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The Four Horsemen of the Great Ravine

January 6, 2025

Viktor Vasnetsov, Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1887)

Every so often, things fall apart.

Every so often, human society collapses into violence both economic and kinetic, both large-
scale and small-scale, a war of all against all where life is nasty, brutish and short.

| can’t shake the feeling that we are beginning just such a descent, a winding but one-way
path down, down, down into what my favorite living author, Chinese science fiction writer
Liu Cixin, calls the Great Ravine.

Maybe it’s just the grumpy old man coming out in me, but I've always believed that there is
a process and a pattern and a lifecycle to any human society. I’'ve always believed that part
of that lifecycle is decline and collapse. I've always believed that there would be recognizable
signs and portents for that final stage, signs and portents that | think I’'m seeing now.
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It’s not that | think history repeats itself, but | definitely think it rhymes. And if I’'m right, if we
are today starting down a well-trod human path to social collapse, then there’s nothing more
important than figuring out the rhyme of history.

The rhyme of history is where we find meaning from our past to provide wisdom for our
future.

If you’re familiar with old school historians like Gibbon, Toynbee and the Durants, you’ll know
what I’'m talking about because the lifecycle and rhyme of history is what they write about.
These old school historians are out of favor in academia these days, which is a shame, because
they can turn a phrase like nobody’s business, like this from Gibbon writing about the lawfare
and warfare between a succession of dueling Roman emperors and their supporters in the
middle of the third century AD:

Such, indeed, is the policy ... severely to remember injuries, and to forget the most
important services. Revenge is profitable, gratitude is expensive.

— Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Vol. 1 chap XI pt 2 (1776)

| love this quote from Gibbon for the same reason that | love so many quotes from the Durants
... it’s communicating a vibe from the third century AD, a vibe that | recognize so clearly in the
twenty-first century AD.
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| mean, if there’s a better description of our national ‘leaders’ today than a profound
commitment to injury-remembering and service-forgetting and score-settling, and yes I'm
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very much talking about Trump and crew but | am also very much talking about Biden and
crew, then | am unaware of what that description might be.

What does it mean to say that history rhymes? This! The rhyme of history is found in
the vibes that connect one society at a point in time to another society at another point in
time, in the expressions and motifs of meaning that connect human cultures across time and
space.

| know this all sounds very touchy-feely, very un-scientific to talk about vibes and feelings and
motifs of meaning and the rhyme of history, but it’s not. All of these touchy-feely words are
part of the science of semantics — the exploration of meaningin information and
communication. Generative Al and large language modeling are 100% based on semantic
theory, and if we get nothing else from our advances in those fields over the past few years,
we should get this: the invisible world of semantics is just as real as the physical world, and
just as there is a unique signature to every chemical element in the physical world, so is there
a unique signature to every embedded linguistic pattern of meaning in the semantic world.

Yes, Gibbon is communicating the vibes of the third century AD. More precisely, Gibbon is
communicating the semantic signatures of the third century AD, embedded elements of
social meaning that he parsed from his reading of the texts describing that ancient Roman

world.

Why is it so important to think of history — particularly the patterns and the lifecycle and
the rhymes of history — in terms of semantics and embedded linguistic elements of social
meaning?

Because it allows us to apply directly the tools of generative Al and large language modeling
to primary historical texts at incredible scale and scope, making historical interpretation
and meaning-finding available to everyone rather than remaining the province of academic
historians or the plaything of revisionist politicians.

See, as much as | appreciate Gibbon and Toynbee and the Durants as gifted storytellers, |
don’t entirely trust them to relate historical vibes and semantic signatures faithfully.
Sometimes for better but often for worse they’re quick to present their specific cultural
sensibilities as eternal human truths. For example, Gibbon was very dismissive of religion in
general and Catholicism in particular, and | think this absolutely colored his take on the impact
of Christianity on the Roman Empire. And if | don’t entirely trust Edward Gibbon or Will and
Ariel Durant as faithful semantic reporters, imagine how little I trust the ‘lessons of history’
from woke Yale historians or MAGA billionaires!
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No, instead of looking to ideologically-captured historians or political party suck-ups or
centibillionaires looking for the next big score, | think we’re better off looking to primary
historical sources, broadly defined. | think we should look to the contemporaneous rhyme of
history — the vibes and the semantic signatures of history as related in texts by writers who
were actually there.

After all, what is a vibe but a plucking of an invisible string of thought in the invisible world of
meaning/semantics ... a vibration of that invisible string in that invisible world that we ‘hear’
as afeeling about the ‘real’ world. For thousands of years, humans have written these
feelings down as we are experiencing them. We write them down in books and plays and
poems and essays and letters, we write them down in a thousand different ways and
structures and mediums. These are the unstructured texts of history, the primary sources of
history even if they’re not intended to be an historical account, because embedded
within these words are the semantic signatures that represent our feelings and our vibes and
our motifs of meaning within our particular human culture in our particular time and space.

Ultimately, | think we’re on the cusp of an entirely new way of understanding history and
political science, where we use generative Al to uncover the semantic signatures of
storytelling texts written by people who lived in and through the events we want to
understand, and then — also using generative Al — we reconstruct a comprehensive, truthful-
in-its-time narrative of the period in question from those primary-sourced semantic
signatures.

| believe that we can take the true primary texts of human history — our novels and plays and
poems and religious texts and fables and folk tales and diaries and letters — and tease out
their linguistic threads and motifs of meaning (semantic signatures!) in order to weave a
better human history, impervious to the collectivist, anti-human, history-rewriting impulse of
the Nudging State and Nudging Oligarchy.

More than anything else, this gives me hope that we can survive and shorten our Great
Ravine, that we can use generative Al to build an effective defense against the retconning
and Orwellian rewriting of history that is the most powerful enemy of humanity.

This is the Great Project of my life. No biggie.

For today, though, | just want to give you a taste of what’s possible in a semantic approach
to historical understanding even without large language models and generative Al, as we seek
to understand the process by which a society descends into madness.
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I'll start with Chinua Achebe and his novel about how things fell apart in Southeastern
Nigeria, a social decline and collapse that resulted in the Igbo/Biafran independence
movement and civil war of 1967-1970.

Achebe’s words lead us directly to William Butler Yeats and his poems of the descent into
World War |, known at the time as The Great War and The War to End All Wars. It wasn’t.

Yeats’s words in turn take us to the essays of Hannah Arendt on the social origins of World
War Il. Yes, you could call Arendt a historian and a philosopher, but her most powerful work
is as a direct observer, a chronicler of contemporaneous events.

From there I'll look to the stories of science fiction writer Liu Cixin, who writes of a global
collapse in some far-off future — what he calls the Great Ravine — as a way of describing the
vibes and semantic signatures of the Cultural Revolution.

Four gifted storytellers who lived it, who can relate the vibes and the semantic signatures
of some of the twentieth century’s most devastating social collapses.

And from the meaning in their words, wisdom for our future emerges.
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Chinua Achebe (1930 - 2013)

image: Paris Review, winter 1994

In 1958, Chinua Achebe published Things Fall Apart, a novel about the collapse of traditional
Igbo society in Southeastern Nigeria under the weight of colonialism and Christianity, a social
decline and collapse that resulted in the Biafran War of 1967-1970.

(Photo Dennis Lee Royle / AP)

This is he least disturbing photograph I cuId find of the Biafran War, which the Nigerian

government won by imposing a blockade and starving somewhere between 500,000 and
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1,000,000 Igbo civilians to death. | think about this sometimes when the African Union and
the Nigerian government start talking about a ‘genocide’ in Gaza.

“The white man is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably with his
religion. We were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now
he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one. He has
put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.”

Achebe doesn’t sugarcoat the pre-colonial, pre-Christian Igbo clans in Things Fall Apart. Like
most traditional societies, they’re hidebound and intensely patriarchal and cruel by modern
standards. But it is not a casual cruelty. There is honor in the clan, there is an authentic
community in the clan, there is a social good in the clan.

A man who calls his kinsmen to a feast does not do so to save them from
starving. They all have food in their own homes. When we gather together
in the moonlit village ground it is not because of the moon. Every man can
see it in his own compound. We come together because it is good for
kinsmen to do so.

But colonialism and Christianity were only the catalysts of social decline and collapse. Long
before the white man came onto the scene, the villages and clans of Achebe’s world had
already forgotten the WHY of their traditions and their institutions of cooperation.

Ogbuef Ezedudu, who was the oldest man in the village, was telling two
other men when they came to visit him that the punishment for breaking
the Peace of Ani had become very mild in their clan.

“It has not always been so,” he said. “My father told me that he had been
told that in the past a man who broke the peace was dragged on the
ground through the village until he died. But after a while this custom was
stopped because it spoiled the peace which it was meant to preserve.”

Igbo society falls apart into honor-less, community-less, petty strife of every man for
himself, not so much because of what colonialism and Christianity do to the Igbo, but
because of what the Igbo do to themselves.

Yes, the economic/military power of neeliberalism colonialism and the ideological power
of MAGA/wekism Christianity demolished the empty shells of American Igbo traditions and
institutions of cooperation.
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But the real tragedy of Things Fall Apartis the hollowing out of those traditions and
institutions in the first place, and the emergence of intensely selfish and
flawed American Igbo leaders as the old ways are dismantled around them.

Perhaps down in his heart Okonkwo was not a cruel man. But his whole
life was dominated by fear, the fear of failure and of weakness. It was
deeper and more intimate that the fear of evil and capricious gods and of
magic, the fear of the forest, and of the forces of nature, malevolent, red
in tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s fear was greater than these. It was not
external but lay deep within himself.
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Six years ago | wrote a series of notes called Things Fall Apart, my homage to Achebe’s novel

and my first effort to rhyme his patterns of social collapse with our patterns of social collapse.
Here’s the money quote:

How did we get here? We got soft. | don’t mean that in a macho sort of way. | don’t
even mean that as a bad thing. | mean that, just like the Romans of Gibbon’s history
and just like the Africans of Achebe’s novel and just like the mobsters of
the Sopranos, we have long forgotten the horrors of literal war and why we
constructed these cooperatively-oriented institutions in the first place. We are
content instead to trust that the Peace of Ani or the Peace of the Five Families or
the Pax Romana or the Pax Americana is a stable peace — a stable equilibrium —
relative advantage. We are content to become creatures of the flock, intently
other-observing animals, consumed by concerns of relative positioning to graze on
more grass than the sheep next to us.

©2025 Ben Hunt 8

All rights reserved e l‘APS]I()n Ihe()l‘)’


https://www.epsilontheory.com/series-things-fall-apart/
https://www.epsilontheory.com/sheep-logic/

Besides, it's so wearying to maintain the actual intent of the old institutions,
to mean it when you swear an oath to a Constitution or a god or a chief, and not just
see it as an empty ritual that must be observed before getting the keys to the car.

If it weren’t Trump, it would be someone just as ridiculous. It WILL be someone just
as ridiculous in the future, probably someone on the other side of the political
spectrum, someone like Elizabeth Warren or Kamala Harris. See, | am an equal
opportunity connoisseur of ridiculous politicians.

Things Fall Apart, Part 1 (August, 2018)

| wrote this before Kamala Harris was a blip on the Presidential radar screen. Good guess,
right? But if you read Achebe, it’s not a guess at all. It’s obvious where all of this is going. Men
and women of honor recede into the background, and ridiculous, profoundly flawed
‘leaders’ come to the fore. This, like the injury-remembering and service-forgetting and
score-settling noted by Gibbon, is a semantic signature of a society as it descends into
madness and violence, as true for Americans today as it was for the Igbo in the 1950s.

Or for Europeans in the 1910s.

William Butler Yeats (1865 — 1939)

image: Chicago Daily News negatives collection, Chicago History Museum
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Achebe took the title of his book from a 1919 poem by William Butler Yeats, The Second
Coming, where Yeats describes the collapse of Western society in the lead-up and progression
of World War I. Here’s the stanza that gave Achebe the title for his novel:

Turning and turning in the Widening Gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Every phrase in this poem represents a semantic signature, because that’s what poetry is —
a distillation of semantic signatures into their 120-proof forms — and W.B. Yeats is one of the
preeminent distillers of semantic spirits in human history. And yes, there’s an Epsilon Theory
note on that:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

We are the falcon, and the falconer is ... God, if you're religious, the Old Songs of
reason and empathy and reciprocity if (like me and like Yeats) you’re not.

In the widening gyre, we are deafened by Big Media and its New Songs
of schadenfreude and I-got-mine-Jack, unable to hear the precepts of our better
natures or the lessons of the past.

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

The widening gyre is political polarization, where a mad rush to more and more
extreme positions is the dominant political strategy, presided over by the
institutionalized, unquestioned power of Big Politics.

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

There’s no escape from the widening gyre! Big Tech brings mere anarchy —
guotidian, ordinary, boring anarchy — to every aspect of our daily lives, so that all
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of our social ceremonies of association and friendship — all of them —are drowned
in a relentless, implacable tsunami of “news” and “social media”.

The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

The widening gyre is Gresham’s Law, not for money but for people and ideas. The
widening gyre is a profound social equilibrium where bad people and bad ideas
drive good people and good ideas out of circulation. It is the triumph of Fiat
World, where Fiat News and fiat ideas and fiat people are presented as reality by
proclamation, not lived experience.

The Widening Gyre (Sept. 2022)

And don’t get me started on the second stanza of the poem! Where a line like Slouches
towards Bethlehem inspires with its semantic signatures of Armageddon and corruption,
especially with the pure, raw, lethargic but murderous movement of that genius word
‘slouches’.

Just as Achebe wrote an entire novel based on the phrase Things fall apart, I’'ve written so
many notes on the phrase the Widening Gyre, which | believe is the essential distillation
of political and social polarization as an equilibrium, a universal semantic signature of social
decline and collapse.

But as crucial as the vibe of a widening gyre is for understanding the historical rhyme of social
collapse, it’s another line | want to focus on now, because | think it represents an even more

powerful semantic signature of decline.
Mere anarchy. What a phrase!

The ordinariness of anarchy, the ho-hum of humans losing their humanity, what lonesco
described as “oh look, another rhinoceros” in his absurdist play by the same name ... THIS
is the semantic signature of social collapse that | was not expecting in my reading of the
storytellers who lived it.

And no one has written in that motif of meaning better and with more clarity than Hannah
Arendt.

©2025 Ben Hunt 11

All rights reserved e l‘APS]I()n Ihe()l‘)’


https://www.epsilontheory.com/hollow-men-hollow-markets-hollow-world-2/
https://www.epsilontheory.com/hollow-men-hollow-markets-hollow-world-2/
https://epsilontheory.com/the-widening-gyre/

w"

Hannah Arendt (1906- 1975)
photograph by Ryohei Noda (CC BY 2.0)
In 1961, Arendt went to Jerusalem to watch the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the foremost
architect of Germany’s Final Solution, its industrial-scale strategy in World War Il to
exterminate millions of Jews and other ‘undesirables’. Eichmann had fled Germany for
Argentina at the end of the war, where he was captured by Mossad agents and taken to Israel
for trial (there are several movies about that search and capture operation, as it makes for a
classic Hollywood spy thriller). Eichmann was convicted of crimes under Israel’s Nazis and
Nazi Collaborators Law, and was hanged in 1962 in the only example to date of judicial capital

punishment in Israel.
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In 1963, first in a series of articles for The New Yorker and then in a standalone book, Arendt

published Eichmann in Jerusalem, her take on the man and the trial. Arendt, a German Jew
whose resume included an arrest by the Gestapo in 1933 and an escape from a French
concentration camp in 1940 before securing forged identity papers to get first to Portugal
and then to the United States, wrote that she expected Eichmann to be larger than life, a
metaphorically towering figure who would emanate evil like a charismatic devil. Instead she
found a nebbish. Instead of a larger than life character she found a smaller than life man.
Instead of the visionary architect of State-directed evil on an unimaginable scale, she found
the managing director of State-directed evil on an unimaginable scale.

In Hannah Arendt’s words, Adolf Eichmann personified the banality of evil, the quiet
managerial tedium and ordinariness by which our world descends into madness and
violence.

For me, Arendt’s banality of evilis second only to Yeats’s widening gyre as a potent
distillation of a semantic signature about the path of social decline. This is a historical rhyme
of the Great Ravine that rings and rings. Even if to many it is intensely unsatisfying.

Arendt’s essay on Eichmann’s trial and the banality of evil has been heavily criticized over the
years, primarily because she doesn’t make Eichmann enough of a supervillain. He’s an anti-
Semite and a monster, sure, but it’s not his anti-Semitism and his monstrousness that made
him an S-Tier evildoer, the murderer of millions of human beings.

No, Eichmann’s effectiveness at doing evil came from his managerial smarts. It came from his
keen ability to work with symbols and numbers and schedules and spreadsheets and
meetings and planning documents. Yes, Adolf Eichmann was an evil dude, AND his infamy is
not because he was an evil dude, but because he was a highly effective industrial manager in
a system that was doing evil on an industrial scale. He was the director of the OG department
of government efficiency, enthusiastically being really efficient at the industrial murder of
millions. And that’s so boring. There’s no story to Adolf Eichmann’s infamy other than that
there is no story, and that’s why Arendt gets dismissed as ‘not being hard enough’ on
Eichmann or ‘letting him off the hook’ or ‘blaming the victims’.

We desperately want the evil things that happen in this world and the evil people who do
them to have a story, so that our suffering through that evil has some purpose, that it
somehow advances the plot to endure evil.

But it doesn’t. It’s just not true. The collapse of a society into selfish violence isn’t a story of
supervillains, strutting and monologuing their way through Act Il so we can get to the
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superhero victory of Act Ill. It isn’t a story at all. There’s no plot here. No triumph. No
redemption on a grand scale. No overcoming of anything. It’s only pain.

| learned this from the science fiction novels of Liu Cixin, after | finally realized that they’re

not science fiction.

Liu Cixin (b. 1963)

I mean, of course Liu’s work is science fiction. The Three-Body Problem trilogy is the most
inventive and inspiring science fiction I've read since Asimov. AND it’s not science fiction at
all. AND it’s a lived it account of seeing your parents sent to the mines during the Cultural
Revolution, of seeing the damage of the Cultural Revolution never really going away but just
being absorbed and forgotten over time. Liu conveys this account directly in the first chapters
of Three-Body Problem, where he writes about the Cultural Revolution and its impact
on everything that happens afterwards, and he conveys it indirectly in later chapters that take

place in the far future.

In The Dark Forest, volume 2 of the Three-Body Problem science fiction
trilogy, Cixin Liu mentions almost in passing a 50-year period of immense
social upheaval, destruction and (ultimately) recovery across the globe. He
never goes into the details of this period that he calls the Great Ravine. He
basically just waves his hands at it and writes “yep, that happened”.

Why? Because the Great Ravine does not advance the plot.
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It’s there. It happens. But there’s nothing to be gained by examining its
events. Like the Cultural Revolution of Cixin Liu’s real-world history, the
Great Ravine is ultimately just a tragic waste. A waste of time. A waste of
wealth. A waste of lives. There is nothing to be learned from our time in
the Great Ravine; it must simply be crossed.

This is the Great Ravine (July, 2024)

The Great Ravine is not permanent, but it’s not a Fourth Turning or a cyclical thing, either.
There is no plot line here! And that’s what a cycle is ... a plot line, a script.

Eventually we find our way out, but it can take decades for humanity to claw its way out of a
Ravine. Longer, even. | mean, Gibbon tracked the decline and fall of the Roman empire over
centuries, and the Dark Ages were literally that ... an Age. | don’t think we have the semantic
signatures for this notion of being plot-less for an indefinite period of time, of being adrift in
a world of learned helplessness, casual cruelty, petty tyranny and industrial-scale evil without
a story to give us direction. How do we recognize our place in this process of ... wandering ...
and how do we find a story to guide us through? On this the stories of Achebe, Yeats, Arendt
and Liu are silent.

To be sure there is wisdom in the semantic signatures of our four authors as they relate their
stories of social decline and collapse around the Biafran War, World War |, World War Il and
the Cultural Revolution.

From Achebe, the Great Ravine is catalyzed by ideologies, guns and money that shred the
hollowed-out old ways, leading to the internal emergence of petty, selfish tyrants at every
level of society.

From Yeats, the Great Ravine is a widening gyre, a process of polarization that is not mean-
reverting but expands until the world inevitably breaks.

From Arendt, the Great Ravine is not created by supervillains of evil purpose but by
completely ordinary villains who operate the industrial machinery of the small-f fascist
State with great efficiency.

From Liu, the Great Ravine is plotless and empty of redemption, where politically-
motivated stories of magical thinking capture the Mob and create pain without purpose.

All of these are powerful insights for our present day. All of these are rhymes that, for me at
least, resonate strongly with what | see happening in our world.
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But what I’'m missing is the rubric that weaves these semantic signatures into a coherent
whole. I’'m missing the rhyme scheme, the semantic blueprint that reconstructs these
linguistic motifs of social meaning into a complete story arc. But for that | need an author
who somehow exists across time and place, who somehow relates not just the vibes of a
particular point in time but ALL the vibes.

Perhaps the answer is to look not for a single author but for a set of authors. If only there
were a text written by a set of gifted storytellers with a unified purpose across time and place,
not written as history per se but imbued with history nonetheless.

How do we recognize where we are as we wander down and through the Great Ravine? How
do we maintain hope even if there’s no apparent plot to advance?

I think the Book of Exodus has something to tell us about that.

I think the Bible as a primary historical source contains the ur-semantic signatures of ALL of
this, from our initial descent into the Great Ravine to our wandering through it to our
eventual climb out of it, and in Part 2 that’s where I'll look for the rhyme scheme to place
the semantic signatures of twentieth-century social conflict and collapse into a story arc of
meaning for the twenty-first.

In Part 1 | think we found insight for our present.

In Part 2 | hope to find wisdom for our future.
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DISCLOSURES

This commentary is being provided to you as general information only and should not be taken as investment
advice. The opinions expressed in these materials represent the personal views of the author(s). It is not
investment research or a research recommendation, as it does not constitute substantive research or analysis.
Any action that you take as a result of information contained in this document is ultimately your responsibility.
Epsilon Theory will not accept liability for any loss or damage, including without limitation to any loss of profit,
which may arise directly or indirectly from use of or reliance on such information. Consult your investment
advisor before making any investment decisions. It must be noted that no one can accurately predict the
future of the market with certainty or guarantee future investment performance. Past performance is not a
guarantee of future results.

Statements in this communication are forward-looking statements.

The forward-looking statements and other views expressed herein are as of the date of this publication. Actual
future results or occurrences may differ significantly from those anticipated in any forward-looking
statements, and there is no guarantee that any predictions will come to pass. The views expressed herein are
subject to change at any time, due to numerous market and other factors. Epsilon Theory disclaims any
obligation to update publicly or revise any forward-looking statements or views expressed herein.

This information is neither an offer to sell nor a solicitation of any offer to buy any securities.

This commentary has been prepared without regard to the individual financial circumstances and objectives of
persons who receive it. Epsilon Theory recommends that investors independently evaluate particular
investments and strategies, and encourages investors to seek the advice of a financial advisor. The
appropriateness of a particular investment or strategy will depend on an investor’s individual circumstances
and objectives.
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