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The Great Reckoning - A Look Back from Mid-Century

The Launch

From our present vantage point, it seems clear that, by 2019, the United States had
passed a point of no return. In retrospect, this was the moment when indications of
things gone fundamentally awry should have become unmistakable. Although at the time
much remained hidden in shadows, the historic pivot now commonly referred to as the
Great Reckoning had commenced.

Even today, it remains difficult to understand why, given mounting evidence of a grave crisis,
passivity persisted for so long across most sectors of society. An epidemic of anomie affected a large
swath of the population. Faced with a blizzard of troubling developments, large and small,
Americans found it difficult to put things into anything approximating useful perspective. Few even
bothered to try. Fewer succeeded. As with predictions of cataclysmic earthquakes or volcanic
eruptions, a not-in-my-lifetime mood generally prevailed.

During what was then misleadingly known as the Age of Trump, the political classes dithered. While
the antics of President Donald Trump provoked intense interest — the word “intense” hardly covers
the attention paid to him — they also provided a convenient excuse for letting partisan bickering
take precedence over actual governance or problem solving of any sort. Meanwhile, “thought
leaders” (a term then commonly used to describe pontificating windbags) indulged themselves with
various pet projects.

In the midst of what commentators were pleased to call the Information Age, most ordinary
Americans showed a pronounced affinity for trivia over matters of substance. A staggering number
of citizens willingly traded freedom and privacy for convenience, bowing to the dictates of an ever-
expanding array of personalized gadgetry. What was then called a “smartphone” functioned as a
talisman of sorts, the electronic equivalent of a rosary or prayer beads. Especially among the young,
separation from one’s “phone” for more than a few minutes could cause acute anxiety and distress.
The novelty of “social media” had not yet worn off, with its most insidious implications just being
discovered.

Divided, distracted, and desperately trying to keep up: these emerged then as the abiding traits of
life in contemporary America. Craft beer, small-batch bourbon, and dining at the latest farm-to-table
restaurant often seemed to matter more than the fate of the nation or, for that matter, the planet as
a whole. But all that was about to change.

Scholars will undoubtedly locate the origins of the Great Reckoning well before 2019. Perhaps they
will trace its source to the aftermath of the Cold War when American elites succumbed to a
remarkable bout of imperial hubris, while ignoring (thanks in part to the efforts of Big Energy
companies) the already growing body of information on the human-induced alteration of the planet,
which came to be called “climate change” or “global warming.” While, generally speaking, the
collective story of humankind unfolds along a continuum, by 2019 conditions conducive to disruptive
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change were forming. History was about to zig sharply off its expected course.

This disruption occurred, of course, within a specific context. During the first two decades of the
twenty-first century, American society absorbed a series of punishing blows. First came the
contested election of 2000, the president of the United States installed in office by a 5-4 vote of a
politicized Supreme Court, which thereby effectively usurped the role of the electorate. And that was
just for starters. Following in short order came the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which
the world’s (self-proclaimed) premier intelligence services failed to anticipate and the world’s
preeminent military establishment failed to avert.

Less than two years later, the administration of George W. Bush, operating under the delusion that
the ongoing war in Afghanistan was essentially won, ordered U.S. forces to invade Iraq, a nation that
had played no part in the events of 9/11. The result of this patently illegal war of aggression would
not be victory, despite the president’s almost instant “mission accomplished” declaration, but a
painful replay of the quagmire that U.S. troops had experienced decades before in Vietnam.
Expectations of Iraq’s “liberation” paving the way for a broader Freedom Agenda that would
democratize the Islamic world came to naught. The Iraq War and other armed interventions initiated
during the first two decades of the century ended up costing trillionsof taxpayer dollars, while
sowing the seeds of instability across much of the Greater Middle East and later Africa.

Then, in August 2005, Hurricane Katrina smashed into the Gulf Coast, killing nearly 2,000
Americans. U.S. government agencies responded with breathtaking ineptitude, a sign of things to
come, as nature itself was turning increasingly unruly. Other natural disasters of unnatural
magnitude followed. In 2007, to cite but one example, more than 9,000 wildfires in California swept
through more than a million acres. Like swarms of locusts, fires now became an annual (and
worsening) plague ravaging the Golden State and the rest of the West Coast. If this weren’t enough
of a harbinger of approaching environmental catastrophe, the populations of honeybees, vital to
American agriculture, began to collapse in these very same years.

Americans were, as it turned out, largely indifferent to the fate of honeybees. They paid far greater
attention to the economy, however, which experienced its own form of collapse in 2008. The ensuing
Great Recession saw millions thrown out of work and millions more lose their homes as a result of
fraudulent mortgage practices. None of the perpetrators were punished. The administration of
President Barack Obama chose instead to bail out offending banks and large corporations. Record
federal deficits resulted, as the government abandoned once and for all even the pretense of trying
to balance the budget. And, of course, the nation’s multiple wars dragged on and on and on.

Through all these trials, the American people more or less persevered. If not altogether stoic, they
remained largely compliant. As a result, few members of the nation’s political, economic,
intellectual, or cultural elites showed any awareness that something fundamental might be amiss.
The two established parties retained their monopoly on national politics. As late as 2016, the status
quo appeared firmly intact. Only with that year’s presidential election did large numbers of citizens
signal that they had had enough: wearing red MAGA caps rather than wielding pitchforks, they
joined Donald Trump’s assault on that elite and, thumbing their noses at Washington, installed a
reality TV star in the White House.

To the legions who had found the previous status quo agreeable, Trump’s ascent to the apex of
American politics amounted to an unbearable affront. They might tolerate purposeless, endless wars,
raise more or less any set of funds for the military that was so unsuccessfully fighting them, and turn
a blind eye to economic arrangements that fostered inequality on a staggering scale. They might
respond to the accelerating threat posed by climate change with lip service and, at best, quarter-
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measures. But Donald Trump in the Oval Office? That they could not abide.

As a result, from the moment of his election, Trump dominated the American scene. Yet the outrage
that he provoked, day in and day out, had this unfortunate side effect: it obscured developments that
would in time prove to be of far more importance than the 45th American president himself. Like the
“noise” masking signals that, if detected and correctly interpreted, might have averted Pearl Harbor
in December 1941 or, for that matter, 9/11, obsessing about Trump caused observers to regularly
overlook or discount matters far transcending in significance the daily ration of presidential
shenanigans.

Here, then, is a very partial listing of some of the most important of those signals then readily
available to anyone bothering to pay attention. On the eve of the Great Reckoning, however, they
were generally treated as mere curiosities or matters of limited urgency — problems to be deferred
to a later, more congenial moment.

Item: The reality of climate change was now indisputable. All that remained in question was how
rapidly it would occur and the extent (and again rapidity) of the devastation that it would ultimately
inflict.

Item: Despite everything that was then known about the dangers of further carbon emissions, the
major atmospheric contributor to global warming, they only continued to increase, despite the
myriad conferences and agreements intended to curb them. (U.S. carbon emissions, in particular,
were still rising then, and global emissions were expected to rise by record or near-record amounts
as 2019 began.)

Item: The polar icecap was disappearing, with scientists reporting that it had melted more in just 20
years than in the previous 10,000. This, in turn, meant that sea levels would continue to rise at
record rates, posing an increasing threat to coastal cities.

Item: Deforestation and desertification were occurring at an alarming rate.

Item: Approximately eight million metric tons of plastic were seeping into the world’s oceans each
year, from the ingestion of which vast numbers of seabirds, fish, and marine mammals were dying
annually. Payback would come in the form of microplastics contained in seafood consumed by
humans.

Item: With China and other Asian countries increasingly refusing to accept American recyclables,
municipalities in the United States found themselves overwhelmed by accumulations of discarded
glass, plastic, metal, cardboard, and paper. That year, the complete breakdown of the global
recycling system already loomed as a possibility.

Item: Worldwide bird and insect populations were plummeting. In other words, the Sixth Mass
Extinction had begun.

All of these fall into the category of what we recognize today as planetary issues of existential
importance. But even in 2019 there were other matters of less than planetary significance that ought
to have functioned as a wake-up call. Among them were:

Item: With the federal government demonstrably unable to secure U.S. borders, immigration
authorities were seizing hundreds of thousands of migrants annually. By 2019, the Trump
administration was confining significant numbers of those migrants, including small children, in
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what were, in effect, concentration camps.

Item: Cybercrime had become a major growth industry, on track to rake in $6 trillion annually by
2021. Hackers were already demonstrating the ability to hold large American cities hostage and the
authorities proved incapable of catching up.

Item: With the three richest Americans — Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, and Warren Buffet — controlling
more wealth than the bottom 50% of the entire population, the United States had become a full-
fledged oligarchy. While politicians occasionally expressed their dismay about this reality, prior to
2019 it was widely tolerated.

Item: As measured by roads, bridges, dams, or public transportation systems, the nation’s
infrastructure was strikingly inferior to what it had been a half-century earlier. (By 2019, China, for
instance, had built more than 19,000 miles of high-speed rail; the U.S., not one.) Agreement that this
was a problem that needed fixing was universal; corrective action (and government financing),
however, was not forthcoming.

Item: Military spending in constant dollars exceeded what it had been at the height of the Cold War
when the country’s main adversary, the Soviet Union, had a large army with up-to-date equipment
and an arsenal of nuclear weapons. In 2019, Iran, the country’s most likely adversary, had a modest
army and no nuclear weapons.

Item: Incivility, rudeness, bullying, and general nastiness had become rampant, while the White
House, once the site of solemn ceremony, deliberation, and decision, played host to politically
divisive shouting matches and verbal brawls.

To say that Americans were oblivious to such matters would be inaccurate. Some were, for instance,
considering a ban on plastic straws. Yet taken as a whole, the many indications of systemic and even
planetary dysfunction received infinitely less popular attention than the pregnancies of British
royals, the antics of the justifiably forgotten Kardashian clan, or fantasy football, a briefly popular
early twenty-first century fad.

Of course, decades later, viewed with the benefit of hindsight, the implications of these various
trends and data points seem painfully clear: the dominant ideological abstraction of late
postmodernity — liberal democratic capitalism — was rapidly failing or had simply become
irrelevant to the challenges facing the United States and the human species as a whole. To employ
another then-popular phrase, liberal democratic capitalism had become an expression of “fake
news,” a scam sold to the many for the benefit of the privileged few.

“Toward the end of an age,” historian John Lukacs (1924-2019) once observed, “more and more
people lose faith in their institutions and finally they abandon their belief that these institutions
might still be reformed from within.” Lukacs wrote those words in 1970, but they aptly described the
situation that had come to exist in that turning-point year of 2019. Basic American institutions — the
overworked U.S. military being a singular exception — no longer commanded popular respect.

In essence, the postmodern age was ending, though few seemed to know it — with elites, in
particular, largely oblivious to what was occurring. What would replace postmodernity in a planet
heading for ruin remained to be seen.

Only when...
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[Editor’s note: Here the account breaks off.]
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