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Maybe the Rapture is already
here
By noah smith · noahpinion · 9 octoBEr 2026

Back when I was a teenager, a lot of people were very into the Left Behind
series.  Evangelical  Christianity  was  still  very  strong  in  those  days,
especially in Texas, and Left Behind blew up by putting Christian eschato‐
logy  into  page-turning  airport-bookstore-novel  form.  People  really  be‐
lieved  that  the  stories  in  those  novels  weren’t  just  stories  —  they  were
glimpses of a very real future event. The Rapture — Jesus Christ’s gather‐
ing of the faithful to Heaven before the end of the world — is something
that believers expect is going to happen one of these days.
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Sometimes, these days, I feel as if it’s already happened. I look around
at American culture and I wonder: Where did everybody go?

The mass culture of my youth is long gone. 76 million people watched
the last episode of Seinfeld in 1998; fewer than 20 million watched the last
episode of Game of Thrones two decades later. Right now I can’t even think
of  what  an  appropriate  comparison  would  be.  What’s  the  show  that
everyone watches? 

In  the  2010s,  mass  culture  was  replaced  by  meme  culture.  Everyone
knew this photo and what it represented:

Social media feeds — Twitter and the Facebook wall — turned Americ‐
an society into a sort of digital hive mind. Feeling yourself being absorbed
into that great unified consciousness could be an agonizing experience —
mobs constantly punished any deviation from conformity, quirky unique
subcultures were devoured and metabolized, everyone was forced into a
cell with people they had spent their lives trying to escape. The hunt for
virality  was  everything.  Viral  memes  were  the  thoughts  that  drifted
through the mind of the social media Borg. 

There are almost no memes left. For so many years there was a steady
drumbeat of images and phrases that people passed around among each
other ad infinitum; now, I can’t even think of the last one that really made
the rounds. Twitter — now X — has not died but is diminished in scope
and relevance. At times it feels like a ghost town. 

Where did everybody go? I would like to think that they’re offline, liv‐
ing as we lived in the Before Times, running through sunlit fields blasting
each other with Super Soakers or playing Dungeons and Dragons in their
living rooms. Or perhaps they’re in Signal and WhatsApp chats and Dis‐
cord channels, talking with their friends in the comfort and safety of pri‐
vacy. I would like to think that they rejected the digital hive mind for the
ancient ways of individuality and Dunbar’s Number. 

But my bet is that they’re just watching short form video. Over the last
few years, the entire internet has steadily carcinized into a single type of
app/website/media/entertainment  —  a  vertically  scrolling  feed  full  of
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short video clips. Vine invented it, TikTok popularized it, and now every
other site has copied this one dominant, all-conquering format. Already,
vertical  short-form  video  feeds  are  more  dominant  than  every  form  of
media except for social media itself:

Source: Ampere

But even this significantly understates the change. The term “social me‐
dia” used to mean people writing things to each other or sending images
on Facebook or Twitter; now, it’s mostly used to mean people watching
videos:

Source: John Burn-Murdoch

Even  the  long-form  video  sites,  like  YouTube,  are  increasingly  just
short-form sites showing a bunch of clips. This shift has basically killed
the original use of social media, turning it from a town square or conver‐
sation room into a form of purely passive entertainment:
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Source: John Burn-Murdoch

I am not part of this trend. I had TikTok on my phone for a year or so,
but I could never get into it; in 2021 I deleted the app. The videos all felt
like some kind of bland snack that you keep eating even though you don’t
really like it  — everything seemed optimized to make you swipe to the
next thing, like the programming in those hundreds of channels that only
existed so that satellite TV could brag that it had 700 channels. 

Mass  culture  is  often  absorbing;  meme  culture  is  delightful  and
horrifying  in  turn.  Short-form  video  feels  to  me  like  anesthesia;  the
swiping is the point, not the content. As Jerry Seinfeld once said, “Men
don’t care what’s on TV. They only care what else is on TV.” I suppose I’m
the exception.

So here I am, alone at the end of culture. I feel like one of the people
from the  Left Behind series, waking up to find most of the people around
me taken to digital Heaven. 

Have you ever heard of “heavenbanning”? It’s not a real thing…yet. It’s
the  hypothetical  idea that  social  media  platforms  could  neutralize  ob‐
streperous users by replacing their entire feed with AI content that flat‐
ters and agrees with them. You’d think you’re interacting with other hu‐
man beings, and that everybody just happens to love you and think you’re
brilliant, while in reality you’re in solitary confinement with an LLM.

It’s  possible  to  think  of  vertical  short-form  video  feeds  as  a  kind  of
heavenbanning.  Your  feed  is  curated  by  AI,  tailored  to  your  own
preferences.  The  videos  you  see  aren’t  made  by  anyone  you  know,  or
(probably) by anyone you’ll ever meet. The people you know in real life
don’t see the same videos you do, unless you share them. Eventually the
world blurs together and you lose track of time:

Researchers at  several  universities  in China,  in a  study involving
more than 1,500 high-school students, found that their future time
perspective  was  damaged  by  a  steady  diet  of  such  short-form
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videos…Now,  [short-form  videos  are]  also  making  us  less  able  to
plan for the future, or even care about it. 

Right now, short-form videos are mostly made by would-be human in‐
fluencers or clipped from human-made long-form videos that few people
actually watch. But in the very near future, much of what you see in your
TikTok or Reels feed could be AI-generated. And as the cost of compute
drops, AI will be able to generate personalized videos for everyone — con‐
tent tailored not necessarily to delight you, but to keep you engaged, to
keep you swiping, to keep you making in-app purchases. 

When I was a kid, I used to wonder what all the dead people were doing
in Heaven for all of those countless eons. Now I know what they’re doing.
They’re swiping. 

I think about the  Great Filter sometimes. We’ve searched the skies for
signs of alien intelligence for many decades, and found nothing — natural
or artificial. The Great Filter is one possible explanation for the silence of
the cosmos — it’s the idea that there’s some dread  Thing in the Universe
that destroys sentient species before they can spread out to the stars. 

There are plenty of hypotheses as to what the Great Filter might be. Per‐
haps every sentient species destroys itself with nukes or bioweapons. Per‐
haps AI always tends to wipe out its organic creators before retreating into
inaccessible virtual worlds. Perhaps there’s a race of killer robots silently
cruising between the stars, slaughtering every organic species that looks
like it might one day rise to become a threat. 

Or perhaps it’s the smartphone. In previous decades, fertility decline
was due to couples choosing to have fewer children; now, it’s increasingly
about people never forming couples at all. The isolating effects of social
media  are  one  obvious  culprit;  it’s  very  hard  to  conceive  a  child  while
you’re on your phone.1 Myers and Hooper (2026) found that “access to the
iPhone reduced births by 4.5–8.0% at ages 15–19 and 3.2–6.6% at ages 20–
24”. Breen et al. (2026) found that “the expansion of 3G coverage [in Niger‐
ia] during the study period led to a decline in fertility, corresponding to a
7% reduction in the annual probability of a woman having a birth.” 

Given the timing and the microeconomic evidence,  smartphones are
the likeliest explanation for why instead of leveling out near 2, the total
fertility  rate  in  rich  countries  —  and,  increasingly,  in  middle-income
countries — has busted right through that floor and headed down toward
zero. Smartphones at least help to explain why Latin America now has an
even lower birth rate than the EU. 

Even  without  vertical  short-form  video,  social  media  might  still  be
enough to shrink the human race. Online interactions substitute for off‐
line ones, but only one of the two can make a baby. But it’s hard to deny
that vertical  short-form video is  even more isolating than other online
activities — in the case of heavenbanning, it’s almost solipsistic. At least
on X you can meet your mutuals. In the brave new world of AI-generated
personalized short-form content, your “mutuals” will be made of matrices
and computer chips. 

Personally,  I  don’t  like  vertical  short-form  video  because  I  think  it’s
pretty boring. But the fact that it could represent the euthanasia of our
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N

species seems like an additional downside. Perhaps it’s in the fundamental
nature of intelligence to hack its own reward function — to find a way to
give up striving and building and loving, and to simply hit the dopamine
button until it starves itself ecstatically to death. 

The next time you look at the night sky, you should wonder if instead of
star empires and unearthly paradises, it’s simply a vast graveyard of short-
form video fans. Such an outcome would be much gentler, but hardly less
cataclysmic, than the end of Revelation. 

1
But not impossible, of course.

Securing the Autonomous
Systems Supply Chain
By chris millEr · chris millEr's nEwslEttEr · 9 octoBEr 2026

ext Wednesday, October 14, I’m hosting an event at the American En‐
terprise  Institute  on  Securing  the  Autonomous  Systems  Supply

Chain. As AI enters the physical world, a safe, secure, and dependable sup‐
ply chain for critical components will become even more important. I’m
excited to discuss this topic with:

Jeremy Chang, CEO of the Research Institute for Democracy, Society,
and Emerging Technology in Taiwan

and
Benjamin Haas, Vice President of the Association of Uncrewed Vehicle

Systems and formerly a senior Commerce Department Official.
We’ll discuss how the U.S. can build capacity in producing critical com‐

ponents and where it can partner with allies that have unique capabilities
and scale. We’ll also discuss how key partner and allied governments are
approaching this issue.

I’ve  written  extensively  about  the  need  to  scale  supply  chains  for
devices like drones and components like critical minerals. I’ve also argued
that dependence on  unreliable components raises serious security risks.
How can we mitigate these risks while also rapidly scaling production of
autonomy  systems  critical  both  for  national  security  and  economic
progress? Tune in to hear more from Jeremy and Ben.

You can register in person or online at this link.

print Edition saturday 10 octoBEr 2026

6

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain_stimulation_reward#Strength_of_drive
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brain_stimulation_reward#Strength_of_drive
https://www.ft.com/content/bfadfdbd-9925-498e-b2aa-d46813f66cee
https://www.ft.com/content/77eabb2b-e422-4863-86e1-1a6948ecf368
https://www.ft.com/content/3e14c4da-2ef9-48bf-bcf8-3035df912be4
https://www.ft.com/content/5c8f5c51-e205-4213-a85a-e6c52963c72c
https://www.aei.org/events/a-conversation-with-jeremy-chang-and-benjamin-haas-securing-the-autonomous-systems-supply-chain/?utm_campaign=55298058-EVENTS_Pub%20Ev%202026-10-14%20Miller%20FDP&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--XUfYClgjQ8f1t_MREXJf7UAITJkxaFO7bibdYEO-B1_bn_tiKLdhvxhMu5CVmEIqMvKRQP9ss_IWaV2rtDhA139VG8YS-ZqwGzUV53rJRglmhwq4&_hsmi=442540462&utm_content=442540462&utm_source=hs_automation


print Edition saturday 10 octoBEr 2026

7

https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/$s_!4Agd!,f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Ff49f99df-2cca-4306-8350-3ad5dcf5aa65_850x460.jpeg
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/$s_!4Agd!,f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Ff49f99df-2cca-4306-8350-3ad5dcf5aa65_850x460.jpeg
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/$s_!4Agd!,f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Ff49f99df-2cca-4306-8350-3ad5dcf5aa65_850x460.jpeg

	Print Edition
	Maybe the Rapture is already here
	Securing the Autonomous Systems Supply Chain


