far greater within Africa than across the en-
tire rest of the world combined. A relatively small band walked out, and their descendants
went on to populate everything else. Every Viking longship, every Chinese dynasty, every
European empire, every Polynesian voyaging canoe descends from that one modest exodus.

What followed was the first globalization — a slow, multi-millennial spread along coastlines
and across continents that prefigures, in its deep logic, every later wave of migration and
conquest. The earliest migrants followed a “beachcomber” route along the southern rim of
Asia: Arabia, then India, then Southeast Asia, living off the rich and forgiving resources of the
shore. They reached Australia astonishingly early, between sixty-five and fifty thousand
years ago — a feat that required deliberate sea crossings of open water, the earliest known
maritime migration in human history, accomplished by people we are accustomed to ima-
gining as primitive. They pushed into central Asia and Europe between fifty and forty thou-
sand years ago, gradually displacing the Neanderthals over thousands of years while also in-
terbreeding with them; most non-Africans still carry between one and four percent
Neanderthal DNA, and the peoples of Melanesia and Aboriginal Australia carry several per-
cent Denisovan DNA. We are, quite literally, hybrids — the surviving branch of a once-bushy
family tree, still carrying fragments of our vanished cousins in every cell.
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The peopling of the Americas came later, by way of the Beringian land bridge and — increas-
ingly favored by the evidence — a Pacific coastal route, with securely dated sites in Chile by
around fourteen and a half thousand years ago and contested sites pointing earlier still. The
very last chapter of the dispersal was the Pacific itself. The Austronesian expansion, launch-
ing ultimately out of Taiwan, crossed thousands of miles of open ocean in outrigger canoes
to settle Hawaii and Rapa Nui roughly a thousand years ago, and finally New Zealand around
seven hundred years ago — the last large habitable landmass on Earth to receive human be-
ings. The chronology is worth pausing on: by the time New Zealand was settled, the
European Middle Ages were well underway, Notre-Dame was already standing, and the
Mongol Empire had risen and begun to fragment. The journey that began on the African sa-
vannah ended on a cold archipelago in the South Pacific only a few centuries before the
printing press.

The Capacity to Adapt

The drivers of all this movement were consistent across the millennia: climate shifts that
opened and closed corridors of livable land, the steady pressure of growing populations, and
— most importantly — the behavioral flexibility that symbolic language and culture made
possible. This last point is the foundational fact of human nature, and it deserves emphasis
because everything else in this book depends on it. Humans did not succeed by adapting to
a single environment, as most species do. They succeeded by adapting the capacity to adapt.
A band of Homo sapiens carried with them a portable toolkit — language, technology, social
cooperation, the ability to accumulate and transmit knowledge across generations — that
could be retuned to desert, rainforest, tundra, or coast within a few lifetimes, without
waiting for the slow machinery of genetic evolution to catch up.

This is why a single species ended up living, by the time history begins, in nearly every ter-
restrial environment on the planet, from the Arctic to the Kalahari. It is also why human
beings are so dangerous, and so creative, and so difficult to govern. The same flexibility that
let us colonize the tundra lets us rationalize atrocity, invent new gods, overthrow old orders,
and convince ourselves that this time the utopia will work. The capacity to adapt is the ca-
pacity to imagine the world otherwise — and the capacity to imagine the world otherwise is
the root of both our liberation and our cruelty. We will return to this double-edged
inheritance again and again.
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE LENS INTRODUCED

Even at this earliest stage, before a single city existed, the geographic logic that will
govern the rest of this book is already faintly visible. The places humans reached first and
most easily — warm coastlines, river corridors, fertile crossroads — would in time become
the most contested real estate on the planet, precisely because they were the most desir-
able and the most accessible. The places that offered isolation — islands, highland plat-
eaus, deep interiors, anything walled off by desert or sea or mountain — would more often
enjoy long stretches of self-determination, not because the peoples who lived there were
gentler or wiser, but because reaching them to conquer them was simply expensive.

The equation, in its crudest form, is this: desirability plus accessibility equals conflict;
isolation buys stability. It is not a law of nature, and it is not destiny — peoples and institu-
tions push against geography constantly, sometimes successfully. But it is the single most
reliable lens this book offers for understanding why the human story unfolded so un-
evenly across the surface of the same planet, why some regions have known near-per-
petual war across millennia while others enjoyed centuries of relative peace. Hold this
equation. It will return, sharpened, in every section that follows, until we gather it up at
the end into a full account of the geography of conflict and peace.

10
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PART IlI

The Great Pivot: Agriculture, Surplus, and the
Birth of Hierarchy

"The transition from foraging to farming was the most consequential decision humanity
never consciously made."

For more than ninety percent of our species' existence, human beings lived as mobile

hunter-gatherers in small bands. Then, beginning around twelve thousand years ago,
something happened independently in at least seven separate places on Earth that would re-
make human life more profoundly than anything until the Industrial Revolution: people
began to farm. The Neolithic Revolution — the shift from foraging to settled agriculture — is
the hinge on which the entire subsequent story turns. Every snapshot of civilization that
follows in this book, from the Sumerian temple to the modern surveillance state, rests on
this single foundation. And the most important thing to understand about it is also the most
counterintuitive: it was not, on the evidence, a straightforward improvement in the human
condition. It was a bargain whose terms we are still paying.

The Independent Invention

The independence of the invention is the remarkable part, and it carries a lesson that will
recur throughout this book about the universality of human patterns. Agriculture arose sep-
arately, with no contact between the inventors, in the Fertile Crescent of the Near East
(wheat and barley, around 9500 BCE), in China (millet in the north, rice in the south), in
Mesoamerica (maize, squash, and beans), in the Andes (potatoes and quinoa), in highland
New Guinea (taro and banana), in sub-Saharan Africa (sorghum and yams), and probably in
eastern North America as well. Human groups separated by oceans and continents, facing
entirely different plants and animals, all crossed the same threshold within a few thousand
years of one another after the last Ice Age ended.

That convergence tells us something profound: the cause was not a single genius or a single
lucky accident but a global shift in conditions. A warming, stabilizing climate made the long-
term investment of farming viable for the first time in the history of the species. When the
environment changed, the same fundamental process unfolded again and again, each popu-
lation in ignorance of the others — the first of many demonstrations in this book that, given
similar conditions, human societies tend to converge on similar solutions. We are far more

1
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alike, across every barrier of geography and race, than the surface variety of our cultures
suggests.

It is tempting to think of agriculture as obvious progress, but the honest verdict is more
ambivalent, and the archaeology is unsentimental. Skeletal evidence shows consistently that
early farmers were often shorter, sicker, and more dentally ravaged than the foragers who
preceded them. They worked longer hours at more monotonous and repetitive labor. They
were newly vulnerable to crop failure and famine in a way that mobile foragers, with their
diverse food sources, were not. And living packed together with domesticated animals, they
were exposed for the first time to the great killing diseases — smallpox, measles, influenza,
tuberculosis — that those animals harbored and that would go on to shape the entire later
history of conquest, as a subsequent chapter will detail.

Farming, in short, did not make individual human lives better. It made them more numerous
and more controllable. A field of grain supports far more people per acre than a foraging
territory ever could, and — this is the decisive fact — grain can be stored, counted, taxed,
and stolen in a way that wild resources cannot. A herd of antelope cannot be locked in a
granary. A patch of ripening wheat can. This single property — that agriculture produces a
storable, seizable surplus — is the seed of almost everything that defines civilization, for
better and for worse, and it deserves to be stated as plainly as possible: the surplus is the
origin of power.

The Surplus and Its Children

Once a society produces more food than its farmers immediately need to survive, a chain of
consequences unspools with near-mechanical reliability, and it unspools the same way
everywhere. The surplus can feed people who do not themselves farm: priests, soldiers, ar-
tisans, administrators, kings. Specialization becomes possible, and with specialization, the
accumulation of skill and knowledge that we recognize as civilization. But the surplus must
be stored, and what is stored must be defended, and what is defended must be controlled —
and so institutions arise to control it. And whoever controls the surplus controls the society.

Here is the deep origin of social hierarchy, the tap-root of a structure that the radical
movements of the twentieth century would rage against and fail to abolish. In a foraging
band, there is little to hoard and nowhere to hoard it; such societies, where we can study
their modern survivals, tend to be fiercely and deliberately egalitarian, equipped with elab-
orate social mechanisms — mockery, shaming, the refusal of deference — that cut down any-
one who grasps for too much status. Agriculture shattered that equality permanently. The
grain store is a physical concentration of power, and the person who controls access to it —

12
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in the name of the gods, or the king, or the common defense — commands the labor and the
loyalty of everyone who depends on it to live.

The evidence for this is written into the very origins of literacy, and it is worth dwelling on
because it punctures a romantic myth. Writing was not invented, in Mesopotamia, to com-
pose poetry or record prayers. It was invented to keep accounts. The earliest clay tablets are
inventories: so many measures of barley, so many head of livestock, so many days of labor
owed. Literacy was born as a technology of control over surplus, a tool of administration
before it was ever a tool of art or thought. The first thing human beings did with the world-
changing invention of writing was count what they owned and what they were owed. That
fact tells you a great deal about what civilization is, beneath its monuments.

From the surplus, then, came the whole apparatus: the city, the state, organized religion,
standing armies, monumental architecture, rigid social class, and — grimly — large-scale
slavery and organized warfare. None of these existed in any developed form among foragers.
All of them followed, within a few thousand years, from the simple decision to plant seeds
and stay in one place. When, in later chapters, we watch revolution after revolution attempt
to abolish hierarchy and produce instead only a new hierarchy wearing different clothes, we
should remember where the impulse they were fighting comes from. It is not a recent cor-
ruption or a removable injustice. Its tap-root runs all the way back to the first granary,
twelve thousand years deep, into the foundations of settled life itself. The question history
poses, over and over, is never whether hierarchy will exist — in any complex society it must
— but whether it can be made accountable, removable, and constrained. That question will
organize much of this book.

13
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE BIRTH OF SOMETHING WORTH TAKING

Agriculture created, for the first time in the human story, wealth worth fighting over that
could not simply get up and walk away. A foraging band possesses little a raider would
want, and can vanish into the landscape at the first sign of trouble. A farming village has
stored grain, fixed fields, irrigation works, and a population that cannot abandon its accu-
mulated investment without starving. The archaeological record duly shows fortifications,
mass graves, weapons caches, and the unmistakable signatures of organized violence pro-
liferating in the wake of agriculture, where among foragers they had been comparatively
rare.

The settled, surplus-producing river valleys that would become the cradles of the first
civilizations were therefore also, and inevitably, the cradles of organized warfare. The
geographic equation introduced in the previous chapter sharpens here into something
with teeth: the most agriculturally productive land was, by definition, the most worth
conquering, which is precisely why the great fertile crossroads of the world — Mesopot-
amia above all — would know so little peace across the millennia that followed. Wealth is a
magnet for violence. The places that grew the most food drew the most armies. This is
not a moral failing of any particular people; it is a structural consequence of the bargain
that agriculture struck, and it will recur in every region this book examines.

14
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PART 111

The First Civilizations and the Geography of
Conflict

"Across a planet of thirty million strangers, the same fundamental processes — surplus,
hierarchy, monument, belief — were unfolding again and again, each in ignorance of the
others."

T o grasp the scale of the early civilized world, start with the population. Around 2000

BCE the entire human species numbered somewhere between twenty-seven and fifty
million people — fewer than live in a single large metropolitan region today. The whole of
humanity would have fit comfortably inside modern California. People clustered in a handful
of river valleys, separated by vast stretches of near-empty land, and isolation was the default
condition of human life. Most people never traveled more than a few days' walk from where
they were born; entire civilizations developed in near-total ignorance of one another's exist-
ence. This is the world in which the first states, the first kings, and the first written laws
appeared — and the striking thing, examined closely, is how similar they were despite never

having met.

Mesopotamia: The Land Between the Rivers

In the floodplains of the Tigris and Euphrates, in what is now Iraq, sat the oldest urban civil-
ization on Earth. And 2000 BCE caught it at a moment of trauma. The Third Dynasty of Ur —
the last great Sumerian empire, a sophisticated bureaucratic state with written law codes,
towering ziggurats, and a centrally managed system of grain redistribution — had just col-
lapsed around 2004 BCE, overrun by Amorites pressing in from the west and Elamites from
the east. Ur itself was sacked and burned. A surviving poet composed the Lament for the De-
struction of Ur, one of the oldest works of grief literature on Earth, mourning a city that the
gods themselves seemed to have abandoned to its enemies.

From the wreckage rose a patchwork of competing city-states — Isin, Larsa, Eshnunna, and
an unremarkable town called Babylon that no one yet suspected would soon rule the region.
This pattern — a unifying power collapsing into competing fragments, which then struggle
among themselves until a new unifier emerges to impose order again — is one we will see
repeat across every civilization in this book, from Egypt to China to Rome to the Islamic ca-
liphates. It is perhaps the most fundamental rhythm in the entire history of states, the polit-

15
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ical equivalent of a heartbeat: integration, overextension, collapse, fragmentation, reunifica-
tion.

Mesopotamian society was steeply hierarchical, in the manner the previous chapter pre-
dicted any surplus-producing society must become. At the top sat the king, the chosen
steward of the city’s patron god; below him the priests and temple administrators who con-
trolled enormous economic resources; then the scribes, who trained for years to master the
wedge-shaped cuneiform script; then free farmers, craftsmen, and merchants; and at the
very bottom, debt-slaves and war captives. The fundamental unit of economic life was the
ration — workers received standardized allocations of barley, oil, and wool — and barley was
simultaneously food, currency, and the basis of the thick beer that nearly everyone drank
daily.

The texture of belief reveals the texture of life. The Mesopotamian gods were not benevolent
protectors watching over their people; they were powerful, capricious, and preoccupied
with their own affairs. Human beings, according to the myths being refined in this era, had
been created for a specific and unflattering purpose: to do the labor the gods were too
weary to perform for themselves. Life was toil; the gods were not your friends; survival was
the only goal. The Epic of Gilgamesh, taking shape in this period, turns on a king’s terror of
death and his ultimate, reluctant acceptance of mortality — a preoccupation that fits a
people who knew their rivers could flood without warning, their harvests could fail, and
their cities could burn, as Ur had burned, leaving only a lament behind.

Egypt: The Gift of the Nile

West of Mesopotamia, along a thin green ribbon threaded through the desert, Egypt around
2000 BCE was emerging from a long period of fragmentation and famine that Egyptians later
called the First Intermediate Period — a time during which central authority had dissolved,
regional warlords had fought one another, and the harvests had collapsed. Around 2055 BCE
the Theban ruler Mentuhotep II reunified the country by force, inaugurating the Middle
Kingdom, a cultural golden age. By 2000 BCE his successors were consolidating that power.
The great pyramids at Giza were already five centuries old — ancient monuments even to
the Egyptians who lived among them, as remote from the Middle Kingdom as the medieval
cathedrals are from us.

Egyptian society was among the most rigidly stratified in the ancient world, and it was held
together by a single overwhelming idea: the pharaoh was not merely a king but a living god,
the earthly guarantor of ma'at, the cosmic order itself. Below him stood the vizier, the high
priests, and the regional governors; then the scribes and artisans; then the vast mass of
farmers; and beneath them, slaves. The annual flood of the Nile was the heartbeat of the
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whole system — predictable, fertile, depositing the black silt that made the valley bloom.
When the flood came on time, Egypt prospered and the divine order was confirmed. When it
failed, the state itself could collapse, as the First Intermediate Period had shown. Belief and
hydrology were two names for the same thing.

The Egyptian preoccupation was not the terror of death, as in Mesopotamia, but its defeat.
The elaborate machinery of mummification and tomb-building was not morbid escapism
but, in its own terms, the most rational long-term investment a person could make, for the
soul’s journey through the afterlife required careful and expensive preparation. In this
period the funerary texts that had once been the exclusive privilege of kings began to spread
to commoners — a quiet democratization of immortality, the afterlife opening its gates a
little wider. For an ordinary farmer, hope meant a good flood, healthy children, enough grain
in the store, and the means to secure a dignified passage to the world beyond.

CONFLICT & STABILITY — WHY EGYPT ENDURED AND MESOPOTAMIA CHURNED

Set Egypt and Mesopotamia side by side and one of this book's central answers comes
sharply into focus. Egypt was geographically protected — flanked by trackless deserts, fed
by a single, supremely predictable river, strung out along a defensible corridor with few
easy approaches for an invader. It enjoyed long centuries of cultural continuity and was,
for most of its history, genuinely difficult to conquer. Mesopotamia, by contrast, was an
open floodplain with no natural defenses whatsoever, sitting astride the routes between
Anatolia, Persia, and Arabia, watered by two unpredictable and frequently destructive
rivers. It was perpetually exposed to invasion and perpetually fragmenting into competing
cities.

The difference in their political fortunes across three thousand years was not a difference
in the character, intelligence, or virtue of Egyptians and Mesopotamians. It was geo-
graphy: the fortress versus the crossroads. Egypt was a fortress, and fortresses endure.
Mesopotamia was a crossroads, and crossroads churn. This single contrast previews the
fate of every region in this book, and it is the first concrete instance of the equation
introduced at the outset — that isolation buys stability while desirability plus accessibility
breeds conflict.

The Indus Valley: The Great Enigma

In what is now Pakistan and northwestern India, the Indus Valley — or Harappan — civiliza-
tion was at or near its peak around 2000 BCE, sprawling across an area larger than Meso-
potamia and Egypt combined. Its great cities, Mohenjo-daro and Harappa, were marvels of
urban planning that would not be matched anywhere on Earth for thousands of years: laid
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out on careful grids, built of standardized fired bricks, equipped with covered drains and
municipal sewage systems, and furnished with great public baths.

And yet the Indus civilization is the great enigma of the ancient world, because we cannot
read its script. We know it traded extensively with Mesopotamia, which called it Meluhha.
We know it produced exquisite craftwork and used standardized weights and measures with
remarkable precision across hundreds of miles. But who ruled it, what its religion taught,
what its language sounded like — all of this remains unknown. Most strikingly of all, archae-
ologists have found no obvious palaces, no monumental royal tombs, no grand imagery of
warrior-kings trampling their enemies, none of the swaggering iconography of power that
drips from every Egyptian and Mesopotamian wall. Some read this absence as evidence of an
unusually egalitarian merchant society; others suspect we simply have not yet found the
centers of power. It stands as a humbling reminder, one worth carrying through the confid-
ent pattern-making of this book: an entire great civilization can leave magnificent ruins and
still keep the secret of its inner life forever.

China, the Steppe, Europe, and the Americas

Across the rest of the world, 2000 BCE found humanity at many different stages of the same
broad journey. In China, along the Yellow River, complex proto-state societies were forming
— the period that Chinese tradition assigns to the legendary Xia dynasty, founded by the
hero Yu the Great, whose claim to legitimacy rested explicitly on having tamed the river’s
catastrophic floods. The link between controlling water and the right to rule would prove
permanent in Chinese civilization, echoing down through every dynasty that followed; the
emperor who could not manage the rivers had forfeited the Mandate of Heaven.

On the Eurasian steppe, in the southern Urals, the Sintashta culture was doing something
whose consequences would echo for millennia: inventing the spoke-wheeled war chariot
and intensively domesticating the horse. These were likely the Proto-Indo-Iranian peoples,
ancestors of both the later Indo-Aryans of India and the Iranians of Persia, part of the vast
Indo-European expansion whose linguistic descendants — Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Persian,
and nearly every modern European tongue — are spoken by billions today. The grasslands
were already, at this early date, doing what they would do for the next three thousand years:
breeding fast, mobile, militarized peoples who would repeatedly reshape the settled world.

In Europe, this was the world of Stonehenge, then in its final phase of construction, raised
by Bell Beaker peoples who were spreading metalworking and who, recent ancient-DNA
studies suggest, had genetically transformed the continent through migration from the
steppe. Outside the Aegean, where the Minoan civilization was beginning to raise its first
palaces on Crete, Europe had no cities, no writing, and no states — only farming villages and
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pastoral clans organized around cattle wealth and warrior prestige. The continent that
would one day dominate the globe was, at this moment, a backwater.

And in the Americas, developing in complete isolation from the Old World, the Norte Chico
civilization on the arid coast of Peru was raising monumental platform mounds and sunken
ceremonial plazas — a complex, hierarchical society arising entirely independently, on its
own schedule, with no contact whatsoever with the river valleys of Eurasia. The simultaneity
is the lesson, and it is one of the most important in this book. Across a planet of thirty
million strangers, the same fundamental processes — surplus, hierarchy, monument, belief,
the concentration of power in the hands of those who controlled the storehouse and
claimed the favor of the gods — were unfolding again and again, each in ignorance of all the
others. Human nature is not a Western thing or an Eastern thing. It is a human thing, and it
builds the same structures wherever it is given a surplus to build them with.

CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE HIDDEN SOVEREIGN OF CLIMATE

A single climate event hangs over this entire period: the 4.2-kiloyear event, a severe and
prolonged drought centered around 2200 BCE whose effects lingered for generations. Its
fingerprints appear across the northern hemisphere, and its consequences were stagger-
ing. It helped destroy the Akkadian Empire, the world's first true empire; it helped end
Egypt's Old Kingdom by starving the Nile floods and ushering in that First Intermediate
Period of famine and fragmentation; and it may have begun the slow destabilization of the
Indus cities.

Behind the political and military narratives of antiquity — the kings and battles and dyn-
asties that fill the chronicles — climate is very often the hidden sovereign, the unacknow-
ledged author of events that contemporaries explained in terms of divine favor or royal
failure. Stability and conflict alike were frequently dictated less by the decisions of rulers
than by the behavior of rainfall. This is a through-line that runs without interruption all
the way to the present day, where a destabilizing climate is once again beginning to re-
shape where human beings can live and what they will be forced to fight over. The oldest
sovereign has not abdicated. We have merely, for a few centuries of unusual climatic
stability, forgotten that it reigns.
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PART 1V

Collapse and Reinvention: Iron, the Alphabet,
and the Axial Turn

"When inherited frameworks fail, individuals are forced to reason from first principles —
and crisis, here as so often, becomes the mother of philosophy."

B etween roughly 1200 and 1150 BCE, nearly every major civilization of the eastern Medi-

terranean collapsed within a single human lifetime. The Mycenaean Greek kingdoms
fell. The Hittite Empire, which had fought Egypt to a standstill at the great battle of Kadesh,
simply vanished, its capital burned and never rebuilt. The wealthy trading city of Ugarit was
destroyed and never reoccupied; a clay tablet found in its ruins, baked hard by the fire that
consumed the city, records a last desperate plea for help against enemies arriving by sea.
Egypt survived but was permanently crippled. Centuries of interconnected, cosmopolitan
Bronze Age civilization — the most complex and tightly woven system the world had yet
produced — went dark almost at once. It is the first great collapse in recorded history, and
understanding why it happened should sound a warning to any complex society, very much
including our own.

The Bronze Age Collapse: A Lesson in Fragility

Why this happened is still debated, and the proximate causes were many: severe regional
drought, mysterious waves of seaborne raiders whom the Egyptians called the “Sea Peoples,’
internal rebellion, earthquakes, the disruption of trade. But beneath the proximate causes
lies a deeper, structural one, and it is the structural cause that makes the episode so unset-
tlingly relevant. The Bronze Age economy ran on bronze, and bronze is an alloy: it requires
both copper, which was relatively common, and tin, which is extraordinarily rare and geo-
graphically concentrated. A mere handful of deposits — in places as distant as Cornwall and
Afghanistan — supplied the entire civilized world. This meant that the whole system, from
palace armies down to kitchen knives, depended on long-distance supply chains running
thousands of miles across multiple political boundaries.

The arrangement was magnificently efficient when it worked and catastrophically brittle
when it did not. A tightly coupled network — one in which every node depends on every
other, with little slack or redundancy — generates enormous prosperity in good times and
propagates failure with terrifying speed in bad ones. When one critical link failed, the
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cascade rippled through the entire interlocked system, and a civilization that had taken cen-
turies to build came apart in a generation. The Bronze Age Collapse is, in effect, a three-
thousand-year-old preview of globalization risk. The same logic that destroyed it — effi-
ciency purchased at the cost of fragility, prosperity made dependent on fragile long-dis-
tance supply chains for a scarce critical resource — applies with uncomfortable directness
to modern semiconductor supply chains, rare-earth mineral dependencies, and just-in-time
global logistics. Complex interdependence generates wealth and vulnerability in equal meas-
ure. It is one of the most important and least comfortable lessons the deep past has to offer
a hyper-connected present that imagines its own networks to be permanent.

The Iron Revolution: Power Made Common

Out of the collapse came a transformation that would democratize violence and redistribute
power everywhere it spread: iron. As discussed in this book’s opening chapter, iron ore is
abundant almost everywhere, unlike scarce tin — the deep legacy of bacterial oxygen and
the banded iron formations laid down billions of years before any human existed to mine
them. The obstacle to using it had always been technical: iron demands far higher furnace
temperatures than bronze, and only through repeated working in charcoal does it absorb
the carbon that turns brittle iron into hard, edge-holding steel. With the tin supply chains
severed by the collapse, the incentive to master this difficult metal intensified sharply, and
by 1000 BCE the knowledge was spreading across the Mediterranean and the Near East.

The political consequence was profound, and it illustrates a theme that will recur whenever
a new technology of violence appears in this book: who controls the means of force shapes
who holds power. Bronze had been a palace resource. Its scarce ingredients were controlled
by kings who monopolized the trade networks and, through them, the capacity to arm sol-
diers. Iron could be smelted by a village blacksmith from local ore and local charcoal. Metal
— and therefore the capacity to make weapons — escaped royal control. This is why the Iron
Age, almost everywhere it arrived, coincided with political fragmentation: smaller, more
competitive states rather than vast centralized palace empires. A monopoly on the means of
violence is far harder to maintain when anyone with a forge and a supply of charcoal can
arm himself. The same dynamic — the diffusion of a once-monopolized capacity, and the
political fragmentation that follows — will appear again with the printing press, with
firearms, and in our own time with the internet.

The Alphabet: Democratizing the Word

A second technology of this turbulent era would prove, in the long run, even more con-
sequential than iron. The Phoenicians — Semitic maritime traders on the coast of modern
Lebanon — spread an invention that had begun among Semitic workers in the Egyptian
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mines: the alphabet. Earlier writing systems, from Egyptian hieroglyphs to Mesopotamian
cuneiform, used hundreds of distinct symbols and required years of specialist training,
which kept literacy a jealous monopoly of palace and temple, a technology of administration
controlled by the powerful. The alphabet reduced writing to roughly two dozen characters
representing sounds rather than words or syllables — a system learnable in weeks rather
than years.

The lineage of these letters is astonishing in its unbroken continuity, and worth tracing
because it collapses four thousand years into a single thread. An Egyptian hieroglyph of an
ox-head, repurposed by Semitic miners as the sound aleph, became the Phoenician letter
that the Greeks borrowed as alpha and that we write today as A. The letter B descends from
a symbol for “house” The Greeks made the decisive addition of vowels; from Greek came
Latin; from Latin, the very script on this page. The same Phoenician root, traveling east
through Aramaic, gave rise to Hebrew, Arabic, and ultimately the scripts of India. The letters
you are reading are simplified Egyptian pictures, filtered through Sinai copper miners nearly
four thousand years ago. And the social effect of this democratization was revolutionary:
writing escaped the scribal class, and a literate public — the precondition for public law, for
philosophy, for scripture that ordinary believers could read for themselves — became pos-
sible for the first time in human history. It is no accident that the next great development
was an explosion of recorded thought.

The Axial Age: When Humanity Turned Inward

Between roughly 800 and 200 BCE, across the breadth of Eurasia, in regions with little or no
contact with one another, the great philosophical and religious traditions of the world
emerged almost simultaneously. The German philosopher Karl Jaspers named this the Axial
Age, and the coincidence remains one of the most striking patterns in all of history. In China,
Confucius and Laozi. In India, the Buddha, Mahavira, and the anonymous sages of the Upan-
ishads. In Persia, Zoroaster. In Israel, the Hebrew prophets. In Greece, the pre-Socratic
philosophers and, soon after, Socrates and Plato. Within a few centuries, humanity invented
the basic categories through which billions of people still understand existence: the moral
self, transcendence, universal ethics, rational inquiry into the nature of things.

Why did it happen, and why then? The causes interlock, and each traces back to the material
transformations already described — a reminder that even the life of the spirit grows from a
foundation of grain and iron. Iron tools cleared more land and produced larger agricultural
surpluses, which fed denser cities, and the city created both the anonymity and the proxim-
ity in which individual reflection — as opposed to unthinking tribal belonging — became
possible and even necessary. Crucially, every Axial civilization was simultaneously experien-
cing the breakdown of an older, more stable order: the Zhou feudal system was dissolving
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into warring states in China, the Vedic sacrificial order was being challenged in India, the
Greek world was convulsed by the struggle between tyranny and democracy, and the
Hebrew kingdoms were being crushed between the millstones of greater empires. When in-
herited frameworks fail, individuals are forced to reason from first principles, and crisis —
here as so often in this book — became the mother of philosophy. Expanding trade networks
carried ideas between thinkers and forced them to defend or abandon their assumptions,
and the new alphabetic writing made it possible to record a thought, return to it, criticize it,
and refine it across generations — the sustained, cumulative self-examination that
philosophy requires.

Consider three of these traditions briefly, because their differences illuminate the age. In
India, the Buddha — born around 563 BCE — diagnosed human suffering as arising from
craving, and offered a path of liberation that explicitly rejected the authority of the priestly
Brahmins and the rigid caste hierarchy; his movement spread not by conquest but along the
trade routes, carried by wandering monks. In China, Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479
BCE, responded to the chaos of a disintegrating feudal order by proposing that society could
be healed through moral cultivation, ritual propriety, and benevolent governance; he died
believing himself a failure, and yet within two centuries his thought had become the operat-
ing system of the Chinese state, a position it would hold for two thousand years. And in
Persia, Zoroaster framed existence as a cosmic struggle between good and evil in which hu-
man moral choices genuinely mattered to the outcome — a vision of linear time, final judg-
ment, and individual moral agency that would flow directly into Judaism during the Babylo-
nian exile and, through Judaism, into Christianity and Islam, shaping the moral imagination
of half the world.

Those thinkers asked, for the first time with systematic rigor, not
merely how to survive but how to live. We have been answering
them ever since.

The Axial Age is the moment humanity’s reflective capacity turned decisively inward. The
questions first posed with rigor in those few centuries — What is real? What is the self?
What does it mean to live well, and to live justly? — remain the questions of philosophy,
religion, and science today. Every subsequent tradition is in some sense a footnote to this
period: not because those thinkers had all the answers, but because they framed all the
questions, and we have not yet thought our way past them.
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Empires of the Era: Assyria and Persia

The political landscape of this age was dominated by two contrasting empires whose differ-
ence embodies a lesson this book will return to repeatedly. The Neo-Assyrians built the most
militarily fearsome state the world had yet seen, pioneering iron-equipped professional
armies, siege engineering, the mass deportation of conquered peoples, and the deliberate,
calculated use of publicized terror — their palace reliefs depict the flaying and impalement
of enemies not as atrocity to be hidden but as official policy to be advertised. They ruled
through fear. And fear has a short half-life. When Assyria finally fell in 612 BCE, it fell with
stunning speed and left behind few mourners; its subject peoples celebrated, and the
Hebrew prophet Nahum sang of the destruction of Nineveh.

The Persians, under Cyrus the Great after 559 BCE, built something different and far more
durable: the first true world empire, stretching from the Aegean to the Indus and governing
perhaps half the human population then alive. Crucially, the Persians ruled by tolerance and
co-optation rather than terror, allowing conquered peoples to keep their religions, their lan-
guages, and their local customs. Cyrus freed the Jews from their Babylonian captivity, an act
remembered with gratitude for millennia and recorded in scripture. The empire was knit to-
gether by genuine innovations in statecraft: the Royal Road with its relay stations of fresh
horses, a standardized coinage, and a system of provincial governors that balanced central
authority against local autonomy. It was a template that Rome would later study and adapt —
an early and powerful demonstration of a principle that recurs throughout this book: that
empires endure longest when they offer their subjects something other than fear.
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — WHY THE NEAR EAST COULD NEVER REST

The deepest reason the Near East — the land that is now Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Israel, and
their neighbors — endured wave after wave of conquest is written in its geography. It is
the great land bridge of the Old World, the only overland connection between Africa,
Europe, and Asia, threaded by the trade routes linking the Mediterranean to Mesopot-
amia, Persia, and the riches beyond. Any power that wished to expand had to pass
through it; any power that managed to hold it controlled the commerce of three contin-
ents.

The Levant in particular was the corridor every empire needed and none could perman-
ently keep. Egyptian, Hittite, Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, Roman, Arab, Turkish,
Crusader, and modern armies have all fought across the same narrow ribbon of ground,
century after century, in an almost unbroken succession. This is the structural answer to
why the region we now associate with the word "Syria" has known so little peace across
the whole of recorded history: it is not the character of the people but the position of the
place. A crossroads is, by its very definition, a place everyone wants and no one is allowed
to keep — and the price of occupying the most valuable real estate on Earth is to be
fought over, forever, by everyone who wants to reach what lies on the other side.
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PART V

The Connected World and the Machinery of
Empire

"For the first time, a single thought could travel from one end of the known world to the
other. So could an army, a coin, a plague, and a god."

y the turn of the era, something genuinely new existed in the world. For the first time in

history, Eurasia was connected end to end by functioning networks of trade and com-
munication, and four great powers — Rome on the Mediterranean, Parthian Persia in the
middle, the Kushan Empire astride the mountains, and Han China at the far eastern end —
sat along its length, each comparable in population and sophistication, and each almost en-
tirely ignorant of the true nature of the others. A merchant in Alexandria around the year
zero could buy Indian pepper, listen to Greek philosophy, and worship in a Persian mystery
cult; the world, for the educated and the wealthy, had begun for the first time to feel as
though it were converging. The instruments of connection were new. The animal using
them, and the uses it found, were not.

The Silk Road as a Nervous System

The Silk Road was never a road. It was a braided web of overland routes running some seven
thousand miles from the Han capital westward through the oasis cities of Central Asia and
across Persia to the Mediterranean, and it carried far more than the silk that gave it its later
name. Along it moved technologies, religions, diseases, and ideas between civilizations that
had developed, until then, in near-total isolation from one another. Its existence rested on
brute geographic fact. The collision of the Indian subcontinent with Asia, tens of millions of
years before any human walked, had thrown up the Himalayas, and those mountains blocked
direct east-west passage and funneled all trade through the Central Asian corridor; mean-
while the continuous Eurasian steppe, a single grassland highway running unbroken from
Hungary to Manchuria, allowed horse-borne peoples to move goods and ideas along the
spine of the continent. The desire to control this lucrative traffic in luxuries would shape the
geopolitics of the Old World for fifteen hundred years. It is the direct ancestor of the spice
trade, of the Age of Exploration, and ultimately of globalization itself — and, as a later
chapter will show, the same routes that carried prosperity would one day carry the deadliest
pandemic in recorded history along their length.
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Rome: From City-State to Accidental Empire

Rome’s trajectory in this period is the clearest case study this book offers of how political
forms transform under pressure, and it begins with a fact the romantic version obscures:
Rome was, for most of its history, a city-state, no different in kind from Athens or Sparta.
For four centuries it was one city among many competing in Italy, governed after 509 BCE as
a republic of elected magistrates and an aristocratic Senate. It was not built to rule an
empire. It was built to govern a city and its surrounding farmland. Then conquest happened
almost by accident — victory over rival Italian cities, then over Carthage in the epic Punic
Wars, then over the Greek kingdoms of the east — and left Rome holding territories its city-
state institutions could not absorb. The contradiction tore the Republic apart across the first
century BCE. The fatal flaw, identified clearly at the time, was that military reform had
created professional armies loyal to their generals rather than to the state; once a com-
mander could march his legions on Rome itself, as Sulla first did and Caesar made famous at
the Rubicon, the Republic’s constitutional safeguards meant nothing.

The resolution was the work of Caesar’s heir, Octavian, who after his final victory in 31 BCE
solved the problem with a brilliant fiction. Taking the name Augustus and the modest title of
princeps — “first citizen” — he preserved the outward forms of the Republic while concen-
trating all real power in his own hands. The Senate still met, magistrates were still elected,
but Augustus controlled the armies, the treasury, and the provinces that mattered. It was
monarchy wearing republican clothing, and the disguise was the entire point: Romans could
accept one-man rule so long as it did not call itself kingship. The arrangement bought two
centuries of relative internal peace and stands as one of history’s most successful exercises
in the management of power through symbolism. It is worth holding in mind, because a ver-
sion of the same maneuver — the preservation of democratic forms drained of democratic
substance — will recur, with chilling precision, in our own age.

What allowed Rome’s empire to endure where others fragmented was not the genius of its
generals but the unglamorous machinery of administration and engineering. The Romans
built some four hundred thousand kilometers of roads, surveyed so well that the routes still
underlie the highways of Europe; they invented a volcanic concrete durable enough that the
unreinforced dome of the Pantheon stands after nineteen centuries; they built aqueducts
delivering over a million cubic meters of fresh water daily to the capital, with sewers and
public baths constituting a system of urban public health unmatched in the West until the
nineteenth century. When that infrastructure collapsed with the empire, urban health and
life expectancy in former Roman lands measurably declined — one of history’s clearest
demonstrations of what infrastructure is actually worth.
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A World Religion Born Under Occupation

In a small, turbulent corner of the Roman east, a development was underway whose con-
sequences would dwarf the political dramas of the age. Judea around the year zero was a so-
ciety under extreme stress: a proud monotheistic people living under pagan imperial occu-
pation, their faith straining to explain why God permitted foreign domination of His chosen
land. Into this ferment came Jesus of Nazareth, a Galilean Jew working within the prophetic
tradition but with an emphasis that was, in the context of an empire organized around
power and hierarchy, quietly subversive — that the meek were blessed and the mighty would
be brought low. His execution by crucifixion, the standard Roman punishment for the lowest
classes and for rebels, was entirely routine. What was not routine was his followers’ re-
sponse: the claim that this humiliating death was not a defeat but a cosmic redemption.

Christianity did not simply emerge from Judaism; it was the product of a unique collision of
through-lines. Jewish theology supplied the framework; Greek philosophy supplied the con-
ceptual vocabulary; Roman roads and the Roman peace supplied the channels along which it
spread, carried in the common Greek tongue by figures like Paul of Tarsus, who made the
decisive move of detaching the faith from Jewish ethnic identity and offering it to all human-
ity; and the Axial Age’s invention of the individual soul supplied an audience already primed
for a message of personal salvation. The religion is a palimpsest of the preceding five centur-
ies — a vivid demonstration of how the deepest historical through-lines can converge to
produce something genuinely new.

The Other World Empire: Han China

At the far end of the Silk Road sat Rome’s near-twin, the Han Dynasty, comparable in popu-
lation, territorial extent, and administrative sophistication, yet knowing almost nothing of its
Mediterranean counterpart. The two were parallel experiments in sustaining civilization at
continental scale, and they drew strikingly different conclusions from the same problems.
The Han’s most consequential inventions were technological: it produced cast iron and steel
through techniques Europe would not match for a thousand years; it standardized the
crossbow with interchangeable bronze trigger components, anticipating the principle of in-
terchangeable manufacture that the West would not formalize until its own industrial dawn;
and it invented paper, cheap and abundant, the substrate on which its vast documentary
bureaucracy depended. When papermaking eventually reached the Islamic world and then
Europe, it would become the indispensable medium of every book, every law, and every idea
that shaped the modern world.

The Han’s deepest institutional innovation was the principle of a merit-based civil service —
the idea that government posts should be filled by men educated in the classics and selected
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by examination rather than by birth. In practice only the comfortable could afford the edu-
cation, but the principle broke the hereditary aristocracy’s monopoly on governance in a
way Rome never managed. Refined over later dynasties, this examination system would gov-
ern China into the twentieth century and would eventually serve as a model for the profes-
sional bureaucracies of the modern world. Confucian governance is, in this sense, the
hidden ancestor of every modern civil service.

The Permanent Problem of Empire

Empires — Rome, Han, Persia, and the rest — were the dramatic exceptions in the human
story, not the rule, and they all wrestled with the same structural contradiction: the center
produces order, the periphery resists it, and the periphery is always larger than the center.
Every empire expanded until the cost of administering the next unit of territory exceeded
what that territory could yield, and there it stopped, overextended, its frontiers expensive to
defend and its distant commanders accumulating the local power that would one day let
them break away. Communication was the binding constraint throughout. An order that
took weeks to travel could not manage a crisis, so local authority grew until it rivaled the
center, and the recurring arc — expansion, overextension, reliance on strongmen, fragment-
ation, collapse, occasional reconsolidation — repeated across every civilization. The empires
that lasted longest were those, like Persia and Rome at their best, that ruled through co-
optation rather than fear and invested in the roads and shared law that compressed the
effective distance across their territory.
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — TWO EMPIRES, TWO FATES

Rome and Han China invite this book's central comparison. Both were vast empires; both
eventually collapsed. But China would reconstitute itself again and again across two thou-
sand years, while the Roman west, once shattered, never reunified at all. The reasons are
largely structural and geographic. China's agricultural heartland is a relatively open,
riverine plain with no great internal barriers — control the rivers and you control the
whole, and no region can hold out indefinitely against a determined center. Europe is
fractured by mountains, peninsulas, and the sea into natural defensive compartments
where smaller powers could always survive.

To that geography China added unifying cultural technologies: a writing system legible
across mutually unintelligible spoken languages, a meritocratic bureaucracy loyal to the
imperial idea rather than to any region, and the ideology of the Mandate of Heaven, which
framed unity as the natural order and fragmentation as mere temporary disorder to be
corrected. Europe possessed no comparable unifying ideology after Rome, and so its frag-
mentation became permanent. This contrast — China's recurring reunification against
Europe's enduring division — is one of the great structural facts of world history, and it is
rooted far more in terrain and institutions than in any difference in the character of
either people.
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PART VI

The Invisible Hand of Disease

"More history has been made by microbes than by generals — and almost none of it was
intended by anyone at all.”

N o force has shaped human history more decisively while receiving less attention in the

popular imagination than infectious disease. It is the great unintended actor in the
human story — a player with no army, no ideology, and no ambition, which has nonetheless
toppled empires, opened continents to conquest, and redrawn the map of the species more
than once. And it was born, like so much else in this book, from the agricultural bargain. The
same revolution that built civilization created its great vulnerability: dense human popula-
tions living in permanent close contact with domesticated animals, which served as the
reservoirs for the pathogens that crossed into humans and then spread through crowded
cities. Civilization and epidemic disease were born together, twins of the granary, and they
have never since been separated.

The Pattern Across the Centuries

The pattern recurs across the whole of recorded history, and in each instance the microbe
accomplished what no general could. The Antonine Plague of the second century, probably
smallpox carried home by Roman armies returning from the east, killed perhaps a tenth of
the empire’s population and helped bring an end to Rome’s golden age. The Plague of Justini-
an in 541 — the first recorded pandemic of bubonic plague — killed tens of millions and
fatally weakened the Byzantine Empire at the precise moment it seemed poised to reunify
the Roman world, arguably clearing the path a century later for the explosive expansion of
Islam out of Arabia. The Black Death of the fourteenth century, traveling the Mongol trade
routes from Central Asia into Europe, killed a third or more of Europe’s population in a
handful of years. And here the unintended consequences ran in a direction no one could
have designed: by annihilating so much of the labor force, the plague made surviving work-
ers scarce and therefore valuable, shattering the rigidities of the feudal labor system, lifting
wages, and helping to dissolve the bonds of serfdom. The catastrophe that killed a third of a
continent may also have helped open the path to the Renaissance and to wage labor itself.
There is a grim lesson in this that recurs throughout the human story: the same event can
be both a catastrophe and a liberation, depending on whether one counts the dead or the
survivors.
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The Great Dying

The most consequential episode of all came with European contact with the Americas, and it
is the clearest demonstration in all of history of disease as the decisive agent of conquest.
When Europeans crossed the Atlantic at the end of the fifteenth century, they carried with
them the accumulated pathogen load of the Old World — smallpox, measles, influenza,
typhus — diseases bred over thousands of years in dense populations living alongside the
cattle, pigs, and fowl that the Old World possessed in abundance and the New World almost
entirely lacked. The peoples of the Americas, descended from the small bands who had
crossed the Beringian land bridge in the deep past and isolated ever since, had no exposure
and no inherited resistance whatsoever. The result was the most catastrophic demographic
collapse in recorded human history. Across the century and a half after contact, the indigen-
ous population of the Americas fell by an estimated ninety percent, the great majority of
those deaths caused not by the sword but by the invisible armies of disease that ran ahead of
the conquistadors, often depopulating regions before any European had set eyes on them.

This is the single most important fact for understanding how a few hundred Spaniards could
topple empires of millions. The Aztec and Inca states did not fall because Europeans were
braver or cleverer or because their gods were stronger; they fell, in very large part, because
smallpox and its companions had already gutted their populations, killing emperors and
generals, shattering the chains of command, and convincing the survivors that their own
gods had abandoned them. Conquest followed collapse; it did not cause it. To imagine the
European conquest of the Americas as a tale of martial heroism is to mistake the mopping-
up for the battle. The battle was fought and lost by microbes, on behalf of a continent that
did not know it was fighting.

The conquest of the Americas was not won by the sword. It was
won by smallpox, on behalf of armies that never knew they had
enlisted.

Disease and the Shape of the Modern World

The consequences ran on for centuries. The demographic catastrophe in the Americas cre-
ated the labor vacuum that the Atlantic slave trade would be summoned to fill — a connec-
tion a later chapter will follow in full — so that the deadliest epidemic in history is directly
upstream of the greatest forced migration in history. The diseases that crippled tropical
regions, malaria and yellow fever above all, would shape the patterns of European coloniza-
tion for centuries, determining where settlers could thrive and where they could only ex-
tract. Even now, in an age that imagines itself to have mastered the microbial world, a single
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novel virus can halt the global economy, kill millions, and reshape politics across the planet
within a year — a reminder that the oldest unintended actor in the human drama has not left
the stage, and never will. We are, for all our instruments, still the same vulnerable animal
packed into the same crowded settlements, and the pathogens that the granary first invited
in are still among us.

CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE GEOGRAPHY OF IMMUNITY

Disease redrew the map of conflict and stability according to a logic that had nothing to
do with the virtue or genius of any people. The decisive variable was the depth of a popu-
lation's prior exposure — its inherited immunity, accumulated across millennia of living
alongside domesticated animals in dense settlements. Eurasia and North Africa, the great
reservoir of crowd diseases and of the partial resistance that long exposure breeds, held a
biological weapon they did not know they possessed and could not have designed. When
that reservoir was carried across the oceans, it became the most lethal instrument of
conquest in history, clearing the Americas and parts of the Pacific for settlement far more
efficiently than any army could.

The bitter symmetry is that this advantage was not earned. It was the accidental dividend
of the same agricultural bargain that had also made Old World populations sicker, short-
er-lived, and more vulnerable to famine. A people did not survive contact because it was
stronger or wiser; it survived because its ancestors had already paid, in centuries of
plague, the price of immunity. Here the deep logic of this book reasserts itself in its
starkest form: the unequal fortunes of human societies reflect, far more often than we are
comfortable admitting, the accidents of biology and geography rather than any difference
in the worth of the peoples involved.
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PART VII

Fragmentation and Faith: Feudalism, Islam,
and the Mongol Hinge

"When the scale of empire collapses, power does not vanish. It falls to earth and shatters
into a thousand local pieces, each one a fragment of the whole."

he fall of Rome was not an event but a process, and a slow one — a fading that took cen-

turies, in which the western empire did not so much die as gradually cease to function,
its taxes uncollected, its roads unrepaired, its long-distance trade contracting, its cities
shrinking, until at last the abstraction of imperial authority dissolved into the concrete
reality of whoever could defend a given patch of ground. What replaced it was not chaos,
exactly, but a return to a far older and more natural human scale. When the machinery that
had sustained civilization at continental size broke down, power fell to earth and fragmented
into countless local pieces, and out of that fragmentation arose the system we call feudalism
— not a plan, but the logical equilibrium that emerges when central authority fails and
security must be purchased locally.

The Logic of Feudalism

Feudalism is best understood not as a peculiar medieval institution but as the default condi-
tion to which complex societies revert when the binding constraint of communication tight-
ens and the center can no longer project order to the periphery. In a world where an army
could not be commanded from two hundred miles away, where a tax could not reliably be
collected across a province, and where the roads that had once carried imperial authority
had crumbled, the only durable unit of power was the local one: a strongman with a fortified
position, a band of armed retainers, and control over the peasants who worked the sur-
rounding land and who, in exchange for protection, owed him their labor and their obedi-
ence. Multiply that arrangement across a continent, organize it into a hierarchy of personal
oaths — vassal to lord, lord to king — and you have feudal Europe. It was a system held to-
gether not by abstract institutions but by personal, oath-bound, often religiously sanctioned
bonds of loyalty, the same human-scale glue that had bound every kingdom before the rise
of empire and would bind many after its fall. The lesson, which this book will return to, is
that political form follows technology: the localism of the Middle Ages was not a moral fail-

34



THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

ure or a civilizational dark age but the appropriate response to the communication and
military constraints of its time.

The Church as the Ghost of Empire

Through the long fragmentation, one institution preserved a thread of continuity across the
wreckage of Roman power: the Church. As the western empire dissolved, the Roman Cathol-
ic Church inherited much of its administrative apparatus, its Latin language, its sense of
universal reach, and even its organizational map — bishops seated in the old Roman cities, a
pontiff in Rome itself claiming a supremacy that echoed the emperors’. It became, in a mem-
orable sense, the ghost of the Roman Empire, sitting crowned upon the grave thereof. This
was not merely a matter of belief. In the medieval world, religion was never simply belief; it
was governance, law, welfare, literacy, and legitimacy all at once — the only pan-European
institution in a continent of fragmented local powers, the keeper of records and learning,
the arbiter of kings. The centuries-long struggle between popes claiming spiritual suprem-
acy and monarchs claiming a divine right to rule their own realms would drive European
politics until the Reformation, and the tension it embodied — between sacred and secular
authority, between a universal moral claim and the particular power of the state — remains
visible in the world’s politics today.

The Islamic World and the House of Wisdom

While Western Europe fragmented, the Islamic world followed a path at once more unified
and more cosmopolitan. Beginning in the seventh century, Islam expanded with astonishing
speed out of Arabia across the Near East, Persia, Egypt, North Africa, Spain, and Central Asia,
fusing political and religious authority in the single office of the Caliphate. At its height
under the Abbasids, centered on Baghdad, it presided over one of history’s great intellectual
flowerings. The House of Wisdom in Baghdad preserved and extended Greek philosophy,
mathematics, and medicine at a time when much of that learning had been lost in the Latin
West — a debt the European Renaissance would later repay by rediscovering those texts
through Arabic translations. The very words algebra and algorithm descend from the name
and work of the Persian scholar al-Khwarizmi; the medical encyclopedia of Avicenna was
studied in European universities for six centuries. Yet the Caliphate followed the same arc as
every empire in this book: real power fragmented to regional dynasties while the caliph
dwindled to a figurehead, and the Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258 ended even that fiction.
Thereafter the Islamic world was a patchwork of competing sultanates, never again politic-
ally unified — though a shared law, the Arabic language of scholarship, and the annual pil-
grimage to Mecca maintained a cultural coherence that transcended political division.
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The Forgotten Heart of the World

It is worth pausing on Central Asia, because it is among the most misunderstood regions in
popular history, imagined as a remote backwater when it was, for most of recorded history,
one of the most strategically central places on Earth. The misperception is partly an artifact
of the modern map: the five “-stan” countries are a Soviet administrative invention, not a
coherent historical unit, and lumping them together obscures a sharp internal divide. The
southern oases — the heartland of modern Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan — were
Silk Road civilization at its richest, and Samarkand and Bukhara were among the great cities
of the medieval world. This was the homeland of an astonishing concentration of intellect
during the Islamic Golden Age and the seat of the later Timurid Renaissance, where the con-
queror Timur’s grandson Ulugh Beg built one of the finest astronomical observatories of the
pre-telescopic age. The open steppe of the north — modern Kazakhstan and the high moun-
tains of Kyrgyzstan — was a different world entirely, one where geography genuinely did
limit dense urban civilization, since grassland supports mobile pastoral nomadism but not
the agricultural surplus that cities require. These lands produced not great cities but great
nomadic confederacies: Scythians, Huns, Turks, Mongols. The lesson is that “backwater” is
precisely the wrong frame. The steppe was not empty; it was a highway, and a wellspring of
the mounted peoples who would repeatedly reshape the settled world.

The Mongols: The Hinge of the Old World

No political event between Rome and the modern era was more consequential than the
Mongol Empire. Erupting out of the steppe under Genghis Khan after 1206, the Mongols
built the largest contiguous land empire in history within a single human lifetime. The cost
was staggering — perhaps thirty to forty million dead, with the irrigated agricultural societ-
ies of Central Asia and Persia so thoroughly devastated that some regions, their ancient and
delicate irrigation systems destroyed, never fully recovered. The annihilation of cities like
Merv was total. This is a sobering instance of a recurring truth: some damage, when it
strikes the fragile infrastructure on which a civilization depends, becomes effectively
permanent, unrecoverable on any human timescale.

And yet the same conquest produced, paradoxically, the Pax Mongolica — a period of unpre-
cedented safety along the trade routes of a now-unified Eurasia, during which goods, tech-
nologies, and ideas flowed across the continent more freely than ever before. This exchange
carried gunpowder, paper, and printing westward toward Europe, helping to seed the very
transformations that would launch Europe’s later global expansion. It also, less happily, gave
the Black Death its highway, carrying the plague from Asia into Europe in the 1340s. The
Mongol moment thus embodies this book’s deepest theme as starkly as any episode in the
human record: the forces that connect humanity carry catastrophe and creation along the
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same roads, and the consequences of a single upheaval can run in opposite directions at
once.

CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE STEPPE AS PERENNIAL DISRUPTOR

For three thousand years, the Eurasian steppe was the great wild card of Old World his-
tory — a grassland corridor that bred mobile, horse-borne military powers capable of
striking in any direction against the settled civilizations on its edges. China built and
rebuilt the Great Wall against them; Rome and Persia fought them on their frontiers; India
was repeatedly invaded through the mountain passes by steppe-descended conquerors.
The settled, wealthy crossroads civilizations were perpetually vulnerable to these nomad-
ic powers precisely because they were settled and wealthy: they had everything worth
taking, and they could not move out of the way.

The steppe peoples were not a barrier between civilizations but the connective and dis-
ruptive tissue between them — the same routes serving as artery and invasion path by
turns. The rhythm of their incursions is one of the master patterns of Eurasian history,
and it sharpens the equation this book has carried from the beginning: the most desirable
and accessible land draws the most violence, and a settled population's very prosperity is
what marks it as prey. Mobility was the steppe's weapon, and immobility was the city's
wealth and its weakness at once.
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PART VIII

The Other Half of the World: The Americas
and Africa

"Given a surplus and time enough, the human animal builds the same things everywhere:
cities, kings, monuments, and gods. The proof is written on continents that never knew the
others existed."

he story told so far has leaned, as most world histories do, toward Eurasia — not be-

cause the rest of the world was idle, but because Eurasia's interconnected landmass, its
abundance of domesticable plants and animals, and its east-west axis allowed innovations to
spread and accumulate faster than anywhere else. But the civilizations of the Americas and
sub-Saharan Africa followed the same fundamental human patterns — surplus, hierarchy,
monument, belief, state-building — on their own schedules and with their own genius, and
they deserve far more than the footnote they usually receive. They are, in fact, the most
powerful evidence this book can offer for its central anthropological claim: that human
nature is not a Western thing or an Eastern thing but a human thing, building the same
structures wherever it is given a surplus to build them with, even on continents sealed off
from all the others since the Ice Age.

The Americas: Civilization in Isolation

In complete isolation from the Old World, the peoples of the Americas built sophisticated
civilizations from the same raw materials of agriculture and surplus. In Mesoamerica, the
Olmec laid down a cultural template — monumental sculpture, a ritual ballgame, calendar
systems, and a pantheon of gods — that later civilizations inherited. The Maya, in their
Classic period, developed a fully literate civilization of competing city-states with astronom-
ical knowledge and mathematical concepts, including a sophisticated and independent use
of zero, that rivaled anything in the contemporary Old World. Later, the Aztec built a tribute
empire of remarkable administrative reach centered on Tenochtitlan, one of the largest cit-
ies on the planet, and in the Andes the Inca knit together a vast mountain empire with an
extraordinary road system, terraced agriculture, and a record-keeping technology of
knotted cords called quipu — all of it accomplished without the wheel, without a writing
system in the Old World sense, and without draft animals beyond the llama.
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These achievements are all the more striking for the constraints under which they were
won. The Americas had few domesticable large animals — no horses, no cattle, no oxen —
which meant no animal-powered plowing, transport, or warfare, and, fatefully, far fewer of
the animal-borne diseases that would later make Old World pathogens so catastrophically
lethal to American populations. The civilizations of the New World demonstrate that the
deep patterns of human social organization are genuinely universal: given surplus, humans
everywhere build hierarchy, cities, monuments, states, and gods, regardless of whether they
have ever heard of anyone else doing the same. The same machinery that rose in Sumer
rose, independently and on its own timetable, on a hemisphere that did not know Sumer ex-
isted.

Africa: Kingdoms, Gold, and the Bantu Tide

Sub-Saharan Africa, too, built powerful states, most often centered on the control of trade.
In West Africa, the successive empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai grew immensely wealthy
on the trans-Saharan trade in gold and salt. Mali’s fourteenth-century ruler Mansa Musa, on
his pilgrimage to Mecca, reportedly distributed so much gold along his route through Egypt
that he depressed its value there for years afterward — a single traveler’s generosity disrupt-
ing the economy of a distant kingdom — and his city of Timbuktu became a renowned cen-
ter of Islamic scholarship, its libraries and universities drawing scholars from across the
Muslim world. In the south, Great Zimbabwe raised monumental stone architecture, its
massive dry-stone walls so impressive that later European colonizers refused, on racist
grounds, to believe Africans had built them. Along the East African coast, the Swahili city-
states grew rich on Indian Ocean commerce, their culture a fusion of African and Arab influ-
ences carried on the same monsoon winds that had once linked Rome to India.

Underlying all of this was one of the slowest and most profound demographic transforma-
tions in human history: the Bantu expansion. Over several thousand years, Bantu-speaking
agricultural peoples spread out from West Africa across the southern half of the continent,
carrying farming and, later, iron-working with them, gradually absorbing or displacing the
hunter-gatherer populations who had lived there before. This long migration shaped the hu-
man and linguistic map of half a continent — a process as consequential, in its way, as the
Indo-European expansion across Eurasia, and a standing reminder that the great move-
ments of peoples were a worldwide phenomenon, not a European one. The map of modern
Africa, like the map of modern Europe, was written in deep time by the slow tides of
migrating farmers.
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — AXES, BARRIERS, AND THE LUCK OF GEOGRAPHY

Why did Eurasia accumulate technological and political complexity faster than the Amer-
icas or Africa? The answer, again, is largely geographic rather than a matter of the peoples
involved. Eurasia's great axis runs east to west, meaning that crops, animals, and innova-
tions could spread across thousands of miles at similar latitudes and similar climates, ac-
cumulating as they traveled. The Americas and Africa run north to south, across radically
different climate zones, so that an innovation that arose in one band often could not sur-
vive the journey to the next, dying at the ecological barrier of a desert or a tropical belt.
Eurasia also held the overwhelming share of the world's domesticable large animals — the
engines of plowing, transport, and war, and the source of the crowd diseases that would
later prove so decisive.

These are not statements about the worth or ingenuity of peoples; they are statements
about the dice of geography, which dealt different starting hands to different continents.
The unevenness of the historical map is, to a degree that ought to be humbling, an acci-
dent of where the mountains, the climate belts, and the wild grasses and tameable beasts
happened to lie. To mistake that accident for a hierarchy of human worth is the oldest and
most dangerous error in the reading of history — and, as a later chapter will show, the one
that the racial ideologies of the modern age would weaponize to justify the unjustifiable.
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PART IX

The World Turned Outward: Conquest,
Exchange, and the Atlantic System

"The moment the oceans were crossed, the separate human stories ended. From then on
there was only one story, and it was written in sugar, silver, and blood."

F or most of history the arteries of long-distance trade had been the overland Silk Road

and the monsoon routes of the Indian Ocean, and the wealth they carried had flowed
largely through Middle Eastern and Central Asian middlemen. Beginning in the fifteenth
century, that changed with a transformation as consequential as any in this book: Europeans
learned to sail the open oceans, and in doing so connected the entire globe into a single
system for the first time in the history of the species. The motives were a mixture of greed,
faith, and the simple desire to reach the spices and silks of Asia directly, cutting out the
middlemen who grew rich on the trade. The Portuguese inched down the African coast and
finally rounded its southern tip; Columbus, badly miscalculating the size of the Earth, sailed
west and blundered into a hemisphere whose existence Europe had not suspected. Within a
few decades the globe was encircled, and the separate human stories — the Old World and
the New, isolated from one another since the Ice Age — collided and merged into one.

The Columbian Exchange

The consequences of that collision are difficult to overstate. The Columbian Exchange — the
transfer of plants, animals, and diseases between the hemispheres — remade the diet and
demography of the entire planet. American crops, the potato and maize above all, would
eventually feed population booms in Europe, Africa, and Asia, so that the population of the
Old World was sustained in part by the genius of New World farmers who never knew it; Old
World animals like the horse transformed societies across the Americas, remaking the cul-
tures of the Great Plains within a few generations. But the exchange ran most catastrophic-
ally in one direction, through disease, as the Old World epidemics described in an earlier
chapter annihilated the indigenous populations of the New World on a scale that has no par-
allel in recorded history. The biological consequences of contact dwarfed the military ones.
The deadliest weapon Europe carried across the Atlantic was invisible, and it was fired
without anyone pulling a trigger.
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The Atlantic System and a New Kind of Slavery

That demographic collapse created the labor vacuum that gave rise to one of history’s
greatest crimes: the Atlantic slave trade. Over roughly four centuries, some twelve million
Africans were forcibly shipped across the Atlantic — perhaps a fifth of them dying in the
horror of the Middle Passage — to labor on the plantations that produced the sugar, tobacco,
cotton, and coffee on which European wealth and, later, industrialization were substantially
built. The Atlantic economy was, in a real sense, a machine that converted African lives into
European capital, and it ran without interruption for generations.

What distinguished this slavery from all the slaveries that had come before is essential to
understanding the modern world, and it must be stated plainly. The ancient world had prac-
ticed slavery on a vast scale — Rome’s economy rested on it — but Roman slavery was not
defined by race; it was a misfortune of war or birth or debt that could befall anyone, and a
freed slave’s children were simply Romans. The Atlantic system invented something new and
uniquely poisonous: slavery that was racialized, hereditary, and conceived as a permanent
biological caste, in which a person’s bondage and that of all their descendants was held to
follow inescapably from the color of their skin. To justify a commerce so monstrous, and to
reconcile it with the rising Enlightenment language of universal human rights, Europeans
elaborated an ideology of racial hierarchy — pseudo-scientific, theologically rationalized,
endlessly self-serving — that ranked human beings by ancestry and declared some of them
fit only for bondage. The wealth that trade generated, the populations it displaced and des-
troyed, and above all the racial ideologies it spawned to excuse itself are not closed chapters
of a distant past. They remain among the most consequential legacies shaping the politics,
the demographics, and the moral arguments of the present day.

The Atlantic economy was a machine for converting African
lives into European capital. It ran, without interruption, for four
hundred years.

The Arbitrary Map

Out of all this came the European colonial empires, which over the following centuries ex-
tended their control across most of the surface of the globe, drawing the entire planet into a
single economic system centered on Europe. This is the bridge between the pre-modern
world of the earlier chapters and the modern political order that the later ones will dissect.
The nation-states and borders that now seem so eternal and so natural were, across much
of the world, drawn by colonial administrators with rulers and pencils, often in distant
European capitals, by men who had never seen the lands they were partitioning and cared
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nothing for the peoples they enclosed. Lines were run through the territories of coherent
nations, splitting single peoples among several states; rival peoples with long histories of
enmity were bundled together inside a single arbitrary border and told they were now one
country. The consequences of this casual cartographic violence — secession, civil war, eth-
nic cleansing, the chronic instability of states that were never coherent communities — are
not historical curiosities. They are being fought over today, from the Middle East to Central
Africa to the borderlands of South Asia, and a later chapter will return to the mismatch
between the map and the peoples as one of the great engines of modern conflict.

CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE ROADS RUN BOTH WAYS

The age of exploration is the supreme illustration of this book's recurring claim that the
same connections carry creation and catastrophe along identical channels. The oceanic
routes that knit the world into a single trading system — that spread the potato to Ireland
and Chinese porcelain to Amsterdam and made possible the modern global economy —
were the very same routes that carried smallpox to the Americas and twelve million hu-
man beings in chains across the Atlantic. There was no separating the two. The prosperity
and the horror traveled in the same ships.

This is the deep difficulty at the heart of every great expansion of human connection, and
it will matter intensely when this book reaches its final chapters: there is no progress
without exposure to new risk, no integration without new vulnerability, no widening of
the circle of exchange that does not also widen the reach of exploitation and contagion.
The globalization that began with Columbus did not create a kinder world or a crueler
one. It created a single world, in which the best and the worst of what we are could, for
the first time, reach every shore at once.
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PART X

The Second Great Pivot: Industry and the
Birth of Mass Politics

"If the first great pivot multiplied what muscle could do, the second replaced muscle alto-
gether — and in doing so, it manufactured a new kind of human being, and a new kind of
politics to contain him."

B eginning in Britain in the late eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution stands as the

only transformation in human history comparable in scope to the Neolithic Revolution
with which this book's deep story began. For ten thousand years, since the first granary, the
fundamental constraint on human production had been the power available from muscle,
wind, and water — the strength of human and animal bodies, supplemented by the wind in a
sail and the fall of water over a wheel. Everything a society could build, grow, move, or make
was bounded by that ceiling. Then, within a few generations, the burning of fossil fuel —
coal, and later oil — shattered the ceiling entirely. The steam engine converted the stored
sunlight of three hundred million years into mechanical force at a scale no quantity of
muscle could approach, and the constraint that had governed all of prior human history
simply fell away. This is the hinge on which the modern world turns, and almost everything
that follows in this book — the modern economy, modern politics, modern war, and the
modern concentration of wealth — descends from it.

Why Britain

Why the breakthrough came in Britain, and not in the far larger and historically more ad-
vanced economies of China or India, is one of the most debated questions in economic his-
tory, and the honest answer is a convergence of contingencies rather than any single cause
or any superiority of the British character. Britain happened to sit atop abundant and ac-
cessible coal, located conveniently near the surface and near water transport. It had a relat-
ively high-wage economy, which created a powerful incentive to replace expensive labor
with machines. It had a body of useful scientific and engineering knowledge, a culture of
tinkering and patenting, and access to the capital and the captive colonial markets gener-
ated by the Atlantic system described in the previous chapter — including, it must be said,
the profits of the slave trade. None of these factors alone would have sufficed; together, in
one place at one time, they ignited. The lesson is the one this book returns to again and
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again: the great turning points of history are rarely the product of a people’s genius and
almost always the product of a particular configuration of material conditions, arriving in a
particular place by a combination of advantage and luck.

The Factory Made the Proletariat, and the Proletariat Made Marx

The deepest political consequence of industrialization was the creation of an entirely new
kind of human being: the urban industrial worker, torn from the land and the village, packed
into the slums of the new manufacturing cities, and set to labor in the factory at the rhythm
of the machine. For the first time in history, enormous numbers of people lived and worked
in dense concentration, sharing identical conditions, identical grievances, and an identical
relationship to the owners of the factories — and that physical concentration was the pre-
condition for a new kind of politics. A scattered peasantry, isolated across the countryside,
could be exploited almost indefinitely because it could not coordinate. A thousand workers
under one factory roof could put down their tools at once. The strike, the union, the mass
party, and the politics of class were all children of the factory floor.

This is the deep origin of modern mass politics, and it produced its most famous prophet
almost mechanically. The factory created the proletariat, and the proletariat created Marx.
Karl Marx did not invent the industrial working class; he observed it, named its situation,
and offered it a theory of history in which it was destined to inherit the earth. His diagnosis
of industrial capitalism’s brutalities was, in its descriptive power, often acute — the misery of
the early factory towns was real, the child labor real, the periodic catastrophic crashes real.
The remedy he prescribed, and the prophecy he attached to it, would convulse the twenti-
eth century and fill the later chapters of this book with both genuine grievance and cata-
strophic consequence. But the essential point here is structural: industrialization did not
merely change what humans made. It changed who they were politically, gathering atomized
individuals into mobilizable masses, and in doing so it set the stage for every mass move-
ment — liberal, socialist, nationalist, fascist — that would define the modern age.

The Pressure and the Vessels

By the turn of the twentieth century, the industrial economies of the West were under
enormous internal pressure. Vast working-class movements demanded a share of the wealth
their labor produced; the old aristocratic and monarchical orders strained to contain forces
they did not understand. The outcome differed sharply from country to country, and the dif-
ference is instructive. Where political institutions were flexible enough to bend — to extend
the franchise, legalize unions, build the first elements of a welfare state — the pressure was
channeled into reform, and revolution was averted. Where the institutions were rigid and
refused to bend, the pressure built until the entire structure shattered at once. The differ-
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ence between reform and revolution was rarely the strength of the workers’ movements; it
was the rigidity of the vessels containing them. This is a principle worth carrying forward,
because it is the same principle that will govern the analysis of revolution in the chapters to

come.

The First World War broke the rigid vessels with brutal finality. Millions of working-class
men died in industrialized slaughter — the machine gun, the artillery barrage, the poison
gas, all the lethal fruit of the factory turned to the mass production of death — ordered by
generals and monarchs who mostly survived it. By 1918, four empires had collapsed: Russian,
German, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman. The political assumptions of five centuries lay in
rubble, and into that rubble poured every radical vision that had been accumulating since
the Enlightenment — communism, fascism, anarchism, social democracy, nationalism, and
their many hybrids. The 1920s and 1930s became an era of ideological experimentation on a
civilizational scale, conducted on populations that were exhausted, impoverished, and des-
perate for a story that explained their suffering and promised deliverance from it. Industrial-
ization had given humanity unprecedented power to produce; it had also given humanity
unprecedented power to destroy, and a newly mobilized mass population ready to be
marched toward either. The second half of this book is, in large part, the story of what was
done with that power.
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CONFLICT & STABILITY — THE GREAT DIVERGENCE

The most consequential effect of industrialization on the global map of conflict and sta-
bility was the Great Divergence: the sudden, staggering, and historically unprecedented
gap that opened between the industrialized societies and everyone else. For most of re-
corded history, the great civilizations of Eurasia had been roughly comparable in wealth
and technological capacity; China and India had been, by most measures, the richest and
most productive societies on Earth as late as the eighteenth century. Within a single cen-
tury, industrialization shattered that rough parity. The societies that industrialized first
acquired a military and economic superiority so overwhelming that a handful of European
powers could subjugate nearly the entire planet, and the global hierarchy of wealth and
power that resulted — the division of the world into an industrialized core and a colonized
periphery — is, in its essentials, the hierarchy we still inhabit.

This divergence was not, as the colonizers told themselves, evidence of European racial or
civilizational superiority. It was a temporary and contingent head start in a single techno-
logy of power, arriving first in one corner of the world for the tangle of geographic and
historical reasons sketched above. But a head start in the technology of force, however
contingent its origins, translates with brutal directness into the power to dominate — and
the moral arguments invented to dress that domination up as destiny would do enormous
damage, and have not yet entirely faded. The crossroads of the modern world were no
longer defined by trade routes alone, but by who controlled the factories that armed the
empires.

47



THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

PART XI

The Constant Beneath the Change: What We
Are

"We are the animal that wrote the Goldberg Variations and the Geneva Convention, and
also built the death camps. All of it is equally authentic expression of what we are."

I_I ere the clock stops. For ten chapters this book has moved through time, watching the

costumes change — the foraging band, the temple granary, the legion, the factory, the
mass party. Now it turns to the actor underneath, because without an honest account of hu-
man nature, none of the patterns that follow make any sense. The argument of this chapter
is the argument of the whole book in its most concentrated form, and it is not a comfortable
one. The violence, the tribalism, and the relentless accumulation of power that recur in
every era are not deviations from human nature that better education or better institutions
will someday cure. They are features of it — load-bearing features, selected for across mil-
lions of years, woven into the deepest architecture of the brain. Understanding that is not
pessimism. It is the prerequisite for building anything that works, because you cannot design
institutions for the humans you wish you had. You must design them for the humans you
actually have.

Hobbes Was Closer Than Rousseau

Two great visions of human nature have contended at the foundation of all political philo-
sophy, and the evidence has, in the end, declared a winner. Thomas Hobbes argued in Le-
viathan, in 1651, that in the state of nature — before organized society — human life is “solit-
ary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” Not because humans are uniquely evil, but because
scarcity plus self-interest plus the absence of any enforcing authority produces conflict with
grim reliability. Violence, in this view, is not an aberration from human nature; it is the
baseline condition that civilization is built to suppress. Jean-Jacques Rousseau disagreed
famously, proposing that humans were naturally peaceful and were corrupted by society
rather than rescued by it — that it is civilization, with its property and its hierarchies, that
makes us cruel.

It is a beautiful idea, and it is increasingly difficult to defend against the evidence. The
archaeological record consistently shows violence predating complex civilization: skeletal
trauma, defensive fortifications, weapons caches, and mass graves all appear in pre-agricul-
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tural societies, long before kings and taxes existed to generate the grievances Rousseau
blamed. The romance of the peaceful savage does not survive contact with the bones. This
does not mean human beings are monsters, and it certainly does not license cruelty — but it
does mean that any political philosophy built on the assumption that human nature is fun-
damentally gentle, and that the right arrangements will simply let that gentleness flower, is
building on sand. The structures that restrain our worst impulses are not removing an un-
natural corruption. They are holding back something that was there from the beginning.

The Evolutionary Inheritance

The evolutionary case is concrete, and once absorbed it is clarifying rather than merely
bleak. We are descended from primates who lived in small bands competing for territory,
mates, and food in genuinely scarce environments over millions of years, and in that world,
organized violence against neighboring groups was adaptive. Males capable of coordinated
aggression survived and reproduced at higher rates than those who were not. Coalitionary
violence — the planned attack on an out-group — appears throughout our primate relatives,
and most disturbingly in chimpanzees, who conduct what can only be described as warfare:
deliberate raiding parties that patrol their borders and systematically kill the members of
neighboring communities over time. When Jane Goodall’s researchers at Gombe docu-
mented this in the 1970s, it shocked a field that had assumed lethal inter-group violence was
uniquely human. It is not. It is part of an inheritance far older than our species.

That inheritance is physically present in the structure of the brain. The limbic system — the
older, deeper architecture governing fear, aggression, dominance, and tribal loyalty —
evolved over millions of years and operates largely below the threshold of conscious aware-
ness. The prefrontal cortex, which handles rational deliberation, long-term planning, em-
pathy, and impulse control, is evolutionarily recent and metabolically expensive. And under
stress, the limbic system wins almost every time: it is faster, louder, and more deeply wired.
This is why people who are perfectly reasonable in calm conditions make catastrophic de-
cisions under threat, scarcity, or humiliation. The rational brain is, in a real sense, a thin and
recent layer of management sitting atop a much older and much more powerful animal —
and the animal is in charge more often than we like to believe.

The Elephant and the Rider

The psychologist Jonathan Haidt captured the dynamic in a metaphor worth keeping: the
elephant and the rider. The elephant is your emotional, intuitive, automatic processing —
fast, powerful, and mostly unconscious. The rider is rational deliberation, perched on top.
We believe the rider directs the elephant. In reality, the rider mostly confabulates justifica-
tions for wherever the elephant has already decided to go. Rationality, much of the time, is
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post-hoc storytelling about decisions that were made by deeper systems before the
conscious mind was even consulted.

This has a consequence that should permanently alter how we think about intelligence and
danger. High intelligence does not liberate a person from tribal aggression and status com-
petition. It often merely makes them better at rationalizing what the animal underneath
already wants. This is why ideologues are so frequently the most dangerous people in any
historical moment: high intelligence married to deep tribal commitment produces sophistic-
ated, internally coherent, morally confident justification for atrocity. The architects of the
Holocaust, the Gulag, and the Rwandan genocide were not stupid people. They were people
with fully functioning rational minds placed entirely in the service of limbic drives. Their
reasoning was often impeccable; it was their premises — about race, about class, about na-
tional destiny — that were monstrous. Intelligence is a tool, and a tool serves whatever holds
it.

Tribalism Generates Its Own Reasons

The in-group/out-group mechanism runs deeper still than aggression. Humans are ex-
traordinarily cooperative animals — but almost exclusively within defined group boundaries,
and the very same psychology that generates loyalty, generosity, and self-sacrifice toward
the in-group generates dehumanization of the out-group with disturbing ease and speed.
The psychologist Henri Tajfel demonstrated this with unsettling clarity in his minimal group
experiments of the 1970s: people would discriminate against an out-group even when the
groups had been assigned at random, had no prior history of conflict, and the categorization
was entirely arbitrary and known to be arbitrary. The tribalism does not need a reason. It
generates its own reasons. Give people a coin-flip’s worth of difference and they will manu-
facture an “us” and a “them” and begin to favor the one and discount the other.

This is not merely an academic curiosity; it is the master key to the chapters on atrocity that
follow. It explains why the propaganda that precedes mass violence, in every culture and
every century, begins with dehumanization — portraying the targets as rats, cockroaches,
vermin, parasites, less than human. Without that step, most ordinary people will not kill
other ordinary people. With it, the threshold collapses with horrifying reliability. The ma-
chinery of genocide is built, every time, on a foundation laid by a hundred thousand years of
evolved tribalism, and the propagandist’s first task is always to push the chosen victim
across the line that separates “one of us” from “not really human at all”
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Scarcity Psychology in an Age of Abundance

We are, finally, creatures formed by scarcity. Our psychology was shaped in environments
where calories, mates, territory, and status were genuinely insufficient, and in such a world
zero-sum thinking was not an error but an accurate read of reality: your gain very often was
my loss. The modern world of relative abundance does not erase that ancient psychology. It
runs underneath, unaltered. The billionaire accumulating wealth a thousand lifetimes could
not spend is not being rational in any straightforward sense; he is running scarcity software
in an environment it was never designed for, driven by a hunger that does not switch off
when enough has been reached, because the organism was never built to recognize
“‘enough.” This is not a moral excuse — but it is an explanation, and it matters enormously for
the later argument of this book, because the concentration of wealth that every revolution
has raged against is powered, at the deepest level, by a drive that no amount of having can
satisfy.

THE CAPACITY-PERFORMANCE GAP

And yet. We are also the species that produced Beethoven and the Sermon on the Mount,
that abolished slavery and developed the germ theory of disease, that landed on the moon
and decoded its own genome, that wrote the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
— imperfectly, inconsistently, but genuinely — tried to live up to it. These are not lesser
truths about human nature than the violence. They are equally authentic, equally native,
equally real. The same animal contains both, and neither is the mask over the other.

This is why the tragedy of history is not that we are monsters. We are demonstrably cap-
able of extraordinary good, repeatedly, in many places, under many conditions. The
tragedy is the gap between what we are capable of and what we routinely produce — and
the reliable, recurring fact that this gap is exploited, in every era, by those who profit
from keeping it wide. The whole of the rest of this book lives inside that gap. The atrocit-
ies of the coming chapters are what happens when the worst of our nature is unleashed
by the failure of the structures meant to restrain it; the achievements are what happens
when the best of our nature is protected and amplified by structures wise enough to be
built for the animal we actually are. We are the unfinished animal — not because we are
evolving toward some perfected form, for our nature is fixed on any timescale that mat-
ters, but because we are perpetually capable of so much more than we consistently be-
come.
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PART XII

The Root of Every Revolution: Inequality

"Every civilization that collapsed did so, in part, because wealth concentrated beyond what
its institutions could correct. The revolution is the correction arriving too late, and too
violently, to be called justice."

f one were forced to name the single most reliable cause of revolution across the whole of

recorded history, it would not be ideology, or ambition, or the charisma of leaders, or
even hunger as such. It would be inequality — specifically, the concentration of wealth and
power beyond the point at which a society's institutions can correct it, until the gap
between the few who have everything and the many who have nothing becomes so wide,
and so visibly unjust, that the structure can no longer hold. Ideologies supply the language in
which revolutions are fought and the blueprints for what is to replace the old order, but the
fuel underneath is almost always the same: a mass of people who conclude, often correctly,
that the system is rigged against them and beyond peaceful repair. This chapter traces that
root logic through the three revolutions that defined the modern political imagination, and
the comparison reveals something the romantic histories obscure — that the same root
cause can produce wildly different outcomes depending on the conditions into which the
explosion falls.

France: The Template

The French Revolution of 1789 is the template against which all later revolutions would be
measured, and its root was textbook. A society divided rigidly into legal estates; a tiny aris-
tocracy and clergy exempt from the taxes that crushed everyone else; a monarchy bankrupt
from war and incapable of reform; a rising middle class with wealth but no political voice;
and a vast peasantry and urban poor pushed past endurance by bread prices. When the
structure cracked, the pent-up grievance poured out, and what began as a movement for
constitutional reform radicalized, under the pressure of war and internal panic, into
something far darker.

The radicalization followed a logic this book will see again and again. The revolutionaries,
having overthrown the old order, found themselves besieged from without by hostile mon-
archies and from within by counter-revolution, and in that atmosphere of siege the Jacobins,
led by Robespierre and armed with Rousseau’s concept of the “general will,” concluded that
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the Revolution’s enemies were everywhere and that virtue required terror. The guillotine,
invented as a humane instrument of execution, became the symbol of the Reign of Terror, in
which tens of thousands were killed — many on the flimsiest suspicion — by a revolutionary
state that had abolished the old tyranny only to construct a new one. And then, as exhausted
revolutions so often do, France turned to a strongman to restore order: Napoleon, who pre-
served the Revolution’s legal reforms, exported them across Europe at the point of a bayon-
et, and crowned himself emperor — monarchy returning through the back door the Revolu-
tion had so violently slammed. The cycle from old order to revolution to terror to authorit-
arian restoration is the master pattern, and France ran through it first and fastest.

America: The Revolution That Held

The American Revolution stands as the great counter-example, and understanding why it
produced a relatively stable republic rather than a terror is essential, because it isolates the
conditions under which the cycle can be broken. It was not that the American revolutionar-
ies were morally superior to the French; many of them owned human beings, a contradiction
this book does not let pass. The difference was structural. The American Revolution was, in
large part, a revolt of a relatively prosperous and broad propertied class against a distant
imperial government, rather than an uprising of a desperate underclass against a domestic
aristocracy living in their midst. The colonists were not trying to overturn their own social
order; they were trying to govern themselves under one that broadly suited them. There was
no resented hereditary aristocracy at home to be slaughtered, no starving urban mob to be
unleashed and then feared. The sheer distance of the enemy across an ocean, the relative
equality among the revolutionary leadership, and — decisively — the conscious design of in-
stitutions that divided power and set ambition against ambition all worked to channel the
revolutionary energy into a constitutional settlement rather than a bloodbath. The framers,
steeped in the failures of past republics, built a machine of separated powers and mutual
checks precisely because they did not trust human nature, their own included. It was the
most successful application in history of the principle that institutions must be built for the
humans we are, not the humans we wish we were.

Russia: When the Vision Collided With Reality

The Russian Revolution of 1917 followed the same root logic at incomparably higher stakes,
and it ended at the opposite pole from America. The conditions were the most extreme yet:
a Tsarist autocracy that refused all reform, a vast peasantry in genuine poverty, an industrial
working class in intolerable conditions, and a catastrophic world war that stripped away the
last reserves of popular deference. The Bolsheviks won not because Marxist theory was per-
suasive in the abstract but because Lenin offered something concrete and immediate — land
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to the peasants, bread to the hungry, and an end to the war now. But the Bolsheviks had
seized power as a small, disciplined revolutionary vanguard convinced that they alone un-
derstood the true interests of the proletariat and were therefore justified in ruling in its
name, whether or not the proletariat agreed. That conviction is the seed of everything that
followed. When the utopian vision collided with the complexity of governing a vast, ex-
hausted country, the response was not to abandon the vision but to crush the reality that
refused to conform to it. The Cheka, the new regime’s secret police, was established within
weeks; Lenin’s Red Terror — mass executions, hostage-taking, the first concentration camps
— built the apparatus that Stalin would later wield on an incomparably larger scale.

The deepest irony of the Russian Revolution is the one this book returns to insistently: the
movement that set out to abolish a parasitic ruling class produced a new one. The party-
bureaucracy that emerged — the nomenklatura — became, in every meaningful sense, a new
ruling class, enjoying privileges and power that the workers in whose name they ruled could
only dream of, accountable to no one, removable by no election. The radicals had correctly
diagnosed the disease, which was illegitimate concentrated power, but their cure of abolish-
ing all the old hierarchies simply produced a new illegitimate concentration of power wear-
ing revolutionary clothing. This pattern would repeat with mechanical consistency across
nearly every major revolutionary state of the century, and it points to the conclusion that
organizes this entire book: the question history poses is never whether hierarchy will exist,
for in any complex society it must, but whether it can be made accountable, removable, and
constrained.

The anti-colonial revolutions of the twentieth century would run their own variations on
these themes — genuine grievances against genuine injustice, channeled sometimes toward
stable self-government and sometimes toward new domestic tyrannies, depending on the
conditions and the institutions that the revolutionaries inherited or built. But the root was
always the same. Concentrated, unaccountable power, pushed past the point an institution
could correct, generates the pressure; what differs is only the shape of the vessel and the
question of whether anyone, on the far side of the explosion, manages to build something
better than what they destroyed.
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WHY THE SAME ROOT YIELDS DIFFERENT FRUIT

France, America, and Russia shared one cause — intolerable inequality of wealth and
power meeting institutions too rigid to reform — and produced three radically different
outcomes: a terror that consumed itself and ended in empire, a durable constitutional re-
public, and a totalitarian state that killed millions. The variable was not the depth of
grievance, which was if anything greatest in Russia and France. The variable was the con-
ditions into which the explosion fell and the institutions available to channel it.

Where there was a broad propertied class with a shared stake, a distant rather than a do-
mestic enemy, and a conscious architecture of divided power, the revolution could resolve
into a stable settlement. Where there was a desperate underclass, a resented aristocracy
living among them, the pressure of foreign war, and a vanguard convinced of its own in-
fallible righteousness, the revolution radicalized toward terror and the reconstitution of
tyranny. This is the practical lesson that the later chapters will sharpen into a warning:
revolutions do not fail or succeed according to the purity of their ideals. They fail or
succeed according to whether the structures exist to absorb the energy they release —
and the most idealistic revolution, lacking those structures, reliably produces a new
oppression that betrays everything it promised.
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PART XIII

When Ideology Becomes Total

"A total explanation of the world is a beautiful and terrible thing. It answers every
question, dissolves every doubt — and quietly redefines anyone who disagrees as an enemy
of the truth itself."

N ot all ideologies are equally dangerous, and understanding what makes some of them

lethal is one of the most useful things a student of history can learn. The danger is not
strong conviction, which is ordinary and often admirable, nor even radical belief, which has
driven much that is good in human history, including the abolition of slavery and the exten-
sion of rights. The danger lies in a specific property that certain worldviews possess and
most do not: totality. A total ideology is one that claims to explain everything — the meaning
of history, the source of all suffering, the identity of the enemy, the shape of the perfect
future — within a single, closed, internally consistent system. And the moment a worldview
becomes total, a fatal transformation occurs in how it treats dissent. If the ideology explains
everything and is certainly true, then disagreement cannot be honest. It can only be ignor-
ance, or corruption, or treason. The dissenter is no longer a fellow citizen with a different
view; he is an obstacle to the salvation of mankind, and obstacles to salvation may be re-
moved.

The Logic of the Closed System

This is the hidden mechanism beneath the factional violence that consumes revolutionary
movements with such grim regularity. Once a faction believes it possesses the total truth,
the political world divides cleanly into those who serve the truth and those who obstruct it,
and the obstructors must be exposed, purged, and eliminated for the sake of the cause. The
French Jacobins, certain they embodied the general will, sent fellow revolutionaries to the
guillotine for insufficient zeal. The Bolsheviks, certain they understood the laws of history,
would in time execute the old revolutionaries who had made the revolution with them, on
the logic that anyone who deviated from the party line had objectively become an agent of
counter-revolution, whatever their subjective intentions. The terror turns inward because
the logic of the closed system demands ever-finer distinctions between the pure and the
impure, and there is no natural stopping point. The same intelligence that builds the system
is then deployed to detect its enemies, and it always finds them, because a system that ex-
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plains everything can explain any failure as the work of saboteurs rather than as evidence
that the system itself might be wrong.

Marx as Totalizing Prophecy

Marxism is the most instructive case, precisely because its descriptive insights were often
genuine, which is what made its totalizing form so seductive. Marx offered not merely an
analysis of industrial capitalism’s brutalities — that analysis was frequently acute — but a
total theory of history: a claim that all of human history was the history of class struggle,
driven by impersonal economic laws toward a predetermined and inevitable end in which
the proletariat would overthrow the bourgeoisie and usher in a classless utopia. This was
prophecy dressed as science, and it carried prophecy’s characteristic danger. If the triumph
of the proletariat is the inevitable verdict of history, and if you are history’s appointed
instrument, then whatever advances that triumph is justified by the certainty of the out-
come, and whoever stands in its way is not merely an opponent but an enemy of the future
itself. The very completeness of the vision — its capacity to explain every event, absorb
every objection, and assign every person to a class with predetermined interests — is what
made it so capable of licensing atrocity in the hands of those who believed it absolutely. The
problem, as a later chapter will insist, was not irrationality. It was a rigorous rationality
operating inside a frame of premises so wrong that its conclusions became monstrous.

Arendt and the Novelty of Total Domination

The political theorist Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism in 1951, recognized
that the regimes of Hitler and Stalin represented something genuinely new in the world —
not merely tyranny intensified, but a different kind of thing altogether. Traditional tyranny
wants obedience; it tells the subject to stay out of politics and obey, and leaves the inner life
largely alone. Totalitarianism, Arendt saw, wants something far more total: not passive com-
pliance but active belief, not obedience but enthusiastic participation, penetrating beyond
the political into the economic, cultural, familial, and ultimately the inner world of thought
and feeling. It demanded not that you refrain from opposing the regime but that you love it,
demonstrably and continuously. Terror, in such a system, is not aimed only at actual oppon-
ents; it becomes a permanent instrument used to atomize society, to isolate every individual
from every other, so that no independent association — no friendship, no family loyalty, no
private conviction — can survive as a refuge from the total claim of the state. This was the
qualitatively new horror the twentieth century invented, and it killed on a scale no merely
authoritarian dictatorship has matched, because the logic of a total ideology demands
totality in its enforcement.
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The Banality of Evil

Arendt’s most disquieting contribution came later, when she observed the trial of Adolf
Eichmann, one of the chief administrators of the Holocaust, in Jerusalem in 1961. She had
expected a monster and found instead a mediocrity — a careerist bureaucrat, neither bril-
liant nor obviously sadistic, who organized the transport of millions to their deaths and who
seemed genuinely unable to think from any standpoint but his own, to imagine the reality of
his victims, or to grasp the enormity of what he was doing as anything more than the dili-
gent performance of his job. From this she drew the phrase that has haunted political
thought ever since: the banality of evil. It is not a comforting concept, and it was never
meant to be. It suggests that the capacity for participation in mass atrocity is not confined
to monsters but is latent in ordinary, unremarkable people — in careerism, in the desire to
belong, in the willingness to stop thinking and let the system think for you — when those
people are placed inside institutions that have lost their accountability and inside an ideo-
logy that has redefined murder as duty. The death camps were not staffed by demons. They
were staffed by men who went home to their families, and that is the most frightening fact
in this entire book.

WHEN DISAGREEMENT BECOMES TREASON

The single most reliable warning sign that an ideology has turned lethal is the transforma-
tion of disagreement into treason. In a healthy political culture, opponents are wrong,
perhaps infuriatingly so, but they are legitimate — they have a right to their error, and
persuading or out-voting them is the whole of the game. In a culture captured by a total
worldview, opponents are not merely wrong but illegitimate: enemies of the people,
saboteurs, traitors, agents of a hostile force, vermin to be cleansed rather than citizens to
be answered. The rhetorical shift from "you are mistaken" to "you are an enemy" is the
hinge on which a society swings from politics toward atrocity.

This is why the defense against total ideology is not a competing ideology but a structural
commitment: the insistence, embedded in institutions, that no one possesses the final
truth, that dissent is legitimate by right rather than by permission, and that power must
remain answerable to those it governs. Pluralism is not weakness or indecision. It is the
practical recognition that human beings are fallible, that certainty is the most dangerous
of political emotions, and that any system claiming to have abolished the need for dis-
agreement has, in that very claim, announced its readiness to abolish the people who dis-
agree.
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PART XIV

The Anatomy of State Terror

"None of them seized power in stable, prosperous societies. Every one emerged from genu-
ine crisis. The simple story — our people are great, we have been betrayed, I know the
enemy, follow me — was the same in every language.”

hen ordinary societies descend into organized mass killing, they do not do it in a

thousand different ways. They do it, with a consistency that is almost mechanical, in
the same way — following a sequence so regular that once you have learned to see it, you
can recognize its early stages while there is still time to act. There is first a period of genuine
crisis, economic or military or political, that makes extraordinary measures seem necessary
and reasonable. Then an internal enemy is identified and blamed for the crisis. That enemy
is progressively dehumanized through propaganda and law. Institutions are built outside the
normal constraints of justice to deal with the enemy. And then the logic of violence escal-
ates, each wave of killing generating new enemies that seem to require further killing, until
the machine consumes far more than anyone first intended — sometimes including those
who built it. This chapter traces that sequence not through a catalog of horrors held at arm's
length, but through the events themselves, because the pattern is only convincing when you
watch it recur across regimes that shared no ideology, no continent, and no century, and ran
the same terrible program anyway.

The Crisis That Opens the Door

Begin with the most important and most frequently forgotten fact: not one of the twentieth
century’s monstrous regimes seized power in a stable, prosperous, confident society. Every
single one emerged from genuine crisis, and that is precisely what made them possible. Wei-
mar Germany, when Hitler rose through its electoral politics, was one of the most culturally
sophisticated societies on Earth, but it was also drowning — in the national humiliation of
the Versailles Treaty, in hyperinflation, and then in the catastrophic unemployment of the
Great Depression, which he exploited with extraordinary skill. The Bolsheviks rose from the
wreckage of a Tsarist autocracy shattered by world war. The Khmer Rouge in Cambodia
were a tiny circle of French-educated ideologues who would never have come near power
but for the catastrophe of the Vietnam War era — the American bombing between 1969 and
1973 dropped more tonnage on Cambodia than the Allies dropped on Europe in the Second
World War, shattering the rural economy and becoming, by the documentation of Yale’s
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Cambodian Genocide Program, the Khmer Rouge’s single greatest recruiting tool. The
Rwandan genocide was engineered, deliberately and with meticulous planning, by a political
elite that was losing its grip on power and chose extermination as the means of keeping it.
Crisis is the universal solvent that dissolves a society’s normal restraints, and the would-be
tyrant does not need to manufacture it — though he will gladly inflame it. He need only be
ready when it arrives.

The Enemy and the Simple Story

Into the crisis comes the story, and it is always, in every language, the same story: our
people are great, we have been betrayed, I alone know the enemy, follow me. The enemy is
the explanation for the suffering and the promise that the suffering can be ended by their
removal. For Hitler it was the Jews, woven into a total racial mythology that cast them as the
hidden authors of every German humiliation. For Stalin it was the kulaks and the endlessly
expanding category of “class enemies” and “wreckers.” For the Ottoman Committee of Union
and Progress, as the empire collapsed and a vision of a Turkey purely for the Turks took
hold, it was the Armenians, accused of being a fifth column for Russia. For the Khmer Rouge
it was anyone tainted by the old world — the educated, the urban, the bespectacled; wearing
glasses could be sufficient evidence of dangerous learning and a death sentence. The con-
tent of the enemy varies; the function never does. A frightened, humiliated population is
offered a face on which to hang its rage and a leader who promises that the nightmare has a
solution and the solution has a name.

The Machinery of Dehumanization

Before the killing can begin on a mass scale, one more thing is required, and the propagand-
ists of every genocide have understood it instinctively: the chosen victim must be pushed
across the line that separates human from non-human. This is not decoration. As an earlier
chapter argued, it is a structural necessity, because most ordinary people will not murder
other people they recognize as fully human, and with the recognition removed the threshold
collapses. So the propaganda comes first, and it always speaks the same vocabulary of ver-
min. In Rwanda, the radio station Mille Collines spent months before the killing calling the
Tutsi inyenzi — cockroaches — and inyoka — snakes — preparing the population to swing
machetes that had been imported, the records later showed, in quantities far beyond any
agricultural need. The Nazi propaganda machine portrayed Jews as rats and parasites and
disease-carriers. The pattern is so reliable that the appearance of systematic dehumanizing
language about an identifiable group, in the media of a society in crisis, should be read as
what it is: not mere ugliness of speech, but the laying of a foundation.
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The Extra-Legal Machinery and the Dismantling of Accountability

With the enemy named and dehumanized, the regime builds the instruments to destroy
them, and these instruments share a defining feature: they operate outside the law, or they
rewrite the law to license what was previously forbidden. Lenin’s Cheka, the prototype of the
modern secret police, was established within weeks of the revolution and answered to no
court. The SS and the apparatus of the Holocaust constituted a parallel state of camps and
killing squads. The Ottoman “Special Organization,” partly staffed by released criminals,
carried out the systematic killing along the Armenian death marches into the Syrian desert,
where the camps at Deir ez-Zor became the endpoint for those who survived the road. And
the building of this machinery follows its own sub-sequence, visible across nearly every case
with remarkable consistency: power is concentrated by dismantling the structures of ac-
countability in order — the courts first, then the free press, then the political opposition,
and finally the independence of the military. Each of these is an institution that could, while
it stood, say no; and each is, for exactly that reason, removed before the worst begins. The
order is not arbitrary. It is the order in which a society’s immune system is disabled.

The Escalating Logic

Once the machine is running, it acquires a momentum of its own, because the logic of re-
volutionary or racial purity has no natural stopping point. The French Revolution’s Reign of
Terror illustrates the dynamic in miniature: having begun by executing aristocrats and
counter-revolutionaries, it turned on insufficiently zealous revolutionaries, then on the
zealots who had purged them, the guillotine working its way through the very people who
had built it until Robespierre himself climbed the scaffold. Stalin’s Great Purge of 1936 to
1938 executed perhaps three-quarters of a million people and sent millions more to the Gu-
lag, devouring the old Bolsheviks, the army’s officer corps, and finally the secret policemen
who had run the earlier purges. The Khmer Rouge, having emptied the cities at gunpoint and
abolished money, schools, and religion in pursuit of a total agrarian “Year Zero,” turned in
their final phase to consuming their own cadres in paranoid internal purges. The escalation
is not a malfunction of the system. It is the system functioning as its premises demand, in a
world where any failure of the utopia to arrive must be the work of ever more hidden
enemies rather than evidence that the utopia was never possible.

The death tolls these machines produced strain comprehension and should never be allowed
to become mere statistics. The Holocaust murdered six million Jews and some five million
others through an industrial apparatus of unprecedented efficiency. Stalin’s rule killed
somewhere between six and twenty million through execution, the camps, and the deliber-
ately engineered Ukrainian famine, the Holodomor, that killed millions in 1932 and 1933.
Mao’s Great Leap Forward produced the largest famine in recorded human history — thirty
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to forty-five million dead, the catastrophe made immeasurably worse by a political culture
of mendacity in which terrified local officials falsified harvest figures upward while the state
extracted grain at the inflated rate, leaving the peasants nothing — and the Cultural Revolu-
tion that followed turned the young against their teachers and their past. The Cambodian
genocide killed roughly a quarter of the entire population, the highest proportional toll of
any modern regime. The Rwandan genocide killed eight hundred thousand people in a hun-
dred days, a rate of killing — some eight thousand human beings a day — that is the fastest in
recorded history.

The Laboratory and the Refrigerator

Two cases deserve to be held slightly apart, because they teach lessons the others do not.
The Spanish Civil War was the laboratory in which the coming European catastrophe was
rehearsed — the first great military confrontation between fascism and the left, in which
Hitler and Mussolini tested the weapons and tactics of the war to come, the German Condor
Legion’s bombing of the town of Guernica becoming the defining atrocity-image of the age
and the subject of Picasso’s masterpiece. But Spain’s deepest lesson is about the fate of the
reasonable. The moderate Republicans who wanted nothing more than a functioning parlia-
mentary democracy with land reform and regional autonomy were the only faction with a
vision that might have produced a stable and just Spain, and they were also the most thor-
oughly destroyed — treated as obstacles by the Communists, as class traitors by the anarch-
ists, as the primary enemy by Franco, and abandoned by the Western democracies, whose
policy of “Non-Intervention” embargoed the Republic while doing nothing to stop the Ger-
man and Italian arms flowing to the other side. Spain is history’s clearest demonstration that
the reasonable position is not automatically the viable one. Reasonableness requires condi-
tions stable enough to operate in; when polarization becomes extreme enough and outside
powers have decided the outcome in advance, the center is pulled apart, and the vacuum it
leaves is always filled by something worse. Franco ruled until 1975, and Spain holds today the
second-largest number of mass graves of any country on Earth, after Cambodia.

North Korea is the laboratory’s opposite — not the experiment that exploded but the one
that was sealed and frozen in place. It is the closest thing the present world contains to a
fully realized totalitarian state, the only one to have made the total claim hereditary, passing
the apparatus of total control through three generations of a single family. In the 1990s, as
Barbara Demick’s reporting documented in painful intimacy, a famine killed perhaps hun-
dreds of thousands to a million people while the regime suppressed all information and
faced no consequence — a textbook illustration of a principle a later chapter will return to,
that famines are creatures of unaccountable power. North Korea matters here precisely be-
cause it shows what the others might have become had they not collapsed or been over-
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thrown: total domination, indefinitely sustained, with the machinery of terror not dis-
mantled but simply maintained, year after year, as the permanent condition of a captive
population.

The Reckonings That Looked Inward

It would be a comforting evasion to treat state terror as something that happens only else-
where, and the history of even the most self-congratulatory nations forbids it. The United
States, which a previous chapter held up as the revolution that resolved into a stable repub-
lic rather than a terror, did so while holding millions of human beings in racialized, heredit-
ary bondage — and the reckoning with that founding contradiction, when it came, was the
bloodiest event in the nation’s history. The American Civil War killed some three-quarters of
a million people, a confrontation between a republic’s professed creed of liberty and the
brute fact of slavery that no institution had been able to correct peacefully across four gen-
erations. The violence that followed Reconstruction — the systematic terror by which a de-
feated order reimposed racial hierarchy through lynching and disenfranchisement — was it-
self a campaign of organized political violence, and a later chapter will argue that it served
as a grim prototype for the antidemocratic politics now resurgent in the world. The point is
not to flatten distinctions between vastly different events. It is to refuse the consoling lie
that the capacity for organized cruelty belongs to other peoples. It belongs to the species,
and the societies that have escaped the worst did so not because their people were better
but because their structures held.
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THE RECURRING SEQUENCE

Across these events — spanning two and a half centuries, five continents, and ideologies
ranging from Enlightenment liberalism to agrarian Maoism to racial fascism — the same
five-stage sequence recurs with uncomfortable consistency. One: a period of genuine
crisis that makes extraordinary measures seem necessary. Two: the identification of an in-
ternal enemy blamed for the crisis, sold through the same simple story of greatness,
betrayal, and a leader who knows the cure. Three: the progressive dehumanization of that
enemy through propaganda and discriminatory law. Four: the construction of institutions
outside normal legal constraint, accompanied by the dismantling of accountability in
sequence — courts, then press, then opposition, then military. Five: the escalating logic of
violence, as each wave of killing generates the next.

Two final patterns complete the anatomy. The perpetrators were, overwhelmingly, not
monsters but ordinary people — careerists, conformists, believers — which is why Aren-
dt's banality of evil is the most disturbing concept in this book rather than a reassuring
one. And most of the architects died free: in comfort, in old age, in their beds, never tried.
The international machinery of accountability built after 1945 is real but deeply inconsist-
ent, and it tends to prosecute the defeated and the weak rather than the powerful and the
protected. Hitler reportedly steadied his own resolve before the Holocaust by asking,
"Who today remembers the Armenians?" — citing the impunity of an earlier genocide as
his assurance that his own crimes, too, would be forgotten. That the question can still be
asked, and so often answered in his favor, is the strongest argument this book can make
for why accountability is not vengeance but the institutional memory on which the
prevention of the next atrocity depends.
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PART XV

Nationalism as Accelerant

"A nation is a story a stranger tells himself about other strangers — that these ones are his
kin, and those ones are his enemies. The story is invented. The graves it fills are not."

N ationalism is the fuel that ran through every catastrophe of the preceding chapters, and

understanding why it works so reliably is essential to understanding why the warning
signs, when they reappear, are never as subtle as the people living through them prefer to
believe. It is not incidental to modern atrocity; it is the primary mobilization mechanism, the
thing that converts the cold logic of a closed ideology into the hot energy of a crowd. And it
succeeds for a reason that should by now be familiar: it speaks directly to the limbic sys-
tem's in-group and out-group architecture rather than to the rational mind. It does not ar-
gue. It belongs. It offers the oldest and most satisfying of all political emotions — the feeling
of being one of us, arrayed against them — and it offers it on a scale that the small bands of
our evolutionary past could never have imagined.

Imagined Communities

The political scientist Benedict Anderson, in his influential study Imagined Communities in
1983, argued that nations are not natural formations but constructed ones. He called them
imagined communities, by which he meant something precise rather than dismissive: the
members of even the smallest nation will never meet, or even hear of, most of their fellow
members, yet each carries in his mind a vivid image of their communion. The nation is a
story told about a shared past and a common destiny, printed in newspapers, taught in
schools, sung in anthems, that creates the psychological conditions for treating millions of
strangers as kin and other millions of strangers as enemies. Anderson stressed that this con-
struction was historically recent, a product of print capitalism and the administrative re-
quirements of the modern state, which needed populations that thought of themselves as
French or German or Italian rather than as subjects of a particular lord or residents of a
particular valley.

But the crucial point, for the argument of this book, is what happens after the construction
is complete. The imagined community does not feel imagined to those inside it. The attach-
ment becomes viscerally, neurologically real. People die for imagined communities with no
less passion, and no less willingness to kill, than they would for the face-to-face band that
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shaped the emotional machinery the nation now hijacks. This is the dark genius of national-
ism: it takes the ancient circuitry of tribal loyalty — circuitry selected over millions of years
to bind a person to the few dozen individuals on whom his survival depended — and scales it
up to encompass tens of millions of people the believer will never meet, while simultan-
eously defining an out-group of comparable size against whom the same circuitry can be
aimed. It is the most powerful technology of mass mobilization ever devised, and like every
powerful instrument in this story, it is morally neutral in itself and lethal in the wrong hands.

Left, Right, and the Common Structure

Here we arrive at one of the most important and least understood points in the study of
political violence, and it requires setting aside a habit of thought so deeply ingrained that
abandoning it feels almost like vertigo. The left-and-right framing — the assumption that the
central political question is whether a regime is of the left or of the right — is far less useful
than it appears when one actually examines the regimes that killed the most people. Stalin
and Mao came from the hard left. Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini came from the hard right.
Gaddafi was ideologically incoherent, blending pan-Arabism, socialism, and Islam into a per-
sonal doctrine that meant little beyond his own supremacy. What these men and their
regimes share is not ideology. It is structure.

The common variable is authoritarianism — the concentration of unchecked power — not
the particular flavor that power happens to wear. This is the insight that reorganizes
everything. Fascism and Stalinism sit at opposite ends of the conventional political spec-
trum, and their adherents hated each other with genuine passion, and yet as governing sys-
tems they are functionally almost identical: concentrated power in a single leader or party,
the suppression of all dissent, the dehumanization of designated out-groups, the cult of per-
sonality, the subordination of law to the will of the ruler, and the use of terror as a perman-
ent instrument rather than an emergency measure. The content of the ideology serves
mainly to perform two functions. It identifies the out-group that must be destroyed — Jews
and Bolsheviks in one case, kulaks and class enemies in another — and it justifies the leader’s
claim to unique and total authority. Strip away the rhetoric, and the machinery underneath
is the same machine.

Fascism and Stalinism look like opposites on a political spectrum
but are functionally nearly identical as governing systems. The
content of the ideology mainly identifies the out-group that must
be destroyed.

66



THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

This is why the obsessive sorting of regimes into left and right obscures more than it re-
veals. The relevant axis is not the direction of the ideology but the degree to which power
has been freed from accountability. A society does not become safe by moving from right to
left or from left to right. It becomes safe by constraining power, in whatever direction it
points, so that no faction can convert a temporary majority, or a moment of crisis, into
permanent and unanswerable dominance.

The Antibody and the Suppressant

If unchecked power is the disease, then the institutions of liberal democracy are the im-
mune system, and the metaphor is worth taking seriously because it explains both how the
protection works and how it fails. These authoritarian regimes — of whatever ideological
color — cannot easily survive in systems that possess genuinely separated powers, inde-
pendent judiciaries, a free press, and regular competitive elections with the peaceful trans-
fer of power. The reason is not that such systems make their citizens morally superior. It is
that they create friction. They slow the consolidation of power. They maintain correction
mechanisms that operate even when individual leaders are corrupt or cruel. A would-be
autocrat operating inside a healthy democracy must fight through the courts, survive expos-
ure by a free press, overcome legislative opposition, and face electoral consequence — all
simultaneously, and all on terrain he does not control.

This is not impossible. Weimar Germany is the standing proof that a sophisticated, constitu-
tional, democratic society can be dismantled from within by a movement that uses the in-
struments of democracy to destroy it. But the Weimar case also reveals the precondition.
The authoritarian move succeeds only when the institutions have already been weakened by
crisis — by economic collapse, by the humiliation of defeat, by the exhaustion of a popula-
tion that has lost faith in the ordinary machinery of politics. Healthy institutions are the
antibody. Crisis is what suppresses them. The danger is never simply the presence of a dem-
agogue, who exists in every society in every era. The danger is a demagogue arriving at a
moment when the immune system has already been compromised, so that the body cannot
mount the response that, in healthier times, would have contained the infection before it
spread.

The Warning Signs Are Not Subtle

And so we come to the pattern that the rest of this book will return to like a refrain, because
it is the single most practically useful thing the historical record offers. The warning signs
that a society is sliding toward the catastrophe described in these chapters are not subtle,
and history has recorded them with enough consistency that ignorance can no longer be a
complete excuse. They appear, with grim reliability, in a recognizable cluster.
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There is dehumanizing rhetoric about identifiable out-groups, the linguistic preparation that
must precede violence. There are attacks on the independence of the press, almost always
framed not as censorship but as the exposure of bias or corruption. There are efforts to un-
dermine the independence of the judiciary, framed not as the seizure of power but as the
restoration of common sense or the breaking of elite capture. There is the concentration of
loyalty around a personal leader rather than around institutions or laws — the demand that
one be loyal to a man, not to a constitution. And there is the insistent claim that the existing
political system is fundamentally rigged against the people, with the leader presented as the
sole authentic voice of the popular will, a claim that conveniently delegitimizes every check
that might constrain him. These are not accidents, and they are not merely stylistic choices
of a particular personality. They are the operational prerequisites for what follows, and they
appear in roughly this sequence, reliably enough across two centuries and five continents to
constitute something very close to a law. The instruments grow more powerful with each
passing decade; the warning lights on the dashboard have not changed at all. What is rare is
never the ability to read them. What is rare is the willingness to act while acting is still pos-
sible.

LEFT, RIGHT, AND THE REAL VARIABLE

The most dangerous habit in popular political thinking is the assumption that the essen-
tial question about any regime is whether it belongs to the left or the right. The twentieth
century's worst governments came from both directions, and what made them lethal was
not the direction they faced but the structure they shared: unchecked, unaccountable, ir-
removable power. A regime of the left and a regime of the right, each having abolished in-
dependent courts, a free press, and competitive elections, will behave in remarkably sim-
ilar ways toward anyone it designates as an enemy — because the behavior is dictated by
the structure, not the slogans.

The practical consequence is that one should watch the structure, not the flag. The
relevant questions are never only what does this movement believe? but is its power con-
strained? Is it answerable to anyone? Can it be removed without violence? Does it tolerate
the existence of a loyal opposition, or does it treat opposition as treason? A movement may
fly a banner one finds attractive and still be assembling the machinery of unaccountable
power; a movement may fly a banner one dislikes and still operate within the constraints
that keep a society free. The flag tells you what they say. The structure tells you what they
will do.
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PART XVI

The Secret Ingredient: What Actually Works

"Markets are a magnificent servant and a catastrophic master. The whole of practical
political wisdom lies in knowing which of the two you are looking at, and in refusing to let
the servant seize the house."

fter so many chapters concerned with how societies fail, it is worth pausing on a ques-

tion that contemporary political discourse treats as far more contested than it actually
is: what works? What produces stable, just, and prosperous societies that endure across
generations without collapsing into either oligarchy or terror? The empirical record, it turns
out, is reasonably clear, and the answer — while politically inconvenient to a great many
powerful interests — is not mysterious. It has several components, and the essential and
most frequently misunderstood point is that they must all be present simultaneously. Each
one alone fails. The failure of any single component tends, over time, to undermine the oth-
ers. What works is not a slogan or a single principle but a balance, deliberately maintained,
between forces that are individually dangerous and collectively stabilizing.

Why Pure Capitalism Fails

Raw markets without constraint do not work in any meaningful long-term sense, and the
evidence is not ambiguous. The Gilded Age in the United States, industrial Britain in the
nineteenth century, and a long roster of contemporary developing economies subjected to
extractive market conditions all demonstrate the same pattern with almost monotonous re-
liability: extraordinary wealth generation for a small elite alongside mass poverty, child
labor, periodic and catastrophic financial crashes, and — most corrosive of all — the system-
atic transfer of political power to economic power. The economist Thomas Piketty, drawing
on an unprecedented body of historical tax and wealth data, demonstrated the underlying
mechanism mathematically. When the return on capital, which he denotes r, consistently
exceeds the overall rate of economic growth, denoted g — which under ordinary market
conditions it naturally and persistently does — wealth concentrates automatically, com-
pounding across generations until a society arrives, in effect, at a hereditary aristocracy
distinguished by the ownership of capital rather than by inherited title.

This is the crucial reframing, and it deserves to be stated as starkly as possible. Oligarchy is
not a political failure of capitalism, a bug to be patched by better men making better
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choices. It is capitalism’s mathematical destination in the absence of countervailing force.
Left to its own internal logic, the system does not drift toward broadly shared prosperity; it
drifts toward concentration, because capital that already exists generates returns faster
than the economy as a whole can grow, and those returns accrue to the people who already
hold capital. The Gilded Age was not an aberration. It was the natural state toward which an
unconstrained market economy returns whenever the constraints are removed — a point
that will matter enormously when we examine the present.

Why State Socialism Fails

But the opposite solution — the central planning of production and distribution, the aboli-
tion of the market in favor of the directing mind of the state — also fails, and it fails for
reasons that the economist Friedrich Hayek identified with remarkable prescience in the
1940s, well before the evidence had fully accumulated. Markets, Hayek understood, are not
merely mechanisms for exchange; they are information-processing systems. Prices aggregate
the distributed knowledge of millions of independent actors about what things are worth,
what is scarce, what is abundant, and what people actually want, and they do so continu-
ously and automatically, without any central authority needing to know any of it. No plan-
ning apparatus, however well-intentioned or well-staffed, can replicate this, because the
knowledge it would need to replicate it does not exist in any single place. It is dispersed
across every participant in the economy, much of it tacit, none of it available to a committee.

The Soviet experience is comprehensive and tragic evidence for Hayek’s argument. Collect-
ive agriculture produced famines. The command economy generated chronic shortages of
basic goods alongside vast surpluses of things no one wanted. Innovation stagnated under a
system that had no reliable way to signal what was valuable or to reward those who pro-
duced it. The system collapsed in the end not merely because of external pressure but be-
cause it could not generate the information required to allocate resources efficiently across
a complex modern economy. The dream of replacing the chaos of the market with the ra-
tionality of the plan founders on a fact about knowledge itself: the relevant knowledge can-
not be centralized, because it is produced, moment by moment, by the very decentralized
activity the plan seeks to abolish.

The Combination That Works

What works, then, is neither pole but a specific combination that emerged — unevenly, im-
perfectly, and under significant political pressure — across the Western democracies in the
middle of the twentieth century. It rests on four pillars, and the load-bearing insight is that
the pillars hold up the structure only together. There must be markets, for the allocation of
resources and the generation of innovation, because nothing else processes economic in-
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formation as well. There must be democratic accountability, to prevent the winners of the
market from converting their economic power into permanent and unaccountable political
power. There must be strong redistributive institutions — progressive taxation, universal
public education, healthcare, social insurance — to counteract capital’s natural and relent-
less tendency toward concentration. And there must be independent accountability struc-
tures — courts, a free press, regulatory agencies, central banks — to keep both political
power and economic power from collapsing into the self-reinforcing loops that destroy free
societies. Markets without democracy produce oligarchy. Democracy without markets pro-
duces stagnation and, too often, the command economy’s slide into coercion. Either,
without independent institutions to constrain it, decays. The balance is the thing.

The philosopher John Rawls supplied the most elegant moral foundation for this arrange-
ment. His thought experiment is justly famous: imagine designing a society from behind a
veil of ignorance, not knowing in advance what position you would occupy within it — your
wealth, your race, your gender, your intelligence, your family, all unknown to you at the
moment of choosing the rules. What system would a rational person choose under such
conditions? Rawls argued that one would choose a liberal democracy with strong redistribu-
tion, governed by what he called the difference principle: social and economic inequalities
are justified only insofar as they benefit the least advantaged members of society. The
framework is powerful precisely because it removes self-interest from the design question.
One cannot rig the rules in favor of one’s own position when one does not know what that
position will be.

No functioning democracy with a free press has ever had a fam-
ine. Not one, in all of recorded history. Democracy is not merely
morally preferable. It is instrumentally better at preventing
catastrophe.

The Empirical Verdict

The economist Amartya Sen approached the same question from the opposite direction —
not from philosophy but from data — and arrived at a finding of startling clarity. No func-
tioning democracy with a free press has ever had a famine. Not one, across the whole of re-
corded history. Famines occur in authoritarian states because such governments can sup-
press information about who is starving and face no electoral consequence for letting them
starve. A democratic government confronts both pressures at once: the press reports the
famine, and the voters punish the government that allowed it. The calculus is simply differ-
ent, and the difference is measured in millions of lives. Democracy, on Sen’s account, is not

71



THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

only morally preferable to authoritarianism; it is instrumentally better at preventing the
most basic catastrophes a society can suffer. The free flow of information is not a luxury
that prosperous societies can afford. It is a survival mechanism.

The convergent evidence points to a conclusion that ought to be more widely celebrated
than it is. The countries that consistently lead nearly every meaningful measure of human
welfare — happiness, social mobility, life expectancy, educational achievement, low corrup-
tion, low infant mortality, mental health — are almost always the same handful of places. The
Nordic countries above all, then the Netherlands, Germany, New Zealand, Canada, Australia.
Every one of them is a market economy. Every one has strong democratic institutions, signi-
ficant redistribution, universal healthcare and education, an independent judiciary, and a
robust tradition of free press. The formula is not radical or exotic. It is boring, well-main-
tained institutional design in the service of a single proposition: that markets are useful
servants but dangerous masters, and that a decent society is one that keeps the servant at
its work and the master out of the house.

The Forgotten Bargain

There is a final point, and it is the one that explains why this hard-won arrangement has
proven so fragile, why the knowledge of what works has not simply settled the matter for
good. The postwar settlement that produced the most prosperous and equal decades in the
history of industrial society — the New Deal in America, social democracy across Western
Europe, the Bretton Woods framework that governed the international economy — was not
pure idealism, however much it has since been remembered as a triumph of enlightened val-
ues. It was in substantial part a negotiated compromise between capital and labor, and it was
forced by a genuine threat. Capital agreed to share an unprecedented portion of the surplus
with labor because the alternative, vividly present in the form of the Soviet Union, was that
labor might actually choose communism.

The Cold War context is not incidental to the welfare state. It is part of its explanation. The
existence of a competing model that claimed to represent the workers concentrated capital-
ist minds wonderfully, and the generous settlement that followed was, in no small part, a
prophylactic against revolution — an insurance premium paid to forestall a more radical out-
come. This is an uncomfortable thought, because it implies that the most humane arrange-
ment modern societies have produced was sustained partly by fear rather than purely by
conviction. And it carries a sobering corollary, one the following chapters must confront
directly. When the external pressure disappeared — when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991
and the competing model vanished — the motivation for the compromise disappeared with
it. The bargain held only as long as the threat that produced it remained credible. The his-
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tory of the decades since is, in significant part, the history of what happens when the fear is
gone but the underlying logic of concentration has not changed at all.

MARKETS AS SERVANTS, NOT MASTERS

The recurring error at both political extremes is to treat the market as a single thing to be
either embraced or abolished, when the historical evidence points unmistakably toward a
more demanding conclusion: the market is an extraordinarily powerful tool that must be
simultaneously employed and constrained. Employed, because nothing else processes
economic information as well or generates innovation as reliably. Constrained, because
left to itself it concentrates wealth without limit and converts that wealth into political
power, hollowing out the very democracy that is supposed to govern it.

The societies that have done best are precisely those that refused the temptation of the
pure solution in either direction. They kept the market and chained it — to progressive
taxation, to universal public provision, to independent courts and an unbought press, to a
democracy with the real power to overrule the winners. The arrangement is unglamorous
and permanently contested, and it satisfies no one's desire for a final, clean answer. It
requires constant maintenance, because both poles exert a steady pull and the balance
never holds itself. But it is, as far as the record shows, the only thing that has ever actually
worked — and the knowledge that it works has never once been sufficient, by itself, to
keep it in place.
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PART XVII

The Cycle Reasserts

"We know what works. We have known for decades. The gap that defines our age is not a
gap in knowledge but a gap in will — the distance between understanding the cure and
being permitted, by those who profit from the disease, to administer it."

he story of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is, in significant and

measurable part, the story of the postwar settlement being systematically dismantled
from above. This is not a conspiracy theory and it does not require one; the mechanisms are
well-documented, the outcomes are quantifiable, and the direction is unambiguous. The ar-
rangement described in the previous chapter — the carefully balanced combination of mar-
kets, democratic accountability, redistribution, and independent institutions that produced
the most prosperous and equal decades in the history of industrial society — did not col-
lapse of its own accord. It was taken apart, deliberately and in stages, by the interests it had
been designed to constrain, the moment the pressure that had forced its creation was re-
moved. The cycle this book has traced again and again — accumulation, concentration, the
conversion of wealth into power — did not end with the postwar settlement. It was merely
interrupted. And then it resumed.

When the Pressure Disappeared

The hinge was 1991. When the Soviet Union collapsed, the external pressure that had en-
forced the compromise between capital and labor vanished, and with it the fear that had
made the compromise rational for the powerful. Capital no longer needed to offer labor a
generous share of the surplus in order to forestall the threat of revolution, because the al-
ternative model had just disintegrated and taken the threat with it. The ideological pendu-
lum, which had swung toward regulated markets and strong social contracts after the cata-
strophes of the 1930s, now swung back with considerable force and very little to oppose it.

The dismantling came in waves. The first was the economic revolution associated with Re-
agan in the United States and Thatcher in Britain through the 1980s — deregulation, privat-
ization, the breaking of organized labor, and the steady reduction of the high marginal tax
rates that had compressed top incomes during the postwar decades. The second wave was
the financialization of the economy through the 1990s and 2000s, the vast expansion of a
financial sector that increasingly captured the returns of the broader economy while shift-
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ing risk onto the public. The cumulative result, measured precisely in Piketty’s data, is that
wealth concentration across the Western democracies has returned to roughly the levels of
the 1920s. The Gilded Age, which the postwar settlement had temporarily suppressed,
reasserted itself — exactly as the mathematics of r greater than g predicts it must, once the
countervailing force is withdrawn. The surplus, as ever, is the origin of power, and the
surplus had begun once again to pool.

Oligarchy Is Peer-Reviewed

It is tempting to dismiss the claim that the United States has crossed into functional olig-
archy as partisan rhetoric, the overheated language of one faction about another. It is not. It
is, at this point, peer-reviewed political science. The political scientists Martin Gilens of
Princeton and Benjamin Page of Northwestern conducted the definitive empirical test: they
analyzed nearly eighteen hundred distinct policy proposals over a span of thirty years,
tracking how each moved through the political system and, crucially, whose preferences de-
termined the outcome. The findings were stark and have been widely replicated. Political
outcomes overwhelmingly tracked the preferences of wealthy individuals and organized
business interests, while the preferences of ordinary citizens registered at a level of
independent influence statistically close to zero.

The implication is worth stating without euphemism. When ordinary citizens disagree with
economic elites, they generally lose — regardless of how large the majority of ordinary cit-
izens happens to be. The majority does not rule in any causal sense; it rules only on those
questions where its preferences happen to coincide with those of the elite, and it loses reli-
ably where they diverge. The formal machinery of democracy persists in full working order
— there are elections, there is representation, there is voting, and all of it is real. But the
substance has been hollowed out from within. This is not an angry opinion about American
politics. It is a finding, arrived at through the ordinary methods of empirical social science,
and it describes precisely the condition this book has watched recur across every civiliza-
tion that concentrated wealth beyond what its institutions could correct.

When ordinary citizens disagree with economic elites, they gen-
erally lose, regardless of how large the majority is. The formal
machinery of democracy persists. The substance has been hol-

lowed.

The mechanisms of hollowing are visible to anyone who looks. The Supreme Court’s decision
in Citizens United v. FEC in 2010 removed significant constraints on the ability of corpora-
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tions and wealthy individuals to spend money influencing political campaigns, accelerating
the conversion of economic power directly into political outcomes. The dynamic of regulat-
ory capture — in which the industries subject to regulation gradually come to staff, fund,
and direct the very agencies established to regulate them — operates quietly and continu-
ously across the full range of policy domains, from finance to pharmaceuticals to telecom-
munications to energy. None of this is hidden. It does not need to be hidden, because the
formal appearance of democratic governance remains intact, and the appearance is suffi-
cient to maintain legitimacy even as the substance erodes. This is the same hollowing the
political scientists call competitive authoritarianism when it appears abroad; the instru-
ments are gentler in a consolidated democracy, but the direction of travel is recognizable,
and it is global. For the first time in over two decades, the world now contains more auto-
cracies than democracies, and the share of humanity living under some form of autocratic
rule has climbed back above seventy percent.

The New Accelerants

And now there is something layered atop the older structure that is genuinely without pre-
cedent, a development that strains the inherited vocabulary of political analysis. The con-
centration of power in the hands of a small number of technology billionaires represents
something new in the long history of wealth and political power, and it is worth being pre-
cise about why. A medieval king with an army could control a territory. An industrial mag-
nate of the Gilded Age could capture a legislature. But the emerging figure who controls
satellite internet infrastructure spanning the globe, owns the world’s largest platforms for
human communication, commands significant space and military technology, and enjoys
direct personal access to the executive branch of the most powerful government on earth —
this is something the previous vocabulary of oligarchy does not fully capture. The scale is
different in kind, not merely in degree. We will return to this figure, and to what he repres-
ents, in the chapter that follows, because the question of whether he marks a return to aris-
tocracy or the birth of something stranger is the question the reader most wants answered.

Technology compounds the problem in a second way that strikes directly at the psychology
this book has insisted is the constant beneath all the change. Social media platforms are not
neutral communication infrastructure, however they describe themselves. They are engage-
ment-optimization machines, and their algorithms reliably surface the content that gener-
ates outrage, fear, and tribal confirmation, because those emotions produce the most per-
sistent engagement and engagement is what the machines are built to maximize. The result
is the systematic amplification of the worst features of human neurology — limbic reactivity,
the hair-trigger of the in-group and out-group instinct, the susceptibility to simple and
threatening narratives — at a scale and intensity with no historical precedent whatsoever.
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The demagogue’s toolkit, which once required radio stations and newspapers and the phys-
ical assembly of crowds at rallies, now operates directly within the neural reward architec-
ture of billions of people at once. The instrument has grown more powerful. The animal it
acts upon — the same evolved creature of the small band, with the same limbic shortcuts —
has not changed at all. The capacity-performance gap, which earlier chapters identified as
the engine of so much human tragedy, is now being deliberately and profitably widened by
the most sophisticated persuasion technology ever built.

The Constraint No Civilization Has Faced

There is, finally, an ecological dimension that adds a genuinely novel constraint, one no
previous civilization has confronted in quite this form. Economic growth as currently meas-
ured is structurally incompatible with the physical boundaries of the planet. We have
crossed multiple thresholds of resource depletion, extracting fish, fresh water, topsoil, and
the atmosphere’s capacity to absorb carbon faster than natural systems can replenish them.
The underlying logic is not complicated and does not improve with restatement: infinite
growth on a finite planet is not possible. The political will to confront this does not yet exist
at the scale the problem demands, partly because the incentive structures of every major
economic actor point toward continued extraction, and partly because the heaviest con-
sequences fall on people who are not yet born and on populations who hold the least politic-
al power — which is to say, on precisely those whose preferences, as Gilens and Page
demonstrated, register at close to zero. The cycle of accumulation that this book has fol-
lowed from the first agricultural surplus now runs up, for the first time, against a hard
physical limit. What happens when an ancient pattern of concentration collides with a plan-
etary boundary is a question the historical record cannot answer, because the historical
record contains no precedent for it. That is the situation into which the following chapters
lead.
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OLIGARCHY IS PEER-REVIEWED

It would be more comfortable to treat the claim that wealth has captured government as
the partisan complaint of one side against the other — a matter of perspective, exagger-
ated for effect. The discomfort is precisely why the Gilens and Page findings matter so
much. They did not editorialize; they measured. Across nearly two thousand policy ques-
tions over three decades, the independent influence of ordinary citizens on actual out-
comes was statistically indistinguishable from zero, while the influence of economic elites
and organized business was decisive. This is not an interpretation of the evidence. It is the
evidence.

The deeper lesson connects directly to everything this book has argued. The drift toward
oligarchy is not a moral failing of particular politicians or a partisan grievance to be
argued about; it is the default behavior of a system in which concentrated wealth is per-
mitted to convert itself into concentrated power without effective constraint. It is the
mathematical destination, reasserting itself the moment the countervailing institutions
weaken. The warning sign is not that one party or another holds office. The warning sign
is that, across administrations of every stripe, the preferences of the many have ceased to
move the machinery, while the preferences of the few move it reliably. A democracy in
which this is true has not yet stopped holding elections. It has only stopped being
governed by them.

78



THE UNFINISHED ANIMAL - A STORY WITHOUT AN AUTHOR

PART XVIII

The Reactionary Spirit

"Democracy makes a promise that some people cannot bear to keep: that the person they
have always looked down upon will count exactly as much as they do. The reactionary is
the one who, forced to choose between that promise and his place above his neighbor,
chooses his place — and concludes that democracy itself must go."

here is a particular pathology of democratic societies that the older vocabulary of

tyranny does not quite capture, and the political writer Zack Beauchamp gave it a name
in his 2024 study *The Reactionary Spirit*. His argument begins from a tension built into the
very idea of democracy, a tension that becomes visible only when one stops thinking of
democracy as a neutral procedure and starts thinking of it as a radical and destabilizing
claim about human worth. Democracy promises political equality: one person, one vote,
each citizen counting for exactly as much as any other, regardless of wealth, lineage, race, or
rank. This is a magnificent promise. It is also, for any group accustomed to standing above
its neighbors, a profound threat — because genuine political equality, fully extended, dis-
solves the social hierarchies that such groups have come to experience as the natural order
of the world. And when a dominant group is forced to choose between honoring the demo-
cratic promise and preserving its position, a faction within it reliably reaches a fateful
conclusion: that it is legitimate to undermine, hollow out, or overthrow democracy rather
than accept the loss of status that democracy, kept honestly, would impose. This conclusion
is the reactionary spirit, and Beauchamp's central and unsettling claim is that it is not a
foreign infection of democracy but a permanent temptation residing within it.

The Founding Contradiction

The most provocative element of Beauchamp’s account, and the one most relevant to this
book’s preoccupation with origins, is his argument about where this pattern first took its
modern form. He locates the birthplace not in some distant despotism but in the United
States — the society that proclaimed, more loudly and earlier than any other, that all men
are created equal. The proclamation coexisted from the very beginning with the enslave-
ment of millions, a contradiction earlier chapters have already noted: a revolution that liber-
ated white colonists from what they called tyranny while preserving and constitutionally en-
trenching the actual tyranny of chattel slavery, a contradiction not resolved until 1865 and
then only at the cost of six hundred thousand lives. But Beauchamp’s deeper point concerns
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what came after the formal resolution. The brief experiment of Reconstruction extended
real political rights to formerly enslaved people, and the reaction to that extension produced
the template that he argues has since been exported around the world.

The post-Reconstruction American South became the prototype of a specific and durable
political form: a system that retained the outward machinery of democracy — elections, le-
gislatures, constitutions — while systematically stripping that machinery of substance for a
designated portion of the population. Through poll taxes, literacy tests, fraud, and the ever-
present threat of violence, the Jim Crow South built what scholars have called a herrenvolk
democracy, a regime that was democratic for the dominant group and authoritarian for
everyone else, all while preserving the formal appearance of constitutional government. It
was, in the language this book borrowed from Appendix A, an early and thoroughgoing ex-
ample of what political scientists now call competitive authoritarianism — the hollowing of
democratic institutions rather than their open abolition. The genius and the horror of the
form is precisely that it does not need to declare itself. The elections continue. The consti-
tution remains in force. Only the substance has been removed, quietly, for those whose full
participation would threaten the hierarchy the system exists to defend.

The Template Goes Global

Beauchamp’s argument is that this form — the reactionary response to democracy’s threat
against hierarchy, expressed through the hollowing rather than the abolition of democratic
institutions — has in recent decades become a global pattern, recurring wherever democrat-
ic equality presses against an entrenched order. He traces it through several contemporary
cases that differ enormously in their particulars while sharing the underlying structure.
Hungary under Viktor Orban became the model of twenty-first-century democratic decay in
Europe, retaining elections while capturing the courts, the universities, and the press, and
openly theorizing the result as an “illiberal democracy” India under its Hindu-nationalist
movement pressed a vision of the nation that subordinated its largest religious minority
while preserving the forms of the world’s largest electoral democracy. Israel's prolonged
confrontation over judicial power raised, in its own idiom, the same fundamental question
about whether democratic institutions could be reshaped to protect a particular conception
of the national community against the constraints those institutions had imposed. And the
United States, where the pattern began, has in Beauchamp’s telling re-encountered its own
oldest temptation, as a faction confronting demographic and social change has shown a
growing willingness to question the legitimacy of democratic outcomes that threaten an
accustomed order.
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The reactionary spirit rarely abolishes democracy outright. It
hollows it — keeping the elections, capturing the courts, starving
the press — until the form remains and the substance is gone.

The empirical backdrop to Beauchamp'’s argument is the global democratic recession that
the measurement projects have documented with increasing alarm. By the middle of the
2020s, the count of autocracies in the world had come to exceed the count of democracies
for the first time in over two decades, and the average citizen of the average country lived
under democratic conditions that had regressed to the levels of the mid-1980s, erasing a
generation of gains. The number of closed autocracies — the most repressive category, with
no meaningful electoral competition at all — had risen sharply across just a few years. Most
strikingly for Beauchamp’s thesis, the backsliding had reached established Western demo-
cracies long assumed to be immune, and the speed of democratic decline in the United
States in particular was characterized by the monitoring organizations as without precedent
among consolidated democracies. The reactionary spirit, in other words, is not a hypothesis
awaiting evidence. It is a description of a documented and ongoing reversal.

What the Reactionary Is Not

It is essential — and Beauchamp is careful about this — to distinguish the reactionary spirit
from conservatism as such, because conflating the two does real damage to clear thinking
and is unfair to a genuine and honorable political tradition. The conservatism of Edmund
Burke, who appears elsewhere in this book defending gradual constitutional reform against
the abstractions of Jacobin terror, is not the reactionary spirit. Burkean conservatism ac-
cepts the legitimacy of the political order and the people within it; it counsels caution,
reverence for inherited institutions, and suspicion of rapid change, but it works within the
democratic settlement rather than seeking to subvert it. A conservative in this constructive
sense may oppose a particular reform, may lose an election and accept the loss, may revere
tradition while still regarding his political opponents as legitimate fellow citizens with an
equal claim to govern. The reactionary spirit is something different and more dangerous: it
is the conclusion that the democratic settlement itself is illegitimate when it threatens a
cherished hierarchy, and that subverting the settlement is therefore justified. The distinc-
tion is the same one this book has drawn throughout — between a politics that contests out-
comes within accountable institutions and a politics that seeks to escape accountability al-
together. One is the ordinary friction of a free society. The other is the warning sign.
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A Qualified Hope

Beauchamp does not end in despair, and it would misrepresent his argument to suggest oth-
erwise. The reactionary spirit, on his account, is a permanent temptation of democratic life,
but it is also one that democracies have repeatedly confronted and, often enough, defeated.
The American South’s herrenvolk order was eventually broken, however late and however
incompletely, by a civil rights movement that insisted on cashing democracy’s original
promise in full. Hungary’s model has provoked resistance; the global recession that has lifted
the autocracies has also produced its countercurrents, with a cluster of countries — Brazil
and Poland prominent among them — pulling back from the brink and beginning to repair
their institutions after periods of decay. The pattern is real, and it is recurring, and it would
be foolish to underestimate it. But it is not destiny. The same democratic equality that pro-
vokes the reactionary backlash also mobilizes the coalition that resists it, and the contest
between them is exactly that — a contest, not a foregone conclusion. The reactionary spirit
reveals something permanent about what democracy asks of the people who live under it:
that they extend to others a standing equal to their own, even when, especially when, it
costs them the comfort of looking down. Whether they will keep that promise is not settled
by any law of history. It is decided, again and again, by whether enough of them choose to.
The instruments of subversion have grown more sophisticated; the choice they confront the
citizen with is exactly the one the post-Reconstruction South confronted, and the one
democracy has always confronted, and it has never once been made automatically.
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THE FOUNDING CONTRADICTION

There is a bitter irony at the center of Beauchamp's argument that is worth holding onto,
because it cuts against the comfortable story a democracy tells about itself. The society
that announced the modern democratic ideal most loudly — that all are created equal — is
also, on this account, the society that pioneered the most durable method of betraying
that ideal while preserving its forms. The Jim Crow South was not a failure to be demo-
cratic. It was a sophisticated technology for appearing democratic while denying demo-
cracy's substance to those whose equality would have threatened the established order.
The founding promise and the founding betrayal were born together, and they have
remained entangled ever since.

The lesson is not cynicism about democracy but vigilance about it. The reactionary spirit
does not arrive wearing a crown or marching under an honest banner of dictatorship. It
arrives defending elections it has learned to rig, courts it has learned to capture, and a
press it has learned to starve, all in the name of the people and against a designated
enemy said to threaten them. It is the warning sign in its most insidious modern dress,
precisely because it never asks the citizen to abandon democracy — only to accept, a little
at a time, a version of democracy in which the votes of the wrong people quietly cease to
count. The machinery keeps running. One simply stops asking where it is going.
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PART XIX

Are We Returning to Aristocracy?

"The old aristocrat held a sword and a title; the new one holds the network through which
a planet speaks, the rockets that reach its orbit, and the algorithms that decide what a
billion minds will feel before breakfast. Whether this is the return of an ancient thing or
the arrival of a wholly new one is the question on which the rest depends.”

O n Friday, June 12, 2026, the world acquired its first trillionaire. Elon Musk crossed the

once unfathomable threshold after a record-breaking initial public offering of his rock-
et, satellite-internet, and artificial-intelligence company, SpaceX, which surged on its first
day of trading on the Nasdaq. The offering raised a record seventy-five billion dollars and
valued the company at roughly 1.8 trillion, lifting Musk's combined net worth to around 1.1
trillion and making him the first person in history to be worth a trillion dollars, at least on
paper. The single event added more than a hundred and eighty billion dollars to his fortune,
leaving him worth more than the next five richest billionaires on earth combined, with a
personal net worth larger than the entire annual economic output of Taiwan, Ireland, or
Sweden. Only nineteen countries on the planet have a gross domestic product that exceeds
one trillion dollars; one man now stands among them. The reaction was immediate and, for
the purposes of this book, clarifying: an Oxfam director called the moment the arrival of a
"new Gilded Age" of wealth inequality. The phrase is exactly right, and it is exactly the
question this chapter must confront. Is this a new Gilded Age — a rhyme with a pattern we
have seen before and survived — or is it something for which the historical record offers no

precedent at all?

The Case That It Merely Rhymes

There is a strong case, and an honest one, that what we are witnessing is the cyclical pattern
this book has traced from the first agricultural surplus, reasserting itself in modern dress.
On this reading, nothing fundamental is new. Wealth concentrates, as it always has, because
the return on capital outpaces the growth of the economy; the concentrated wealth con-
verts itself into political power, as it always has, because the powerful have always been able
to bend the rules in their own favor; and a hereditary aristocracy of capital emerges, as
Piketty’s mathematics predicts it must, distinguished by ownership rather than by inherited
title but functioning, in every way that matters, like the landed aristocracies of the past. The
Gilded Age magnates — the Rockefellers and Carnegies and Vanderbilts — commanded for-
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tunes that, measured against the economy of their day, were comparable in scale, and they
too captured legislatures, shaped policy, and provoked exactly the debate over inequality
now reopening. The robber barons were eventually constrained by the Progressive Era, by
antitrust law, by the income tax, by the long postwar settlement. On the optimistic version
of the cyclical view, the pendulum that has swung so far toward concentration since 1991
will, as it has before, swing back — and the present trillionaire is not the harbinger of a new
feudalism but the high-water mark of an old cycle about to turn. History rhymes because
human nature is constant; the surplus pools, the institutions eventually correct, and the
pooling begins again. There is genuine comfort in this reading, and it is not foolish. It has the
weight of the entire historical record behind it.

The Case That Something Is New

And yet the comfort may be misplaced, because there are several respects in which the
present concentration of power departs from anything the past contains, and the honest
analyst must take them seriously rather than retreat into the reassurance of analogy. The
first is simply scale of a particular kind. A medieval king with an army could control a territ-
ory. An industrial magnate of the Gilded Age could capture a legislature and corner a com-
modity. But the emerging figure of the present controls infrastructure of a planetary and
previously unimaginable nature: a satellite constellation that provides internet to much of
the earth and has become strategically decisive in war; the dominant platforms through
which billions of human beings now conduct their political and social lives; significant space
and military technology on which governments themselves depend; and direct, personal ac-
cess to the executive power of the most powerful state in history. This is not a difference of
degree from the robber baron. It is a difference of kind, and the inherited vocabulary of
oligarchy strains to describe it.

Two thinkers have given names to what they see emerging, and whatever one makes of their
conclusions, their diagnoses are worth holding alongside the trillionaire’s coronation. The
urbanist Joel Kotkin, in The Coming of Neo-Feudalism, argues that the developed world is
sliding back toward a structure that resembles feudalism more than it resembles the broad-
based middle-class capitalism of the twentieth century: a small oligarchic elite of technology
owners at the summit, a credentialed managerial and cultural class serving as a kind of mod-
ern clergy beneath them, and below both a growing class of the propertyless, locked out of
the asset ownership — above all of housing — that once defined a path into the middle. The
yeoman middle class, in his telling, is being hollowed out, and what is replacing it is older
than capitalism: a society of lords, clerics, and serfs. The economist Yanis Varoufakis goes
further still, arguing in Technofeudalism that capitalism itself has already died and mutated
into something he calls technofeudalism, in which the great platform owners no longer earn
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profit in the classical sense but extract rent — a toll paid by everyone, including ordinary
businesses, for the privilege of access to the digital fiefs the platforms own and control. On
this view the platform is the new manorial estate, and we are all, in a sense, paying our dues
to its lord merely to participate in modern economic life. One need not accept either thesis
wholesale to register the disquieting fact that serious analysts, looking at the present
concentration, reach for the vocabulary of the Middle Ages.

The medieval lord needed the serf's obedience. The modern ar-

rangement needs only the citizen's attention — and that, unlike

obedience, can be harvested without anyone noticing it has been
taken.

The Sedated Citizen

But the most genuinely novel element, and the one that connects most directly to this book’s
insistence on the constancy of human neurology, is the mechanism of control. The terror-
states of the twentieth century, examined at length in earlier chapters, ruled through fear:
the camp, the secret police, the dehumanized enemy, the permanent threat of violence. The
emerging arrangement of the twenty-first century may require nothing so crude, because it
has discovered something the older tyrannies never possessed — the capacity to manage a
population not through its fears but through its pleasures, and to do so at a scale and
intimacy that has no historical parallel.

The psychiatrist Anna Lembke, in Dopamine Nation, describes a population awash in high-
dopamine stimuli — the endless scroll, the notification, the engineered variable reward —
that hijack the brain’s ancient balance between pleasure and pain, producing compulsion,
anxiety, and a kind of low-grade self-medication conducted by billions of people on their
own nervous systems. Shoshana Zuboff, in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, documents
the underlying economic logic: the extraction of human behavior as raw material, refined
into predictions about what people will do and sold to those who wish to shape it, constitut-
ing an entirely new form of power that operates not by controlling the body, as the old tyr-
annies did, but by quietly tuning the behavior of populations who do not know it is
happening. And the philosopher Byung-Chul Han, in The Burnout Society, identifies the
strangest feature of all: that the modern subject is no longer disciplined from above, as in
the prisons and barracks Foucault described, but exploits himself, internalizing the demand
for endless productivity and optimization until exhaustion and depression become the char-
acteristic afflictions of the age — a population that is simultaneously its own master and its
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own overworked servant, too depleted to resist because the resistance would have to be
mounted against itself.

Assemble these diagnoses and a picture emerges that the authors of Nineteen Eighty-Four
and Brave New World would recognize as the latter’s victory over the former. Aldous Huxley
feared not the boot that crushes but the pleasure that pacifies — a population controlled not
by inflicting pain but by administering so much engineered gratification that it loses the will
and the attention to govern itself. The old aristocracy needed the obedience of its subjects
and had to extract it by force. The new arrangement needs only their attention, and atten-
tion can be harvested continuously, profitably, and without anyone experiencing the harvest
as oppression. This is the genuinely unprecedented thing. Not the concentration of wealth,
which is old. Not even the conversion of wealth into power, which is old. But the discovery
of a mechanism of social management that works with the limbic system rather than against
it — that does not need to suppress the citizen’s reactivity, fear, and tribal hunger, because it
has learned to feed them, monetize them, and in feeding them, to keep the citizen too
stimulated and too exhausted to notice what is being decided on his behalf.

The Honest Answer

So: are we returning to aristocracy? The honest answer, in the spirit this book has tried to
maintain throughout, is that the question is the wrong shape, because the truth is neither a
clean yes nor a clean no. We are returning to the structure of aristocracy — to a steep and
hardening hierarchy in which a tiny elite commands resources beyond the comprehension
of the many, and converts those resources into power the many cannot check. In that re-
spect the pattern rhymes, exactly as it has rhymed across every chapter of this book, for
exactly the reason this book has insisted upon: because the animal that builds these hier-
archies has not changed, and the surplus, once it pools, has always flowed toward power.
But we are arriving at this ancient structure by an entirely new road, equipped with instru-
ments the old aristocracies could not have dreamed of — planetary infrastructure held by
individuals, artificial intelligence whose trajectory no one can confidently predict, a persua-
sion technology that operates directly in the reward circuitry of billions, and, looming over
all of it, an ecological limit that no previous civilization ever had to face, because no previous
civilization was large enough to reach it. The instruments grow more powerful with each
passing year; the animal wielding them does not. That has been the refrain of this entire
book, and here, at the trillionaire’s threshold, it arrives at its sharpest point. What rhymes is
the human pattern. What is new is the power now placed in the pattern’s hands — and the
stakes, should the institutions fail to constrain it this time, of getting the oldest story wrong
with the newest tools.
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WHAT RHYMES AND WHAT IS NEW

It is a failure of analysis in both directions to insist either that there is nothing new under
the sun or that everything is unprecedented. The disciplined view holds both truths at
once. What rhymes: the concentration of wealth beyond what institutions can correct,
the conversion of that wealth into political power, the emergence of an effective aristo-
cracy distinguished by capital rather than title, and the predictable hollowing of the
democracy meant to constrain it. All of this the historical record contains in abundance,
and all of it this book has documented from the first surplus onward.

What is genuinely new: the planetary scale of infrastructure now controlled by single in-
dividuals; artificial intelligence as a wild card whose consequences are unknowable; a
technology of attention-capture and behavioral prediction that manages populations
through pleasure rather than fear, working with human neurology instead of against it;
and a hard ecological boundary that converts the ancient logic of limitless accumulation
into a collision with physical reality. The danger of the cyclical view is complacency — the
assumption that because the pendulum has always swung back, it must swing back again.
But the pendulum has never before swung in a world where the people holding it com-
mand the orbit of the earth, the attention of its billions, and the capacity to alter its
climate. The pattern is old. The amplifier is new. And it is the amplifier, not the pattern,
that should keep us awake.
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PART XX

What History Asks of Us

"Civilization is not a destination but a daily practice — the unending work of maintaining
the structures that restrain the worst of what we are while making room for the best. The
moment those structures are mistaken for permanent, automatic, or self-sustaining, the
conditions for their undoing have already begun to form."

here is a question that has run beneath every chapter of this book, and having followed

the long arc from the first human journey out of Africa to the first trillionaire's corona-
tion, we have earned the right to ask it directly: is all of this inevitable? Are the cycles of
accumulation, oppression, revolt, collapse, and reassertion simply what the human animal
produces, again and again, until technology at last hands some faction the capacity to make
the arrangement permanent or to end the species entirely? Is the whole vast project of civil-
ization nothing more than an elaborate delay mechanism, a sophisticated way of postponing
a verdict that the constancy of our nature has already written? The honest answer — and
this book has tried, above all, to be honest — is: partially. But only partially, and the gap
between "partially” and "entirely" is the most important space in human history, because it is
the space in which everything we have ever valued was built.

What Will Not Change

We must begin with the hard half of the answer, because evasion here corrupts everything
downstream. The patterns are real, and they are deep, and they are rooted in an evolution-
ary psychology that will not change on any timescale that matters to politics. The drive to
accumulate, to dominate, to divide the world into us and them and to treat the them as less
than fully human — these are not errors in the human program that better education or bet-
ter institutions might one day patch and remove. They are features, selected for across mil-
lions of years in environments where they were adaptive, and they remain installed in every
person now alive. Anyone who builds a political philosophy on the assumption that human
nature is fundamentally cooperative and rational, and that the right arrangements will
simply allow that benign nature to express itself once the distortions of oppression are
cleared away, is building on sand. This book has watched that assumption fail, with mechan-
ical consistency, in every revolution that believed it — watched the dream of a society
without hierarchy produce only new and unaccountable hierarchy, watched the faith that
the enemy was the system rather than something in ourselves curdle into terror the mo-
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ment the old system fell. The animal is the constant. That is the first thing history asks us to
accept, and the hardest.

And yet — and this is the turn on which the entire book pivots — the purely cyclical view
does not account for the evidence either. The claim that we are simply doomed to repeat,
that there is no genuine learning, that the apparent moral progress of the last several cen-
turies is an illusion soon to be corrected, fails just as badly as the utopian’s faith, and in the
opposite direction. There is genuine directional change in human history, running alongside
the cycles and not erased by them. Slavery was a universal institution for virtually the whole
of recorded history, taken for granted on every continent by every civilization; its abolition,
accomplished in the span of roughly a single century, represents something real, something
that had never happened before and did not have to happen. The idea that women are equal
citizens, entitled to full political and legal standing, was for all of recorded history until the
twentieth century essentially unimplemented anywhere on earth; its implementation, how-
ever incomplete, is a genuine break with the entire prior human record. The construction of
international humanitarian law, inconsistent and frequently violated as it is, represents a real
normative shift with real consequences. These are not nothing. These are the prefrontal
cortex winning, against the odds and against the gravitational pull of the elephant it rides —
the deliberative, moral, future-regarding part of us prevailing, sometimes, over the ancient
limbic machinery that this book has named again and again as the engine of our tragedies.

A Contested Spiral

What the evidence suggests, then, is not a circle and not a line but a contested spiral — a
path along which genuine gains are periodically achieved, periodically eroded, and periodic-
ally recovered at a higher level than before. The abolitionist’s victory is real and can be rolled
back; the rollback can itself be reversed; the reversal can establish ground that the next
generation defends as its starting point. Progress is neither guaranteed nor illusory. It is
contingent, fragile, reversible, and real — all at once. And this reframing transforms the
central question of our moment. The question is not whether the cycle can be escaped, for it
cannot; the deep patterns will persist as long as the animal persists. The question is wheth-
er, in the specific historical moment we now occupy, the spiral bends upward or downward
— and whether it bends fast enough, in the right direction, relative to the terrifying rate at
which our technology is amplifying the consequences of bending it the wrong way.

This is where the great optimistic argument of recent decades must be both honored and
qualified. Steven Pinker, in The Better Angels of Our Nature, marshaled an enormous body of
evidence that long-term violence has declined dramatically across human history, that the
industrialized slaughter of the twentieth century was an anomaly against a longer trend, and
that the general movement has been toward less interpersonal and state violence per capita.
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The argument is empirically serious and important not to wave away; the comforts of pess-
imism are as seductive and as lazy as the comforts of utopia, and Pinker punctures them
with real evidence. But his critics make a point that must be held alongside his, and the two
together are wiser than either alone: the institutions to which Pinker credits the decline of
violence — the rule of law, accountable government, free inquiry, the dense web of norms
and constraints built up over centuries — are precisely the institutions now under sustained
and documented assault, in exactly the ways the previous chapters traced. And the techno-
logy now available means that if those institutions fail, the resulting catastrophe could be of
an entirely different order of magnitude than anything in the human past. The better angels
are real. So are the instruments that, in the wrong hands and with the constraints removed,
could render their long victory irrelevant in an afternoon. Pinker’s trend is genuine; it is also
not a law of nature, and it is not self-sustaining, and it can be broken.

The warning signs are not subtle. Every population that suffered

the worst regimes of the twentieth century saw them in advance.

What was rare was never the ability to read the signs. What was
rare was the willingness to act while acting was still possible.

The Three Non-Negotiable Lessons

If this book has a practical bequest — if a natural history of power can offer anything beyond
understanding — it lies in three lessons that emerge from the historical record with enough
consistency to be called non-negotiable.

The first has been the refrain of these closing chapters, and it is the most important: the
warning signs are not subtle. Dehumanizing rhetoric about identifiable out-groups. Attacks
on the independence of the press, framed as the exposure of bias or corruption. Efforts to
undermine the independence of the judiciary, framed as the restoration of common sense or
the breaking of elite capture. The concentration of personal loyalty around a leader rather
than around institutions and laws. The insistent claim of unique legitimacy, the leader as the
sole authentic voice of the people against a rigged and hostile system. Every population that
suffered the worst regimes of the twentieth century had these warning signs in front of
them, in advance, in plain view. Most chose not to see them until the capacity to act on them
had already been removed. This is the lesson that costs the most to learn and is forgotten
the most reliably: the signs are legible, the sequence is known, and the failure is almost
never a failure of perception. It is a failure of will. The warning signs are not subtle. The
willingness to act on them, while action is still possible and still cheap, is what is rare.
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The second lesson concerns what happens after, and it is the lesson of accountability as in-
stitutional memory. The societies that have most successfully avoided the repetition of atro-
city are those that refused to look away from it — that built, in the aftermath, durable struc-
tures of acknowledgment and consequence. The Nuremberg trials established, however im-
perfectly, the principle that following orders is not a defense and that the powerful can be
answerable for what they do. Germany’s long, painful practice of Vergangenheitsbewailtigung
— the working-through of its own past, the refusal to bury or beautify it — stands as the
model of how a society metabolizes its worst chapter into an antibody against recurrence.
The contrast is with impunity, with the societies that chose forgetting, and that found the
forgotten thing returning. But this lesson comes with a hard and honest qualification that
this book is obligated to state: the international accountability mechanisms humanity built
after 1945 are real but deeply inconsistent. They have shown a persistent tendency to pro-
secute the defeated and the weak while the powerful and the protected go untried, dying
free, or in comfort, or in office. Accountability is the antibody; selective accountability is a
weakened one, and the gap between the principle and its application is one of the unfinished
tasks the present inherits.

The third lesson is the least glamorous and, for that reason, the most often abandoned. It is
the lesson of the moderate, maintained, institutional path — the recognition that civilization
is not a destination at which one arrives but a daily practice of maintaining the structures
that constrain the worst of what we are while creating the conditions for the best, and that
the moment those structures are treated as permanent, automatic, or self-sustaining, the
conditions for their dismantling have already begun to form. This book has shown, in the
laboratory of the Spanish Civil War and elsewhere, the terrible vulnerability of the moderate
position: that the arrangement most likely to produce a stable and just society is also the
one least able to inspire fanatical devotion, too nuanced to set hearts ablaze, too unexciting
to compete with the clean certainties of the extremes that flank it. The reasonable course is
rarely the viable one, precisely because reasonableness does not mobilize. And so the de-
fense of the boring, well-maintained, endlessly contested middle — markets chained to
democracy, power answerable to law, hierarchy made accountable and removable and con-
strained — is the least romantic and most necessary political work there is. It wins no glory.
It is never finished. It is the whole of the game.

A Story Without an Author

We return, at the end, to where the book began. The long arc that has carried us from a
small population of clever primates on the African savanna to a civilization capable of leaving
its planet and, perhaps, of ending itself, was not authored. No one designed it. No provid-
ence guided it toward a predetermined end, and none guarantees its continuation. The agri-
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cultural surplus that began the entire drama was a discovery, not a plan; the surplus became
the origin of power because of what the animal that controlled it already was. The cross-
roads bred conflict and the fortress bought stability not by anyone’s intention but because
desirability plus accessibility has always equaled conflict, and isolation has always purchased
a fragile peace. Climate moved as the hidden sovereign behind the rise and fall of states that
imagined themselves the masters of their fate. Disease redrew the human map with an invis-
ible hand that no king commanded. The arbitrary lines drawn across conquered continents
are still killing people who were born long after the men who drew them turned to dust.
None of it was authored. All of it was the cumulative, unplanned, emergent result of an un-
finished animal — endowed by evolution with a capacity vastly exceeding its wisdom, wield-
ing instruments that grow more powerful with every generation while the creature wielding
them does not change at all.

That is the meaning of the title, and it is the final thing history asks us to understand. We are
unfinished — not in the sense that we are progressing reliably toward some completed and
better form, but in the sense that nothing about our future is written, that the spiral may
bend up or down, that the story genuinely has no author and therefore no guaranteed end-
ing. The warning signs are not subtle, and they are visible now. The institutions that restrain
the worst of us are real, and they are under assault now. The better angels have won real
victories, and those victories can be lost. There is no providence that will save us and no fate
that condemns us; there is only the daily, unglamorous, never-finished practice of building
and defending the structures that hold the oldest and most dangerous animal on earth to
the better part of its own divided nature. History does not promise that we will succeed. It
only insists, with the full weight of every chapter behind it, that whether we do is, and has
always been, up to us.
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THE WARNING SIGNS ARE NOT SUBTLE

If a reader carries away a single sentence from this book, let it be this one, because it is
the lesson the historical record teaches most consistently and the lesson human beings
forget most reliably: the warning signs are not subtle. The descent into the catastrophes
this book has examined did not, in any case, arrive without notice. The dehumanizing lan-
guage came first, then the assault on the independent press, then the capture of the
courts, then the cult of the leader, then the claim that he alone spoke for the people
against a rigged system — and only then the violence that the earlier steps had made
possible. The sequence is legible. It has been legible every time.

What fails is never the availability of the warning. What fails is the willingness to act on it
while acting is still ordinary, still cheap, still a matter of voting and organizing and
insisting rather than of resistance and exile and worse. By the time the danger is undeni-
able to everyone, the capacity to respond has usually already been taken away — which is
precisely why it was taken away first. The structures that protect a free society are anti-
bodies, and crisis is the suppressant that disables them; the time to defend the antibodies
is before the crisis, when the defense costs little and feels unnecessary. The animal has
not changed, and it will not. The instruments have grown more powerful, and they will
continue to. The one variable genuinely within our control is whether we read the signs
that history has written so plainly, and whether we find the will, this time, to act on them
while we still can.
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APPENDIX A

The Language of Political Control

"To name a regime precisely is the first act of resisting it. The words we confuse, the
powerful are happy to keep confused."

he vocabulary surrounding authoritarian governance is among the most frequently

confused in all of political discourse. Terms such as dictatorship, totalitarianism,
fascism, and authoritarian are routinely used interchangeably, yet they describe genuinely
distinct concepts operating on different analytical axes. Some describe how power is struc-
tured. Others describe how deeply it penetrates society. Others describe the ideology that
justifies it. Getting these distinctions right matters — not as a matter of pedantry but
because they predict how regimes behave: how they treat their populations, how they rise,
and how they fall. What follows is a reference guide to that vocabulary, intended to be used
alongside the historical chapters, which it underwrites.

The four terms most commonly confused are best understood as operating on separate
dimensions at the same time: who holds power (dictatorship, oligarchy, autocracy), how com-
pletely it penetrates society (authoritarian versus totalitarian), and what ideology drives it
(fascism, theocracy, Marxism-Leninism). A single regime can be several of these at once —
Nazi Germany was a dictatorship, totalitarian, and fascist simultaneously — or only one:
Pinochet’s Chile was a dictatorship and authoritarian, but neither totalitarian nor fascist in
the strict sense. Holding the dimensions apart is the whole of the skill.

The Core Four Terms

DICTATORSHIP

The broadest and oldest of the four terms. A dictatorship is simply rule by a single person or
a small group wielding unchecked power, outside the normal constraints of a constitution. It
describes a mechanism of power — who holds it and how — and tells us nothing in itself
about ideology or governing philosophy. Dictatorships can be left-wing or right-wing, reli-
gious or secular, modernizing or reactionary. What defines them is the concentration of au-
thority and the absence of meaningful accountability. Julius Caesar, Augusto Pinochet,
Joseph Stalin, and Idi Amin were all dictators in this sense. The word tells you who holds the
power and almost nothing about what they believe or what they intend to do with it.
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AUTOCRACY

Closely related to dictatorship, and often used interchangeably, but with a useful distinction
of emphasis. From the Greek autos, self, and kratos, rule or power, autocracy describes a
system in which a single person holds supreme and unlimited political authority — with the
emphasis falling on the structure of that authority rather than on how it was acquired.
Where “dictatorship” implies something about the seizure or suspension of normal rules,
“autocracy” describes established, recognized supreme rule answerable to no parliament,
court, church, or constitution. The Tsars of Russia formally styled themselves “Autocrat of
All the Russias”: their power was not usurped but was the legal and traditional structure of
governance itself. In practice most analysts treat the two terms as near-synonyms, but auto-
cracy fits better for institutionalized, hereditary, or traditional supreme rule, while
dictatorship fits better for seized or emergency power.

AUTHORITARIAN

Authoritarianism describes a governing style characterized by centralized control, the sup-
pression of political opposition, and restricted civil liberties — but crucially, without neces-
sarily demanding ideological conformity or total control over private life. The political
scientist Juan Linz drew the defining distinction: authoritarian regimes possess limited
political pluralism but no elaborate guiding ideology and make no attempt to mobilize the
population into active participation in the regime’s project. The regime wants you to stay
out of politics and obey. What you believe, how you raise your children, what you do in your
private life — these remain largely your own business, so long as you do not challenge polit-
ical authority. Classic examples include Franco’s Spain after the 1950s, Pinochet’s Chile, most
of the Gulf monarchies, and Mubarak’s Egypt. Authoritarianism is probably the most com-
mon form of non-democratic government in all of history. Most dictatorships are
authoritarian rather than totalitarian.

TOTALITARIANISM

Totalitarianism is something qualitatively different from authoritarianism, and far rarer. The
term was coined by Mussolini himself — stato totalitario — to describe what he regarded as a
positive feature of fascism: the state’s claim to total authority over every aspect of life.
Where authoritarianism is content with passive compliance, totalitarianism demands active
participation and inner conviction. It is not enough to obey; one must believe, enthusiastic-
ally and demonstrably. The regime seeks to penetrate and control not only political life but
the economic, cultural, familial, and religious spheres, and ultimately the inner world of
thought and feeling itself. Its defining features are these: a mobilizing ideology that explains
everything and demands total commitment; the mass mobilization of citizens as active par-
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ticipants rather than mere subjects; terror used not only against actual opponents but as a
permanent governing instrument to atomize society; and the abolition of the private sphere
altogether. Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism in 1951, identified this as a
genuinely novel form of government, distinct from traditional tyranny not merely in degree
but in kind. The historical examples are relatively few — Stalin’s Soviet Union, Nazi Germany,
Mao’s China during the Cultural Revolution, the Khmer Rouge, and North Korea — and these
regimes killed on a scale no merely authoritarian dictatorship has ever matched, precisely
because the logic of a total ideology demands totality in its enforcement.

Ideology-Based Terms

The following terms describe not how power is organized but what the regime believes — the
ideological content that drives its actions and justifies its existence.

Fascism

Fascism is an ideology, not a description of how power is organized. When it achieves state
power it tends to produce totalitarian or highly authoritarian dictatorships, but fascism as
an idea has specific content. Its core elements are: ultranationalism, an aggressive, expan-
sionist, and often ethnically exclusive nationalism; a simultaneous anti-liberalism and anti-
Marxism, a self-proclaimed “third way” that preserves private property and social hierarchy
while subordinating both individual and class interest to the national will; the myth of na-
tional rebirth, with a golden past to recover, a present humiliation to avenge, and a glorious
future achievable through will and sacrifice; the glorification of violence and struggle as
positive goods in themselves; a charismatic leader who embodies the national will directly,
bypassing institutions; and the subordination of the economy to national goals without abol-
ishing private property. Fascism is always totalitarian in aspiration. It differs from commun-
ist totalitarianism in being nationalist rather than internationalist, biologistic rather than
economistic, and in drawing its energy from national mythology rather than from historical
materialism.

THEOCRACY

Rule by religious authority, or a system in which religious law is the supreme law of the
state. Iran since 1979 is the clearest contemporary example: the Supreme Leader’s authority
derives from his standing as the leading Islamic jurist, not from any electoral mandate. Saudi
Arabia is a hybrid of theocracy and monarchy. Theocracy is distinct from states that are
merely religiously influenced; the difference is between a country where religious values
inform policy and one where religious authority simply is political authority. Theocracies
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can be authoritarian, as in Iran, or comparatively mild, depending on the other features of
their governance.

MARxISM-LENINISM

A revolutionary ideology that, in its stated theory, aims at the abolition of class and the
eventual arrival of a stateless society of free and equal producers, to be reached by way of a
transitional dictatorship exercised in the name of the working class. In practice, as the his-
torical chapters document at length, this transitional concentration of power proved dur-
able rather than temporary, producing one-party states in which a new ruling class — the
party bureaucracy — wielded powers over ordinary life that the old order had never pos-
sessed. As an ideology it is internationalist and economistic, locating the engine of history in
class struggle rather than national destiny, which is the axis along which it differs most
sharply from fascism even as the two converge in their governing structures.

Structural and Descriptive Terms

These terms describe the shape and character of power arrangements, often overlapping
with the core terms above.

OLIGARCHY

Rule by a small group rather than a single person. Most real-world “dictatorships” are in
practice oligarchies: a junta, a politburo, a royal family, or a network of military officers and
business elites. Putin’s Russia is better described as a kleptocratic oligarchy than as a pure
personal autocracy, though it has been trending toward the latter. The term captures some-
thing the others miss — that power is rarely truly singular even when it appears so from out-
side. Oligarchies can be authoritarian without being totalitarian, and they may have no
coherent ideology beyond the preservation of their own position.

KLEPTOCRACY

Literally “rule by thieves” A governing system in which the primary function of political
power is the personal enrichment of those who hold it — through corruption, asset seizure,
state capture, and the systematic looting of public resources. Mobutu’s Zaire is the textbook
case. Elements of kleptocracy appear in many authoritarian regimes. The distinction matters
because kleptocracies often have no real ideology at all: the point is not to build anything or
serve any vision but simply to extract wealth. This makes them differently brutal from ideo-
logical regimes — if you are not a threat to the looting, you may be left largely alone — but
also frequently more corroded and unstable, since there is no institutional purpose beyond
the extraction itself.
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SULTANISM

A term from Max Weber’s political sociology, developed further by Juan Linz, describing an
extreme form of personalist rule in which the leader treats the entire state as personal
property, in the manner of a sultan and his domain. There are no real institutions, no ideo-
logy, and no consistent rules — only the arbitrary personal will of the ruler and a patronage
network of personal loyalists. Trujillo's Dominican Republic, Batista’s Cuba, Mobutu’s Zaire,
and Marcos’s Philippines are examples. The key feature is the total privatization of state
power. Sultanistic regimes tend to be extremely corrupt, extremely personalist, and ex-
tremely brittle: they collapse suddenly when the ruler dies or is deposed, because no
institutions exist that are capable of outlasting him.

DEspoTISM

An older term largely synonymous with autocracy and dictatorship, but carrying a specific
connotation of arbitrary, cruel, and capricious personal rule — governance by fear rather
than by law or principle. Montesquieu used despotism to describe governments driven
purely by the ruler’s will and the subjects’ terror, contrasting it with monarchies, governed
by honor, and republics, governed by civic virtue. In contemporary usage the word functions
more as a moral charge than an analytical category — calling someone a despot is a sharper
condemnation than calling him an autocrat — but Montesquieu’s framework remains useful
for distinguishing regimes in which law has no real meaning from those in which it remains
at least formally operative.

BONAPARTISM

A term from Marxist political theory describing a specific type of authoritarian rule in which
a strong leader arises during a period of class conflict and social instability, presents himself
as standing above all factions, and rules through personal charisma and a strong military-
bureaucratic state while formally preserving some democratic institutions. Napoleon III is
the original example. Its analytical value lies in identifying regimes that arise out of demo-
cratic crises and maintain a plebiscitary relationship with the public — seeking direct popu-
lar legitimation through referendums and mass rallies while eliminating meaningful political
competition. It has obvious contemporary resonances.

Contemporary Terms

The vocabulary of political science has expanded in recent decades to capture phenomena
that the older terms struggled to describe, particularly the forms of democratic decay most
characteristic of the twenty-first century.
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ILLIBERAL DEMOCRACY / COMPETITIVE AUTHORITARIANISM

Perhaps the most important contemporary category that the older terms fail to capture.
These are systems that maintain the form of democratic institutions — elections, parlia-
ments, courts, a press — while systematically hollowing out their substance. Elections hap-
pen but are not fair. Courts exist but are not independent. Media exists, but critical outlets
are bought out, starved of advertising, or have their owners prosecuted on spurious charges.
Hungary under Orban, Turkey under Erdogan, and Russia in the early Putin years before it
hardened further are the canonical examples. The political scientist Steven Levitsky coined
the term “competitive authoritarianism” for this arrangement: incumbents do compete in
elections, but with such systematic advantages that genuine turnover becomes nearly im-
possible. This is arguably the dominant threat to democracy in the twenty-first century, pre-
cisely because it is harder to identify and condemn than a military coup — the machinery of
democracy still runs, only in a direction its designers never intended.

ANOCRACY

A term used in political science for regimes that are neither fully democratic nor fully auto-
cratic — mixed or incoherent systems combining features of both. Research on state fragility
has found that anocracies are more prone to civil war and instability than either full demo-
cracies or full autocracies, because they possess neither the legitimacy of genuine demo-
cratic consent nor the coercive capacity of a mature authoritarian state. Many post-colonial
and post-conflict states pass through anocratic periods; the danger is that, instead of
consolidating toward democracy, they slide toward authoritarianism.

OCHLOCRACY

Rule by the mob, or mob rule — the degenerate form of democracy in classical political the-
ory. Plato and Aristotle both described it as democracy’s diseased endpoint: the condition
reached when democratic norms collapse into pure majoritarian violence and demagoguery.
It is less a system of government than a condition of political breakdown, worth knowing as
the classical counterpart to tyranny and as a reminder that the ancients understood the fail-
ure modes of popular government as clearly as they understood the failure modes of mon-
archy.

How the Terms Relate: A Framework

The clearest way to hold all of these concepts in relation is to recognize that they operate
along several separate axes at once. A single regime occupies a position on each axis
simultaneously, and naming it precisely means specifying all of them.
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Who holds power — autocracy or dictatorship (one person); oligarchy (a small group); demo-
cracy (the people, at least in theory); ochlocracy (the mob).

How power was obtained — dictatorship (seized or emergency); autocracy or monarchy
(hereditary or traditional); democracy (electoral mandate).

How deeply power penetrates society — authoritarian (the political sphere only, demanding
passive compliance); totalitarian (all spheres of life, demanding active participation).

What the regime is for — fascism (national rebirth and racial hierarchy); theocracy (divine
law); kleptocracy (personal enrichment); Marxism-Leninism (the abolition of class and an
eventual stateless society); Bonapartism (stability raised above class conflict).

How institutionalized it is — sultanism (pure personal rule, no institutions); authoritarian-
ism (institutions exist but are subordinated); totalitarianism (institutions fully captured and
weaponized); illiberal democracy (institutions hollowed out but formally preserved).

Worked Examples

A few illustrations show the framework at work, and demonstrate why the distinctions are
not academic.

Pinochet’s Chile was a dictatorship and authoritarian, but not totalitarian — it never deman-
ded ideological conviction or mass mobilization, leaving the private sphere largely intact —
and not fascist in the strict sense, lacking any ultranationalist rebirth mythology or leader-
cult of charismatic mysticism. It concentrated power and suppressed opposition, but it did
not seek to remake the souls of its citizens.

Stalin’s Soviet Union was a dictatorship, authoritarian, and totalitarian, but not fascist. It was
organized around a Marxist-Leninist ideology that was explicitly anti-nationalist and anti-
hierarchical in its stated principles, however different its practice proved to be. The totality
of its claim on the inner lives of its citizens places it in a different and rarer category than
Pinochet’s Chile, despite both being dictatorships.

Nazi Germany was a dictatorship, authoritarian, totalitarian, and fascist all at once — which
is why it stands as the most extreme example of political violence in modern European his-
tory. Every axis registered at its maximum: power concentrated in one man, penetrating
every sphere of life, mobilizing the population into enthusiastic participation, and driven by
an ideology of national rebirth and racial hierarchy that licensed murder as duty.

Understanding which terms apply to which regime, and why, is the foundation for under-
standing everything in the historical chapters — and, more urgently, for recognizing the
warning signs while they can still be acted upon.
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APPENDIX B

A Note on Sources and Further Reading

book of this kind is a work of synthesis, and synthesis is only as good as the materials it

draws upon. What follows is not an exhaustive bibliography but a guide for the reader
who wishes to go deeper into any of the threads this book has braided together — an ac-
knowledgment of debts and an invitation to pursue them. The aim throughout has been to
stand on the shoulders of those who studied each subject in depth, and to offer the reader a
map of where to climb next.

For the deep sweep of the human past — the rise and fall of civilizations, the fragility of
complex societies, the long rhythm of collapse and reinvention — the reader can do no
better than Paul Cooper’s Fall of Civilizations, which treats the end of each great society not
as a morality tale but as a window into the structural vulnerabilities that this book has
argued recur across time. For the narrower but essential story of the European past, Simon
Jenkins's A Short History of Europe offers a brisk and clarifying overview of the continent
whose internal conflicts and outward expansions shaped so much of the modern world. And
for the anatomy of revolution specifically — how revolutions begin, radicalize, devour their
makers, and end — Mike Duncan’s work, both his sweeping Revolutions history and his study
of the late Roman Republic in The Storm Before the Storm, is indispensable, not least for
showing how reliably the same sequence repeats across centuries that imagined themselves
wholly new.

On the nature of state terror and the inner life of the closed society, two works of very
different kinds stand out. Barbara Demick’s Nothing to Envy, a reconstruction of ordinary
lives inside North Korea, does what statistics cannot: it makes the texture of total domina-
tion comprehensible from the inside, and the chapters of this book that touch the world’s
most complete totalitarian state lean heavily on the human reality she recovered. And
George Orwell remains, after three quarters of a century, the indispensable witness — Nine-
teen Eighty-Four for its still-unmatched anatomy of how a total ideology consumes truth
itself, and Homage to Catalonia for its firsthand account of the Spanish Civil War, the perfect
laboratory in which the revolution’s tendency to turn upon its own was observed by a man
who very nearly died of it.

For the argument of the book’s analytical heart — the claim that human nature is the con-
stant beneath the changing instruments — the reader should turn to the thinkers named
throughout. Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau frame the oldest debate about what
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we are; the archaeological and psychological evidence, this book has argued, favors a
chastened version of Hobbes. Jonathan Haidt's work on the intuitive “elephant” and the ra-
tionalizing “rider” supplies the cognitive architecture, and Henri Tajfel's minimal-group ex-
periments supply the disturbing demonstration that tribalism needs no reason to ignite.
Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism and her later reflections on the banality of
evil remain the deepest account of how the twentieth century’s novel horror actually
worked, and Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities explains how the nation became
the vessel into which that horror could be poured.

On the political economy of what works and what fails, the essential figures are Thomas
Piketty, whose data made the mathematics of concentration undeniable; Friedrich Hayek,
whose insight into markets as information systems explains why central planning fails; John
Rawls, whose veil of ignorance supplies the moral foundation for the constrained mixed eco-
nomy; and Amartya Sen, whose finding that no democracy with a free press has suffered a
famine grounds the case for democracy in survival rather than sentiment. For the contem-
porary hollowing of democracy, Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page provide the peer-reviewed
evidence of oligarchic capture; Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt diagnose how
democracies die; and Zack Beauchamp’s The Reactionary Spirit names the recurring pattern
by which democratic equality provokes its own subversion. The historians Francois Furet,
Christopher Browning, and Frank Dikotter deepen, respectively, the study of the French Re-
volution, the ordinary men who carried out the Holocaust, and the catastrophe of Mao’s
China.

Finally, for the genuinely new features of the present — the concentration of planetary
power and the management of populations through pleasure — the reader should consult
Joel Kotkin’s The Coming of Neo-Feudalism and Yanis Varoufakis’s Technofeudalism, alongside
Anna Lembke’s Dopamine Nation, Shoshana Zuboff's The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, and
Byung-Chul Han’s The Burnout Society. And looming over the whole, Steven Pinker’s The
Better Angels of Our Nature makes the case for genuine moral progress that this book has
tried to honor even while insisting, with his critics, that the institutions responsible for that
progress are precisely what is now at risk. To read these authors against one another is to
begin the work this book can only introduce — the work, never finished, of understanding
the unfinished animal.
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