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We think that the US must consider alternatives. The sharp bachelor’s degree cutoff in America is 

divisive and unproductive. The K–12 educational system is largely designed to prepare people to go to 

college, although only a third succeed in doing so, something that is both wasteful and unjust. Those 

who do not make it risk being branded as failures and left feeling either that they themselves are at 

fault or that the system is rigged, or both.

Lessons for Other Rich Countries 

We have spent a good deal of space on what the US can learn from other countries so that we might 

undo the epidemic of deaths of despair. But what about the threat to other countries? While we do 

not believe that the American experience must, in time, spread elsewhere, there is much for other 

countries to learn from what has happened in the US, much of it negative—what not to do.

 

The most obvious and immediate lesson is to maintain the controls on opioids that are currently in 

place. European (including British) doctors are much more conservative about prescribing for pain 
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in the first place, and the evidence suggests that their patients do not suffer as a result. There is 

certainly no sign of the midlife pain epidemic in European countries. Opioids, such as OxyContin, are 

used in hospitals immediately after surgery but are rarely prescribed in the community. Yet the opioid 

manufacturers have taken a page out of the book of the tobacco companies and are pushing their 

drugs as remedies for pain relief around the world. Purdue Pharmaceutical has a set of international 

subsidiaries called Mundipharma that pay doctors and other advocates to tout opioids and encourage 

doctors to overcome their “opioidphobia.” Pieces by doctors arguing for the relaxation of prescription 

regulations pop up regularly in European medical journals. The American example should not be 

followed; rather, it should act as a terrible warning to other countries of what happens when people’s 

lives are sacrificed to corporate profits. 

Politics in Europe today are almost as fraught as politics in America. Many of the people who voted for 

Brexit, or for right-wing or populist parties in Europe, feel as disenfranchised from the political process 

as do many less educated Americans. As in the United States, the traditional social democratic parties 

that represented labor are no longer seen as very diff erent from the parties representing capital. 

At the same time, and perhaps as a consequence, ordinary people in some (but not all) European 

countries, including Britain, have suffered a decade of stagnant wages and austerity, which brought a 

decline in public services, including health care. Our story of American distress is that, at a time when 

working people were increasingly vulnerable to automation and trade, politicians and corporations, 

instead of working to cushion the harm, seized the chance to benefit themselves, redistributing 

upward from labor to managers and shareholders. In Britain, austerity is playing a similar role, 

weakening the safety net at a time when it is most needed. 

There has been no sustained decrease in life expectancy in Britain, but the previously long-

established and sustained increase has slowed or ceased. A decade of lost wage growth in Britain is 

very diff erent from half a century of wage decline in America, but there are surely enough warning 

signs to undermine complacency. It would be ironic if Britain, whose Labour government built the first 

modern welfare state after 1945, was one of the first to destroy it, causing young people in Britain, like 

many young people in America, to see capitalism as their enemy. 

Future, Not Failure 

If we are to stop deaths of despair, we must somehow stop or reverse the decline of wages for less 

educated Americans. Pessimists might argue that we are looking at the inevitable consequences of 

disruptions in trade and technology about which nothing can be done. If so, we will just have to wait 

until the tide turns, and accept that many will be lost in the meantime. 
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Perhaps the troubles of the working class have nothing to do with wages and jobs, or any other 

external circumstance, but rather, as argued by the political scientist Charles Murray, come from a 

loss of industriousness and other American virtues among less educated white Ameri cans. If so, it 

is not clear that policies can help; a moral or religious revival is needed. We do not share this view. 

In chapter 11 on the labor market, we saw that both labor force participation and wage rates were 

declining for less educated whites, for men for many years, and more recently for women. That 

participation and wages should decline together is a clear indication that employers want fewer less 

skilled workers; there are fewer jobs, and workers are reacting either by withdrawing from the market 

(lower participation) or by taking worse jobs (lower wages). If lower participation is to be explained by 

falling industriousness—a lower willingness to work—wages should rise as employers compete for the 

smaller number of available workers. That is not what happened. 

The deaths neither were nor are inevitable. They are not happening at anywhere near this scale in any 

other wealthy country. We believe that the extent of despair and of deaths in America reflects specific 

American policies and circumstances. The organization of the American healthcare system is a disaster 

for the harm it does to health, but even more because it is draining the livelihoods of Americans in 

order to make a rich minority richer. Pharmaceutical companies are reaping enormous profits from 

their patients’ addictions, and from pricing strategies that deny ordinary people access to decades-

old medical advances. Elsewhere in the economy, as trade and automation have made working-class 

people more vulnerable, corporations and legislators have not taken the opportunity to strengthen 

the safety net to minimize the harm. If anything, they have taken the opportunity to exploit labor’s 

weaknesses, reducing wages and distributing income upward, away from labor and toward capital, and 

away from ordinary people and toward the elite. The political system, strangled by lobbying and by 

legislators’ need for deep-pocketed back ers, has increasingly become a battleground for competing 

commercial and professional interests. Congress, which in a better-functioning democracy would 

have protected the interests of the majority, has mostly ignored them. The law, which ought to have 

protected the weak against rent-seeking by the strong, has increasingly moved to support the shake 

down. The Sheriff of Nottingham has taken up residence in Washington, DC, and the good cops have 

left town. Robin Hood is nowhere to be seen. 

Yet we are optimistic. We considered using the phrase “the failure of capitalism” in our title but opted 

instead for “the future of capitalism,” a future that we hope will be better. We believe that capitalism 

is an immensely powerful force for progress and for good, but it needs to serve people and not have 

people serve it. Capitalism needs to be better monitored and regulated, not to be replaced by some 

fantastical socialist utopia in which the state takes over industry. Democracy can rise to the challenge. 

DEATHS OF DESPAIR AND THE FUTURE OF CAPITALISM



The state can do more than it does, and do it well, but we are acutely aware of the risks of government 

and the danger that larger government means more rent-seeking and yet more inequality. Many of 

the reforms above are pro-market, not anti-market, and should command support from both Right 

and Left, from market fundamentalists on the right, and from the critics of excessive inequality on 

the left. We favor a fairer tax system than the present one, but we do not prioritize higher taxes on 

the rich, because we do not see inequality as the fundamental problem. The fundamental problem is 

unfairness, that the great wealth at the top is seen as ill-gotten in a system that gives no chance to 

many. We argue that limiting rent-seeking and reducing plunder will rein in the rich and reduce unfair 

top incomes without high taxes on income or wealth that is widely seen as fairly earned. 

Democracy is fully capable of serving people better than it now does. Democracy in America is not 

working well, but it is far from dead, and it can work again if people push hard enough, just as it was 

made to work better in the Progressive Era a century ago and in the New Deal of the 1930s. 

For readers who have persisted with us this far, our recommendations will have come as no surprise. 

They mostly follow from our account of what has gone wrong. Even so, it is useful to put them in one 

place. We cannot describe policies in detail, and it is neither our purpose nor within our competence 

to choose among the many varieties of healthcare reform and safety net design that have already 

been comprehensively described by others. Yet we hope that the sheer awfulness of the epidemic of 

deaths, as well as the extremes of inequality that have been generated by rent seeking and upward 

redistribution, will generate an opportunity where schemes that have been long thought about might 

be put into place. It is past time.
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In São Paulo, Brazil, there is an open-air gallery of street art called Beco do Batman, or Batman’s Alley. 

Its nickname long preceded the creation of one of its more memorable murals, which depicts, in 17 

feet of chipped paint, the Brazilian soccer legend Pelé in an embrace with the Dark Knight. We only 

know it’s Pelé because of the no. 10 jersey with his name; otherwise he is facing away, cheek pressed 

up against Batman’s mask, perhaps giving a kiss or telling a secret, while Batman’s hand grazes Pelé’s 

lower back.

On a Saturday in March, a young woman stands in front of the mural, about the height of the number 

on Pelé’s jersey. She looks intentionally casual, in sunglasses, red sneakers, and a loose white top. Her 

friend snaps images of her smiling, and then a few more of her with a contemplative, distant stare. 

They move on to the next mural, and the next, waiting patiently for a turn with the more popular 

backdrops. Dozens of others are doing the same, including three soon-to-be moms in crop tops, 

who have friends along to document the size of their baby bulges in front of a surreal purple orchid. 

Nearby a blonde little girl in sequined blue-andred shorts, red lipstick, and a shirt that says “Daddy’s 

Little Monster” is holding a baseball bat and posing in front of an ominous bird mural; her mother 
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instructs her to hold the bat higher, more fiercely, to look more like Harley Quinn from the Suicide 

Squad comics. She obliges.

Along the curve of the alley, vendors take advantage of the crowd, selling beer and jewelry. A man 

strums a guitar and sings in Portuguese, hoping to build a fan base for his music. On his instrument, 

he’s taped a large piece of paper with the name of his social media account, alongside the logo of the 

only app that matters here: Instagram.

With the rise of Instagram, Beco do Batman has become one of São Paulo’s top tourist destinations. 

Via the vacation rental site Airbnb, various vendors charge about $40 per person to provide two hours 

of “personal paparazzi” in the alley, taking high-quality pictures of people to post on Instagram; the 

service is a type that’s become one of Airbnb’s most popular for its travelers in cities around the world.

For amateur photographers, the only cost is the stress of perfection. One woman corrals two small 

children sparring over a bottle of Coca-Cola so that her sister can stand in line to pose in front of 

green-and-blue peacock feathers. The teenager who just had her turn with the peacock gets angry 

with her companion for wasting it by snapping an unflattering angle. But nobody photographs the 

photographers; on Instagram, the polished images become the reality, driving more and more visitors 

to this place.

I came to the alley on a recommendation from a man named Gabriel, whom I happened to sit next to 

at a sushi bar my first night in Brazil. My Portuguese language skills were so poor that he stepped in 

to translate for the restaurant workers. I explained that I was on a journey to understand more about 

Instagram and its impact on culture around the world. As we talked, and as the chef delivered bites 

of sashimi and nigiri, Gabriel photographed each dish to post on his Instagram story, while lamenting 

that his friends were so obsessed with sharing their lives, he wasn’t sure if they were actually 

living them.

—

Each month, more than 1 billion of us use Instagram. We take photos and videos of our food, our 

faces, our favorite scenery, our families, and our interests and share them, hoping that they reflect 

something about who we are or who we aspire to be. We interact with these posts and each other, 

aiming to forge deeper relationships, stronger networks, or personal brands. It’s just the way modern 

life works. Rarely do we have the chance to reflect on how we got here and what it means.
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But we should. Instagram was one of the first apps to fully exploit our relationship with our phones, 

compelling us to experience life through a camera for the reward of digital validation. The story of 

Instagram is an overwhelming lesson in how the decisions inside a social media company—about what 

users listen to, which products to build, and how to measure success—can dramatically impact the 

way we live, and who is rewarded in our economy.

I aim to take you behind the scenes with cofounders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger as they 

navigated what to do with their product’s power over our attention. Every decision they made had  

a dramatic ripple effect. By selling their company to Facebook, for example, they ensured Instagram’s 

longevity while helping the social media giant become even more powerful and formidable versus its 

competitors. After the sale, the Instagram founders became disillusioned with Facebook’s utilitarian 

grow-at-all-costs culture and resisted it, focusing instead on building a thoughtfully crafted product, 

where what’s popular is shaped by Instagram’s own storytelling about its biggest users. The plan 

worked so well that Instagram’s success ended up threatening Facebook and its CEO,  

Mark Zuckerberg.

The way the story ended for the Instagram founders, with their tense departure from the company 

in 2018, is not the way it will end for the rest of us. Instagram is now so entangled with our daily lives 

that the business story cannot be detached from its impact on us. Instagram has become a tool with 

which to measure cultural relevance, whether it’s in a school, in an interest-based community, or in the 

world. A substantial portion of our global population is striving for digital recognition and validation, 

and many of them are getting it through likes, comments, followers, and brand deals. Inside and 

outside Facebook, the story of Instagram is ultimately about the intersection of capitalism and  

ego—about how far people will go to protect what they built and to appear successful.
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Reed Hastings: “Blockbuster is a thousand times our size,” I whispered to Marc Randolph as we 

stepped into a cavern- ous meeting room on the twenty-seventh floor of the Re- naissance Tower in  

Dallas, Texas, early in 2000. These were the headquarters of Blockbuster, then a $6 billion giant that 

domi- nated the home entertainment business with almost nine thousand rental stores around  

the world.

The CEO of Blockbuster, John Antioco, who was reputed to be a skilled strategist aware that  

a ubiquitous, super-fast internet would upend the in- dustry, welcomed us graciously. Sporting  

a salt-and-pepper goatee and an expensive suit, he seemed completely relaxed.

By contrast, I was a nervous wreck. Marc and I had cofounded and now ran a tiny two-year-old 

start-up, which let people order DVDs on a website and receive them through the US Postal Service. 

We had one hundred em- ployees and a mere three hundred thousand subscribers and were off to a 

rocky start. That year alone, our losses would total $57 million. Eager to make a deal, we’d worked for 

months just to get Antioco to respond to our calls.
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We all sat down around a massive glass table, and after a few minutes of small talk, Marc and I made 

our pitch. We suggested that Blockbuster pur- chase Netflix, and then we would develop and run 

Blockbuster.com as their online video rental arm. Antioco listened carefully, nodded his head fre- 

quently, and then asked, “How much would Blockbuster need to pay for Net- flix?” When he heard  

our response—$50 million—he flatly declined. Marc and I left, crestfallen.

That night, when I got into bed and closed my eyes, I had this image of all sixty thousand Blockbuster 

employees erupting in laughter at the ridicu- lousness of our proposal. Of course, Antioco wasn’t 

interested. Why would a powerhouse like Blockbuster, with millions of customers, massive reve- nues, 

a talented CEO, and a brand synonymous with home movies, be inter- ested in a flailing wannabe like 

Netflix? What did we possibly have to offer that they couldn’t do more effectively themselves?

But, little by little, the world changed and our business stayed on its feet and grew. In 2002, two years 

after that meeting, we took Netflix public. De- spite our growth, Blockbuster was still a hundred times 

larger than we were ($5 billion versus $50 million). Moreover, Blockbuster was owned by Via- com, 

which at that time was the most valuable media company in the world. Yet, by 2010, Blockbuster 

had declared bankruptcy. By 2019, only a single Blockbuster video store remained, in Bend, Oregon. 

Blockbuster had been unable to adapt from DVD rental to streaming.

The year 2019 was also noteworthy for Netflix. Our film Roma was nominated for best picture and 

won three Oscars, a great achievement for the director Alfonso Cuarón, which underscored the 

transformation of Net- flix into a full-fledged entertainment company. Long ago, we had pivoted from 

our DVD-by-mail business to become not just an internet streaming service, with over 167 million 

subscribers in 190 countries, but a major pro- ducer of our own TV shows and movies around the 

world. We had the privi- lege of working with some of the world’s most talented creators, including 

Shonda Rhimes, Joel and Ethan Coen, and Martin Scorsese. We had intro- duced a new way for people 

to watch and enjoy great stories, which, in its best moments, broke down barriers and enriched lives.

I am often asked, “How did this happen? Why could Netflix repeatedly adapt but Blockbuster could 

not?” That day we went to Dallas, Blockbuster held all the aces. They had the brand, the power, the 

resources, and the vi- sion. Blockbuster had us beat hands down.

It was not obvious at the time, even to me, but we had one thing that Blockbuster did not: a culture 

that valued people over process, emphasized innovation over efficiency, and had very few controls. 

Our culture, which focused on achieving top performance with talent density and leading employees 

with context not control, has allowed us to continually grow and change as the world, and our 

members’ needs, have likewise morphed around us. Netflix is different. We have a culture where  

No Rules Rules.
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I grew up British. The experience left (at least) two lasting marks. The first is a deep and abiding love 

of trees. My family life was tumultuous, and I spent much of my teens lying on the great lower limb 

of a massive copper beech, alternatively reading and looking up at the sky through its branches. The 

beech was toweringly tall—at least as tall as the three-story English manor house it stood next to—

and the sun cascaded down through its leaves in greens and blues and golds. The air smelt of mown 

grass and fresh sunlight and two-hundred-year-old tree. I felt safe and cared for and connected to 

something infinitely larger than myself.

The second is a professional obsession with change. My first job out of college was working for  

a large consulting company, closing plants in northern England. I spent months working with firms 

whose roots went back hundreds of years and that had once dominated the world but were now—

disastrously—failing to grapple with the challenge of foreign competition.

For many years I kept the two sides of myself quite separate. I built a career trying to understand 

why denial is so pervasive and change is so hard. It was a good life. I became a chaired professor at 
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MIT and something of an expert in technology strategy and organizational change, working with 

organizations of all shapes and sizes as they sought to transform themselves. I spent my vacations 

hiking in the mountains, watching the maples burn and the aspens dance in the wind. 

But I kept my job and my passions in separate boxes. Work was lucrative and fun and often hugely 

interesting, but it was something I did before returning to real life. Real life was cuddling on the sofa 

with our son. Real life was lying together on a blanket underneath the trees, introducing him to the 

world that I loved. I assumed that the trees were immortal: a continuously renewing stream of life  

that had existed for millions of years and would exist for millions more.

Then my brother—a freelance environmental journalist and the author of The Book of Barely 

Imagined Beings, a wonderful book about creatures that should not exist but do, and A New Map of 

Wonders, an intricate meditation on the physics of being human—persuaded me to read the science 

behind climate change. I wonder now if he was hoping to wake me up a little to the implications of  

my day job. If so, he succeeded.

It turns out that the trees are not immortal. Leaving climate change unchecked will have many 

consequences, but one of them will be the death of millions of trees. The baobabs of southern Africa, 

some of the oldest trees in the world, are dying. So are the cedars of Lebanon. In the American West, 

the forests are dying faster than they are growing. The comfortable assumption on which I’d based 

my life—that there would always be soaring trunks and the sweet smell of leaves—turned out to be 

something that had to be fought for, not an immutable reality. Indeed, my comfortable life was one  

of the reasons the forests were in danger.

And it wasn’t just the trees. Climate change threatened not just my own son’s but every child’s future. 

So did rampant inequality, and the accelerating tide of hatred, polarization, and mistrust. I came to 

believe that our singular focus on profit at any price was putting the future of the planet and  

everyone on it at risk.

I came close to quitting my job. Spending my days teaching MBAs, writing academic papers, and 

advising companies as to how to make even more money seemed beside the point. I wanted to do 

something. But what? It took me a couple of years to work out that I was already in the right place at 

the right time. I started working with people who had the eccentric idea that business could help save 

the world. A couple of them ran multibillion dollar companies. But most of them were in much smaller 

firms or much less exalted positions…

REIMAGINING CAPITALISM: HOW BUSINESS CAN SAVE THE WORLD



All of them were passionately purpose driven, convinced that harnessing the power of private 

enterprise was a hugely powerful tool to tackle problems like climate change and – perhaps – to drive 

systemic change. I loved working with them. I still do. They live fight to live fully integrated lives, 

refusing to wall off their work from their deepest beliefs.

But I worried. I worried that this approach to management would never become mainstream: that 

it was only exceptional individuals who could master the creation of both purpose and profit. I was 

convinced that in the long run, the only way to fix the problems that we faced was to change the rules 

of the game— to regulate greenhouse gas emissions and other sources of pollution so that every 

firm has strong incentives to do the right thing, to raise the minimum wage invest in education and 

health care and to rebuild our institutions so that our democracies are genuinely democratic, and our 

public conversations are characterized by mutual respect and a shared commitment to the wellbeing 

of the whole… My students—by this time I was teaching a course in sustainable business—shared my 

concerns. They had two questions: Can I really make money while doing the right thing? and Would it 

make a difference in the end if I could?

The book you hold in your hands is my attempt to answer these two questions—the result of  

a fifteen-year exploration of why and how we can build a profitable, equitable and sustainable 

capitalism by changing how we think about the purpose of firms, their role in society, and their 

relationship to government and the state.

I do not suggest that reimagining capitalism will be easy or cheap… Transforming the world’s  

firms will be hard. Transforming the world’s social and political systems will be even harder. But  

it is eminently possible, and if you look around you can see it happening.
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The mystery surrounding Simulmatics started with its name.

—Statement to Simulmatics Corporation stockholders, 1966

The geodesic dome in Wading River, Long Island, where Simulmatics met in 1961, with the Greenfields’ 

house to the right.

THE SCIENTISTS OF THE SIMULMATICS CORPORATION SPENT the summer of 1961 on a beach 

on Long Island beneath a geodesic dome that looked as if it had landed there, amid the dunes, a 

spaceship gone to ground.1 Inside, they wrote mathematical formulas on blackboards. Chalk dusted 

their fingertips. Reams of perforated computer printouts unfurled across the floor.

The Simulmatics Corporation, Cold War America’s Cambridge Analytica, claimed credit for having 

gotten John F. Kennedy elected president of the United States in November 1960. Months later, its 

scientists spent a summer at the beach planning new projects for their invention: a computer program 

designed to predict and manipulate human behavior, all sorts of human behavior, from buying a 
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dishwasher to countering an insurgency to casting a vote. They called it the People Machine.2 Hardly 

anyone, almost no one, remembers Simulmatics anymore.

But beneath that honeycombed dome, the scientists of this longvanished American corporation 

helped build the machine in which humanity would, by the twenty-first century, find itself trapped and 

tormented: stripped bare, driven to distraction, deprived of its senses, interrupted, exploited, directed, 

connected and disconnected, bought and sold, alienated and coerced, confused, misinformed, and 

even governed. They never meant to hurt anyone.

They were young men, the best and the brightest, fatally brilliant, Icaruses with wings of feathers 

and wax, flying to the sun. “The scientists are from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 

Yale, Harvard, Columbia and Johns Hopkins,” the New York Times reported. “They are preparing to 

work with electronic computers, the giant questionanswering devices in use for some years, but are 

using social and economic data and their own knowledge to work out new programs for computer 

simulation, the name given to the technique of acting out, so to speak, all the probabilities that 

might flow from a given set of circumstances.”3 They wrote in a new language, FORTRAN, using an 

expression known as an IF/THEN statement to instruct a computer to simulate possible actions and 

calculate their consequences, under different conditions, again and again and again. IF this, THEN 

that. IF this, THEN that. IF this, THEN that, an infinity of outcomes.

To the beach that summer, they brought their wives and their children. The men wore bathing trunks 

and polo shirts and pondered punch cards; the women wore summer dresses and sandals and made 

potato salad and tuna salad and barbecue and macaroni salad and ham salad and pots of stew and 

piles of corn on the cob; their children— seventeen of them in all—waded in the ocean and built 

sandcastles, Camelots-by-the-sea, and sailed one-masted Sunfishes and chased a black poodle named 

Sputnik up and down the beach and over the creek. The children got so badly sunburned that at night 

their mothers doused them with vinegar to cool their skin: they smelled like pickles. On rainy days, 

they played Monopoly, hopscotching from Park Place to the B. & O. Railroad, collecting two hundred 

dollars every time they passed Go, and trying, as all monopolists must, to keep out of jail. The wives 

traded paperback copies of Peyton Place, a steamy novel about sex and female rebellion, its pages 

wilted from the humidity.4 And everything, and everyone, was covered with sand, as if, if they’d stayed 

there long enough, they’d have been buried, like ancient Egyptians.

The sun rises, the sun sets, and still no one ever really knows what will happen next. In a world of 

endless uncertainty, the forecasting of the future began with the very oldest human societies. The 
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Greeks built a shrine to the Oracle of Delphi; the Incas built a temple to the Oracle at Pachacamac. 

Buddhists, Muslims, Christians, Jews, every religion, every culture: all have had their prophets and their 

temples, their diviners, their readers of omens, their seers. Time passed, centuries, millennia. And then, 

beginning in the middle decades of the twentieth century, Americans began building machines meant 

to serve as their oracles, new seers, electronic prophets, diviners of data.

Founded in 1959, the Simulmatics Corporation established offices in New York, Washington, 

Cambridge, and, eventually, Saigon before it declared bankruptcy, in 1970. The company wore a cloak 

of intrigue. This was, in part, unintentional. “The mystery surrounding Simulmatics started with its 

name,” its president once explained to the company’s stockholders. “We were a contraction of two 

words—‘simulation’ and ‘automatic.’ ”5 Its founders hoped the name would become a watchword,  

a byword, like “cybernetics.” It did not. The obscurity of the word “simulmatics” is a measure of their 

failure. But its meaning is a measure of their ambition: to automate the simulation of human behavior.

The scientists of the Simulmatics Corporation acted on the proposition that if they could collect 

enough data about enough people and feed it into a machine, everything, one day, might be 

predictable, and everyone, every human mind, simulated, each act anticipated, automatically,  

and even driven and directed, by targeted messages as unerring as missiles. Facebook, Palantir, 

Cambridge Analytica, Amazon, the Internet Research Agency, Google—they were all incubated there, 

beneath that honeycombed dome by the edge of the gray-green sea, like so many eggs. Simulmatics’ 

scientists were known as the What-If Men. They believed that by simulating human behavior, their 

People Machine could help the human race avert each and every disaster. It could defeat communism. 

It could counter insurgencies. It could win elections. It could sell mouthwash. It could accelerate news, 

like so much amphetamine. It could calm agitated wives. It could win the war in Vietnam by targeting 

hearts and minds. It could predict race riots, and even plagues. It could end chaos. The scientists of 

Simulmatics believed they had invented “the A-bomb of the social sciences.” They did not predict that 

it would take decades to detonate, like a long-buried grenade.

Still, even at the time, the People Machine seemed to many people to be a species of madness, 

a harbinger of a coming dystopia. In 1964, the Simulmatics Corporation served as the subject of 

two ominous novels. In Eugene Burdick’s political thriller The 480, a barely disguised “Simulations 

Enterprises,” equipped with hulking, sinster IBM computers, meddles with the 1964 U.S. presidential 

election. In Daniel F. Galouye’s Simulacron-3, science fiction set in the year 2033, specialists in the field 

of “simulectronics” build a people machine—“a total environment simulator”—only to discover that 

they themselves don’t exist and are instead merely the ethereal, Escherian inventions of yet another 
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people machine. After that, Simulmatics lived on, in fiction and film, an anonymous avatar. In 1973, the 

avant-garde German filmmaker Rainer Werner Fassbinder adapted Simulacron-3 into World on a Wire, 

a terrifying futurist tour de force, a forerunner to the 1999 film The Matrix in which all of humanity 

lives in a simulation, locked, trapped, deluded, and dehumanized; Matrix’s main character, trying to 

set humanity free, hides stolen software inside a hollowed-out copy of Jean Baudrillard’s 1981 book, 

Simulacra and Simulation, a metatext about the meaningless “hell of simulation.”8

In fiction and film, Dr. Frankenstein yielded to Dr. Jekyll and, finally, to Dr. Strangelove, as mad 

science moved from biology to chemistry to physics. But Simulmatics’ fiction-and-film avatar—the 

mad scientist of computer science—is wildly outsized, the lengthening shadow of a very small man. 

The Simulations Enterprises of The 480 is a megacorporation, and the simulectronics specialists in 

Simulacron-3 are technical geniuses. The real Simulmatics Corporation was a tiny, struggling company, 

its technicians bumbling, its accounts disastrous. It soared and then it sank, like a helium balloon.  

The geodesic dome became a Space Burger, a drive-through hamburger joint.

And yet Simulmatics’ legacy endures in predictive analytics, whatif simulation, and behavioral data 

science: it lurks behind the screen of every device. Simulmatics, notwithstanding its own failure, helped 

invent the data-mad and near-totalitarian twenty-first century, in which the only knowledge that 

counts is prediction and, before and after the coming of the coronavirus, corporations extract wealth 

by way of the collection of data and the manipulation of attention and the profit of prophecy. In a final 

irony, Simulmatics, whose very past has been all but erased, helped invent a future obsessed with  

the future, and yet unable to improve it.

Simulmatics’ own origins lie still further back in time, in the earlytwentieth-century science of 

psychological warfare: the control of people’s minds by assault, interruption, and distraction. 

Simulmatics’ scientists carried that work into the 1950s, the age of the modern computer, and into 

electoral politics, with a commission from the Democratic National Committee during the 1960 

presidential election, and then into targeted advertising. Later, they flew that work across an ocean, to 

Vietnam, until student protesters called them war criminals. It would be easier, more comforting, less 

unsettling, if the scientists of Simulmatics were villains. But they weren’t. They were midcentury white 

liberals in an era when white liberals were not expected to understand people who weren’t white or 

liberal. They were husbands and fathers in an age when men were not expected to understand women 

and children. By “human behavior,” they meant the behavior of men; by “artificial intelligence,” they 

meant their own intelligence—a fantasy of their own intelligence—which they intended to graft onto  

a machine. They did not consider the intelligence of women to be intelligence; they did not consider  
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a female understanding of human behavior to be knowledge.

They built a machine to control and predict what they could not. They are the long-dead, white-

whiskered grandfathers of Mark Zuckerberg and Sergey Brin and Jeff Bezos and Peter Thiel and Marc 

Andreessen and Elon Musk. The Simulmatics Corporation is a missing link in the history of technology, 

a clasp that fastens the first half of the twentieth century to the beginning of the twenty-first, a future 

in which humanity’s every move is predicted by algorithms that attempt to direct and influence our 

each and every decision through the simulation of our very selves, this particular hell.

If, then, in the 1950s and 1960s, things had gone differently, this future might have been averted. 

If, then, history had taken a different course, humanity might not have been demoted, humanistic 

knowledge might still be cherished, and democracy might have grown stronger, not weaker. Or very 

little might have been different. It is not possible to know. No machine can run an IF/THEN program 

backward, calculating possible pasts. History cannot answer “What if?” But it can explain what 

happened, and why.

The future invented by Simulmatics has a past, a history washed away, like a sandcastle, by the tide of 

time. It can only be pieced back together grain by grain, each parapet and battlement, each rampart 

and turret, every last feature of its towering audacity.

The new underworld is made up of innocent and wellintentioned people who work with slide rules and 

calculating machines and computers which can retain an almost infinite number of bits of information 

as well as sort, categorize, and reproduce this information at the press of a button. Most of these 

people are highly educated, many of them are Ph.D.s, and none that I have met have malignant 

political designs on the American public. They may, however, radically reconstruct the American 

political system, build a new politics, and even modify revered and venerable American institutions— 

facts of which they are blissfully innocent.

—Eugene Burdick, The 480, 1964
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Epilogue

In 1941, Stefan Zweig sat at his desk in Brazil, writing. A decade before, he had been probably the most 

popular writer in Europe, with book sales that would make some of today’s bestselling authors green 

with envy. By now, though, he had become an exile, yet another displaced Austrian Jew forced to flee 

his home. Sitting at that desk in Brazil, Zweig was writing his autobiography, The World of Yesterday.

When he was growing up, he explains, everything – the buildings, the government, their way of life 

– seemed to everyone to be unshakeable. He called it the ‘Golden Age of Security’. As a child, he felt 

that this world would last forever. Alas, as we now know, it was not meant to be.

Over the past decade, when reflecting on our future, I have often thought of Zweig sitting alone and 

working away at his book. To me, it seems that many of us have also grown up in an age of security – 

what I have called the Age of Labour. After the insanity and slaughter of the first half of the twentieth 

century, things took on a more predictable, calmer rhythm across much of the world, and the pursuit 
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of paid work was an important part of that. The advice passed on to us from those further along in life 

was always the same. Our parents and teachers explained that if we kept our heads down, and tried 

hard at school or whatever else we chose to do, then a future of stable paid work would be waiting for 

us. As we got older we could expect to be paid more, and when we were old we could stop working 

and draw on the fruits of our labours. Life was all about work – preparing for it, doing it, retiring from 

it – and that seemed okay.

In this book, I have argued that our age of security, like Zweig’s, is fated to come to an end. In the 

next hundred years, technological Epilogue progress will make us more prosperous than ever before. 

Yet that progress will also carry us towards a world with less work for human beings. The economic 

problem that haunted our ancestors, that of making the economic pie large enough for everyone to 

live on, will fade away, and three new problems will emerge to take its place. 

First, the problem of inequality, of working out how to share this economic prosperity with everyone 

in society. Second, the problem of political power, of determining who gets to control the technologies 

responsible for this prosperity and on what terms. And third, the problem of meaning, of figuring out 

how to use this prosperity not just to live with less work but to live well.

These problems are daunting and will be hard to solve. There will be fundamental disagreement 

about what we should do. Yet I am hopeful about the future. When we think about what lies ahead, 

it is important to look back as well, to remind ourselves of our 300, 000-year-old story so far and 

remember the challenges we have already overcome. Not that many generations ago, almost all 

human beings lived on or around the poverty line. The struggle for subsistence was the challenge that 

preoccupied most of mankind. Our generation has been fortunate to wake up in a world where people 

need not be condemned to that fate, where there is in principle enough economic prosperity for us all 

to keep ourselves and our families alive. The looming problems – of inequality, power, and meaning – 

are just the consequences of this unprecedented prosperity. They are the price we pay for the material 

abundance that some of us (though as yet not all of us) have been fortunate to enjoy. And in my view, 

it is a price worth paying.

In the twenty-first century, we will have to build a new age of security, one that no longer relies on 

paid work for its foundations.

And we have to begin this task today. Although we cannot know exactly how long it will take to arrive 

at a world with less work for human beings to do, there are clear signs that we are on our way there. 

The problems of inequality, power, and meaning are not lurking in the distance, hidden out of sight in 

the remote future. They have already begun to unfold, to trouble and test our inherited institutions 

and traditional ways of life. It is up to us now to respond.
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