
From the Summer of 1939 to the Summer of 2025
Introduction: In the summer of 1939, on the eve of World War II, the world stood on a precipice it did
not fully recognize. Today, in the summer of 2025, humanity again faces a convergence of perilous
trends that many fear are being ignored at our own risk. This article draws a line from the naiveté of
1939  to  the  warning  signs  of  2025  –  examining  whether  we  have  learned  from  history  or  are
sleepwalking  toward  another  catastrophe.  Have  we  already  reached  a  tipping  point,  or  are  there
rational reasons to hope?

Summer 1939: Naïveté and the Price of Appeasement

In late August 1939, just weeks before Hitler’s Germany invaded Poland to ignite World War II, many in
Britain and France still  clung to the hope that  war could be averted.  British Prime Minister  Neville
Chamberlain epitomized this hope the previous year, proclaiming “I believe it is peace for our time”
after  the  Munich  Agreement  appeased  Hitler’s  territorial  demands .  Chamberlain  genuinely
believed  Hitler’s  assurances  that  Germany  had  “no  further  territorial  ambitions”  and  that  their
agreement was “symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one another again” .
This optimism, however, soon proved tragically misplaced. 

Hitler  had  no  intention  of  honoring  the  peace.  On  the  contrary,  appeasement  emboldened  him.
Winston Churchill – then a lone voice in the wilderness – lambasted the Munich deal: “You were given the
choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour, and you will have war.” . Indeed, Hitler privately
mocked the Western leaders as “little worms” after meeting them at Munich . By late August 1939, as
he briefed his generals on plans to attack Poland, Hitler boasted, “Our enemies are men below average…
They are little  worms.  I  saw them at  Munich.” .  This  brazen confidence led directly  to the German
invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, shattering the peace. The price of underestimating Hitler’s
intentions was the most  devastating conflict  in  history:  World  War  II  would claim an estimated 60
million lives, leave continents in ruins, and sear humanity’s conscience with atrocities like the Holocaust.

The lesson of 1939 is clear: wishful thinking and political naiveté in the face of clear warning signs can be
fatal.  The  world  ignored  Churchill’s  warnings  and  misread  Hitler’s  aggression,  and  it  plunged  into
catastrophe. Are we, in 2025, making a similar mistake by downplaying or dismissing the warning signs
around us?

Summer 2025: Warning Signs for Humanity’s Future

Eight decades later, the global context is very different, yet the sense of foreboding is oddly familiar. In
mid-2025, a multitude of systemic risks and crises are unfolding simultaneously – each serious on its
own, but together raising the specter of a “mega” event that could upend the world order. From social
upheavals  and  democratic  backsliding  to  revolutionary  technology  and  intractable  wars,  are  we
ignoring these flashing red warnings as our predecessors once did? Below, we examine several key
areas of concern:

A Fractured Social Contract: Globalization’s failure to deliver broad social justice 
Democracy Under Strain: The implosion of Western democratic norms (e.g. the Trump
phenomenon) 
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The AI Wildcard: Unprecedented questions about the future of artificial intelligence 
Reality in the Digital Age: Manipulation of truth on social media and the “post-truth” crisis 
Conflicts Without End: Tragic wars (like Ukraine and Gaza) with no end in sight 
A Fractured World Order: Geopolitical upheaval from trade wars and great-power rivalries 

Each  of  these  trends  is  a  major  risk  in  its  own  right.  But  collectively,  they  could  be  interacting  –
potentially  pushing  humanity  toward  a  historic  tipping  point.  Let’s  delve  into  each,  and what  they
portend for our future.

A Fractured Social Contract: Globalization and Inequality

Globalization was once hailed as a path to worldwide prosperity. Yet by 2025, it’s clear that rising tides
have not lifted all boats. While global trade and technology integration boosted overall GDP and lifted
hundreds  of  millions  out  of  extreme  poverty  (especially  in  Asia),  they  have  also  exacerbated
inequalities  and  insecurities.  Many  communities  –  from  deindustrialized  towns  in  the  American
Midwest to struggling villages in the Global South – feel left behind by the promises of globalization.
The result is a strain on the social fabric and a pervasive sense that the “system” is unfair.

According to a  United Nations  World Social  Report  2025,  economic insecurity  and inequality  have
reached alarming levels worldwide. Billions of people live in fear of job loss or struggle with precarious
work, even in wealthy countries . Over  2.8 billion people survive on less than $6.85 a day – a
level at which “even a small shock can send people into extreme poverty”, the UN report warns . The
report  paints  a  sobering  picture:  despite  people  living  longer,  being  better  educated,  and  more
connected than ever, many believe life is worse today than 50 years ago . 

Crucially, the social contract – the implicit bargain that hard work will be rewarded and that institutions
will protect citizens – appears to be breaking down. Trust in institutions has plummeted. Over 57% of
the world’s population now expresses low confidence in their government, and among youth born in
this century, trust is even more scarce . “Rising insecurity and inequality are eroding trust and straining
social bonds, placing the social contract under threat,” the UN report concludes . In other words,
millions feel the system is rigged by and for the wealthy. A 36-nation Pew survey found  widespread
public concern about economic inequality, with most people blaming the outsized political influence
of the rich and powerful as a major cause . These grievances fuel anger and populism, undermining
faith in liberal democracy and open markets. 

The failure of globalization to equitably spread its gains has real consequences for the future. It creates
fertile ground for demagogues, class resentment, and political instability. It also signals that current
economic  models  are  unsustainable  if  they  do  not  address  social  justice.  Much like  1939’s  leaders
misjudged the public mood and the brewing storm, today’s elites risk underestimating the despair and
frustration that economic insecurity is breeding.  If societies continue to fracture along class and
geographic  lines,  the  stage  could  be  set  for  severe  upheavals –  mass  protests,  authoritarian
movements, or worse – in the years ahead.

Democracy Under Strain: The Trump Phenomenon and Western Backsliding

The crisis of inequality feeds directly into a  crisis of democracy across the Western world. In recent
years,  many established democracies have seen the rise of populist,  anti-establishment movements
that challenge liberal norms and even the integrity of elections. The most prominent example has been
the rise of Donald Trump in the United States – a phenomenon that shocked the world in 2016 and
continues  to  reverberate.  Trump’s  presidency  (2017–2021)  and  his  ongoing  influence  exposed  and
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accelerated dangerous trends: extreme polarization, erosion of trust in democratic institutions, and a
flirtation with authoritarianism in the very heart of the free world.

Since Trump’s first term, observers note that global democracy is in a state of decline . This isn’t
solely  because  of  Trump’s  personal  impact,  but  he  became  a  symbol  and  catalyst  in  a  broader
democratic recession. Longstanding guardrails – an independent judiciary, respect for election results, a
professional civil service – came under strain from his norm-breaking leadership. For example, Trump’s
refusal  to  accept  the 2020 election results  and the ensuing January 6,  2021 Capitol  riot  were vivid
reminders that even the oldest modern democracy is not immune to institutional crisis.

This  American  story  echoes  across  Europe  and  other  regions,  where  right-wing  populists  and
strongmen  have  gained  ground  by  exploiting  public  discontent.  Western  democracies  are  more
polarized and fractious than they once were, and publics are increasingly disenchanted with their
political  systems .  A  Washington  Post  analysis  in  early  2025  noted  that  this  polarization  and
disenchantment  have  provided  fertile  soil  in  which  “Trumpism”  and  similar  movements  thrive . 
“Freedom in the World” reports have now recorded 19 consecutive years of decline in global freedom

. The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index likewise finds the quality of democracy at its
lowest point in two decades . In the United States and Western Europe, trust in government and
media has fallen, and political violence and extremism are on the rise – signs of what some call an
“implosion” of the West’s democratic self-confidence.

Why does this matter for the future of humanity? Because history shows that when democracies falter,
authoritarianism and conflict often fill the void. The 1930s taught us that economic turmoil and weak
democratic institutions can lead to fascism and war. Today, democratic backsliding in nuclear-armed or
economically dominant countries could destabilize the world. The U.S., for instance, is not just another
country – it has been a lynchpin of the post-1945 international order. If American democracy were to
collapse  or  turn  isolationist  under  a  demagogue,  the  ripple  effects  on  global  stability  would  be
enormous. Already,  elected autocrats in various countries have bent laws and norms to consolidate
power , and powerful authoritarian regimes in China and Russia are actively challenging democratic
ideals. 

Steven Levitsky, a Harvard scholar of democracy, warns that seemingly solid democracies can “slip into
authoritarianism” if partisan loyalty and disinformation undermine free elections and the rule of law .
We are seeing precisely those red flags: candidates questioning the validity of votes, legislative bodies
paralyzed by hyper-partisanship, and segments of the public open to undemocratic ideas if it means
“taking  back  control.”  In  short,  the  Western  democratic  model  –  once  assumed  inevitable  and
eternal – is facing perhaps its gravest crisis since the 1930s. This raises the question: will we act in
time  to  reform  and  reinvigorate  democracy,  or  will  we  ignore  the  warning  signs  until  irreparable
damage is done?

The AI Wildcard: Uncharted Technological Risks

The  year  2025  finds  humanity  in  the  midst  of  an  artificial  intelligence  (AI)  revolution,  one  that
promises  breathtaking advances  –  and equally  terrifying dangers.  Over  just  the  past  few years,  AI
capabilities have leapt forward, from self-driving cars and medical diagnostics to the proliferation of
“generative AI” systems like ChatGPT that can produce human-like text, images, and even voice. Yet with
this progress comes profound uncertainty about AI’s impact on society, labor, geopolitics, and even our
survival as a species. We are, in many ways, flying blind into a storm of our own making.

Tech leaders and researchers themselves are sounding alarm bells. In May 2023, hundreds of AI experts
– including pioneers of the field – issued a striking one-sentence public warning: “Mitigating the risk of
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extinction from AI should be a global priority alongside other societal-scale risks such as pandemics and
nuclear war.” . This statement, released by the Center for AI Safety and signed by the CEOs of OpenAI
and DeepMind among others, bluntly asserts that  advanced AI could pose an existential threat to
humanity. To put AI in the same category as nuclear war is not hyperbole these experts take lightly – it
reflects a fear that a super-intelligent AI,  if  misaligned with human values, could conceivably wreak
destruction on a global scale.  “We need widespread acknowledgment of  the stakes before we can have
useful policy discussions,” one signatory explained, noting that the issue is currently “underemphasized
relative to the actual level of threat.” .

Even short of a science-fiction doomsday scenario, the  near-term questions around AI are daunting.
Who controls the algorithms controlling our lives? Will AI displace millions of workers faster than
economies can adapt, turbo-charging inequality and social unrest? How do we guard against AI being
used to create powerful new weapons, or to autonomously launch cyberattacks? And what about AI’s
capacity  to  manipulate  reality –  generating  ultra-realistic  fake  videos,  voices,  or  news  that  could
deceive populations and undermine democracy? On this latter point, experts have concrete worries. Dr.
Geoffrey Hinton, a legendary AI researcher who quit Google in 2023 to speak freely about AI’s dangers,
said some of the capabilities of AI chatbots are “quite scary.” He warned they could be exploited by “bad
actors” to produce masses of disinformation: “It’s able to produce lots of text automatically, so you can get
lots of very effective spambots. It will  allow authoritarian leaders to manipulate their electorates.” .  In
Hinton’s view, we also must contend with “the existential risk of what happens when these things get more
intelligent  than us.”  When one of  AI’s  founding fathers is  essentially  warning that  we might be
building our own overlords, it’s a sign that this technology’s future is deeply uncertain.

The open questions about AI’s future are thus critical to humanity’s trajectory. Will AI be a tool that
helps  solve  our  hardest  problems –  from disease  to  climate  change –  or  will  it  amplify  our  worst
instincts and power imbalances? There is a race between  AI development and AI governance, and
right now development is far ahead. Society and policymakers are scrambling to set rules: debates rage
over AI ethics, global regulatory cooperation, and even whether to pause the most advanced research.
The choices we make in the next few years could determine whether AI is safely integrated or becomes
a runaway threat. Ignoring the warnings could mean sleepwalking into a scenario where control is
lost – with potentially irreversible consequences. As with Hitler in 1939, by the time the danger fully
materializes, it may be too late to turn back.

Truth in the Digital Age: The Reality Crisis on Social Platforms

Parallel to the AI revolution is another modern phenomenon that would be unrecognizable in 1939: the
hyper-connected digital information sphere. In theory, the internet and social media were supposed
to democratize information and bring people together. In practice, the past decade has shown how
these platforms can just as easily sow division, spread falsehoods, and distort reality on a massive scale.
We live in an era of “post-truth” politics, where conspiracy theories and fake news spread faster than
facts, and where foreign and domestic actors manipulate social media algorithms to influence public
opinion. This manipulation of reality is a clear and present danger to coherent society and rational
decision-making.

The  problem  goes  beyond  mere  anecdotes  of  viral  hoaxes  –  it  is  structural.  Social  networks  like
Facebook,  YouTube,  and X  (formerly  Twitter)  use  algorithms that  reward engagement,  which  often
means promoting content that is sensational,  emotionally charged, or conspiratorial.  The result is a
polarized public square where each side lives in its own echo chamber of narratives. The UN’s 2025
social report explicitly calls out this trend: “The spread of misinformation and disinformation, facilitated by
digital  technologies,  is  reinforcing  divisions  and  fueling  distrust,” it  warns .  Users  increasingly  find
themselves  “immersed in virtual and siloed ‘echo chambers’ where they are exposed to news and opinions
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that align with and may even radicalize their views.”  These echo chambers, amplified by algorithmic
promotion of extreme content, have helped drive the exacerbation of divisions within and between
nations .

We  have  already  seen  tangible  impacts  of  this  reality  crisis.  Democratic  processes  have  been
undermined  by  online  meddling  –  from  Russia’s  disinformation  campaigns  during  the  2016  U.S.
election,  to the spread of false rumors that sparked violence in various countries,  to rampant anti-
vaccine misinformation that hindered public health during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Truth itself has
become a battleground, with some political leaders peddling the notion that  objective reality doesn’t
matter as much as winning or loyalty. The “Big Lie” about U.S. election fraud, QAnon conspiracy theories,
deepfake videos indistinguishable from real footage – all these were fringe oddities a decade ago; today
they have millions of believers and can incite real-world action.

What’s at stake is the  shared reality that democracy and peaceful societies depend on. When large
segments of the populace cannot even agree on basic facts or trust traditional sources of information,
societal  cohesion  crumbles.  Bad  actors  –  whether  hostile  governments  or  extremist  groups  –  take
advantage  of  this  fragmentation  to  destabilize  their  targets.  Indeed,  misinformation  and
disinformation are now ranked as one of the top short-term global risks in the World Economic
Forum’s Global Risks Report 2025 . The report notes that these information disorders “lead the short-
term risks and may fuel instability and undermine trust in governance”, thus complicating any collective
effort to address our other crises . 

In 1939, propaganda was already a tool of war and oppression – Nazi Germany mastered the art of the
“Big Lie” through radio and print. But today’s digital propaganda is more insidious, personalized, and
uncontrollable,  spreading at  the speed of  light  across borders.  If  we do not find ways to establish
digital  norms and safeguards  for  truth,  the  manipulation  of  reality  could  paralyze  our  ability  to
respond  to  threats  (imagine  a  fake  video  sparking  a  military  confrontation),  or  gradually  corrode
democracy from within as people lose any basis for informed civic dialogue. This is a slow-burning crisis
that, like others, has solutions – better platform regulation, digital literacy education, and ethical AI for
content moderation – but the question is whether those will be enacted in time.

Conflicts Without End: Ukraine, Gaza, and Global Flashpoints

While political and technological crises mount, old-fashioned war has also returned to the foreground
of global affairs. The post-1945 decades saw plenty of conflicts, but a rules-based international order
largely prevented direct great-power conquest – until now. In February 2022, Russia launched a full-
scale invasion of Ukraine, shattering decades of relative peace in Europe. The war in Ukraine and the
enduring conflict in Gaza are two stark examples of tragic conflicts with no end in sight, raising fears
of wider conflagrations and massive human suffering.

Ukraine:  As of  mid-2025,  Russia’s  war in Ukraine grinds on into its  fourth year.  What began as an
apparent attempt by Moscow to subjugate its smaller neighbor has turned into a brutal war of attrition
with  global  ramifications.  The  resilience  of  Ukraine’s  defenders,  bolstered  by  Western  military  aid,
prevented a quick Russian victory – but major offensives and counteroffensives continue across eastern
and southern Ukraine.  Civilian casualties are staggering: Over 40,000 Ukrainian civilians have been
killed or injured since 2022, according to UN monitors . Entire cities (Mariupol,  Bakhmut, others)
have been reduced to rubble.  The war has displaced millions –  6.9 million Ukrainians have fled the
country  as  refugees,  and  another  3.7  million are  internally  displaced  within  Ukraine .  Beyond
Ukraine’s borders, the conflict has disrupted global food and energy supplies, spiking prices and hunger
in  distant  countries.  It  has  also revived the nightmare specter  of  nuclear  confrontation,  given that
Russia wields a vast nuclear arsenal and has issued thinly veiled threats. Despite rounds of sanctions
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and diplomatic efforts, peace talks remain stalled, and no end is in sight to the fighting. Russia still
occupies  roughly  20% of  Ukrainian territory  and appears  unwilling to  fully  retreat,  while  Ukraine –
backed by an international coalition – is determined to reclaim its land. The war could drag on for years,
or even escalate if, for instance, outside actors become directly involved. This kind of entrenched great-
power proxy war carries enormous risks for humanity’s future: a miscalculation or deliberate act could
potentially broaden the war (even the use of a tactical nuclear weapon has been nervously gamed out
by analysts). The world is again confronted with the sobering reality that a major war in Europe can
happen in the 21st century – and that we are not as “past” such conflicts as we hoped.

Gaza and the Israeli–Palestinian Conflict: Meanwhile, in the Middle East, one of the world’s longest-
running conflicts has entered a particularly ghastly phase. In October 2023, the militant group Hamas
launched a horrific surprise attack on Israel, killing around 1,200 Israelis (mostly civilians) and taking
scores of hostages. Israel responded with a massive military offensive against Hamas in the Gaza Strip.
What  has  followed is  a  humanitarian  catastrophe of  biblical  proportions  in  Gaza.  As  of  May  2025,
Israel’s  retaliatory war in Gaza has killed over 52,000 Palestinians, “mostly  women and children,”
according to Gaza’s health authorities . The territory – already impoverished by a 15-year blockade –
has seen whole neighborhoods and infrastructure obliterated by incessant bombardment. The United
Nations  and  aid  agencies  report  that  most  of  Gaza’s  2+  million  population  have  been  made
homeless, and essential services are in collapse . Hospitals lack electricity and supplies; food and
clean water are running out. Yet the fighting continues, with neither side willing to concede. For Israel,
the  goal  is  to  eliminate  Hamas’s  ability  to  threaten  its  citizens;  for  Hamas  (and  other  Palestinian
factions), the fight is existential – an extreme response born of decades of occupation, blockade, and
failed peace negotiations.

The Gaza war – and the broader Israeli–Palestinian conflict – shows no sign of a political resolution.
International  mediation  efforts  have  repeatedly  faltered.  Each  day  the  war  continues,  the  toll  on
innocent lives mounts, and regional stability hangs by a thread. The conflict has already spilled over in
limited ways (e.g. clashes on Israel’s border with Lebanon, unrest in the West Bank), and it inflames
public  opinion  across  the  Muslim  world,  potentially  fueling  extremism.  The  longer  such  conflicts
fester, the greater the chance they ignite wider wars or chronic instability that crosses borders. In
Gaza, some UN officials have even warned of a potential “genocide” unfolding if the assaults do not stop

. The situation is a stark reminder that humanitarian tragedies on this scale can have unpredictable,
far-reaching consequences – from refugee crises to radicalization to great-power tensions (as global
powers back different sides).

Beyond Ukraine and Gaza, numerous other flashpoints dot the globe in 2025: a tense standoff over
Taiwan’s future that could spark a U.S.-China war, ongoing civil strife in parts of Africa and Asia, and
nuclear brinkmanship by North Korea, to name a few. According to risk surveys,  state-based armed
conflict  is  now seen as the top immediate global  risk for  the year  2025,  reflecting “heightened
geopolitical tensions and fragmentation globally” . The world is entering a more conflict-prone
phase, after a brief post-Cold War lull that some optimists misinterpreted as the “end of history.” In
reality, history’s old demons – nationalism, territorial ambition, ethnic and religious hatred – never went
away.  They  have  resurged,  sometimes  turbocharged  by  modern  propaganda  and  geopolitical
opportunism.

For humanity’s future, the return of war on multiple fronts is an existential warning. A large-scale
conflict among major powers today could dwarf WWII in destruction, given the arsenals of nuclear and
biological  weapons.  Even  proxy  wars  and  regional  conflicts,  if  many  burn  at  once,  can  strain  the
international  system  and  economy  to  breaking  points.  We  are,  in  effect,  closer  to  a  great-power
confrontation today than at any time in decades – and we should not take for granted that diplomacy
and good sense will inevitably prevail. In 1939, too many assumed Hitler could be contained or that war
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would be localized; by 1945, the world was in ashes. In 2025, we ignore the risks of escalating conflict at
our peril.

A Fractured World Order: Geopolitics in the Wake of Trade Wars

The final piece of this alarming puzzle is the  reshaping of global geopolitics and the international
economy. Over the past several years, the cooperative globalization paradigm has given way to a new
era of rivalry and  fragmentation.  Former U.S.  President Donald Trump’s aggressive tariff wars and
“America First” policies in 2018–19 marked a turning point. He imposed sweeping tariffs on allies and
adversaries  alike,  triggering  retaliatory  measures  and  straining  institutions  like  the  World  Trade
Organization. While President Biden took a more multilateral tone, many of Trump’s tariffs on China and
others remained in place, and competition with China in particular has only intensified. The result by
2025 is a world economy increasingly split into blocs – a trend sometimes called “decoupling” or  “geo-
economic fragmentation.”

Trump’s tariff war with China (and trade skirmishes with Europe) were intended to protect domestic
industries, but evidence shows they caused significant collateral damage. During Trump’s first term,
the U.S.–China trade war disrupted global supply chains, raised costs for businesses, and imposed
billions of dollars in economic losses on both sides . American farmers, for example, lost lucrative
export  markets  and  required  over  $12  billion  in  government  subsidies  to  stay  afloat .  The  U.S.
Federal Reserve estimated that the trade war reduced U.S. GDP by about 0.3% (roughly $62 billion) and
contributed  to  higher  consumer  prices .  These  tariffs  did  not  reverse  the  Rust  Belt’s  decline  or
significantly narrow trade deficits – but they did sour international relations and start an escalating cycle
of protectionism.

More  consequentially,  Trump’s  confrontational  approach  toward  China  accelerated  a  strategic
estrangement between the world’s two largest economies. Beijing responded by doubling down on
self-reliance and courting alternative partners. Other nations, caught in between, started hedging their
bets or choosing sides. Today, Washington and Beijing are engaged in what some call  a  “new Cold
War”,  vying  for  technological  and  military  primacy.  The  U.S.  has  restricted  exports  of  advanced
microchips  and tech to  China;  China has ramped up military  activities  in  the South China Sea and
around Taiwan. This rivalry is reshaping alliances: for instance, Russia and China have drawn closer
(partly  in  reaction  to  Western  pressure),  while  the  U.S.  has  strengthened  ties  with  Indo-Pacific
democracies like Japan, India, and Australia (the “Quad” and AUKUS partnerships).

The  insane tariff war of Trump was a catalyst  in this decoupling,  but the trend has outlasted his
presidency. By 2025, the consensus in Washington – on both sides of the aisle – is to be tough on China,
meaning tariffs, sanctions, and trade barriers are likely here to stay. Europe, meanwhile, faces its own
dilemmas: wanting access to China’s market but under U.S. pressure to be firmer on Beijing’s human
rights and security issues. The net effect is a steady unwinding of the deeply integrated global economy
of the early 2000s.  The World Economic Forum warns that  “increasing trade restrictions could reduce
global economic output by a staggering $7.4 trillion” in coming years .  The International Monetary
Fund likewise has cautioned that fragmentation and “friend-shoring” of supply chains could lead to
a less efficient, poorer world, with everyone paying a price for divided markets . 

But the danger isn’t just economic. A fragmented world is one where  geopolitical conflicts become
more  likely.  When  nations  trade  and  cooperate  less,  they  mistrust  more  and  resort  to  zero-sum
calculations. The breakdown of globalization also means weakening of global institutions – the United
Nations, WTO, arms control treaties – that historically helped manage disputes. We are already seeing
this: global forums are paralyzed by big power vetoes; trade disputes flare with little resolution; even
coordinating  on  climate  change  or  pandemics  becomes  harder  amid  great-power  sniping.  “Rising
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geopolitical tensions and a fracturing of trust are driving the global risk landscape,” as a World Economic
Forum director put it,  adding that leaders must choose to  “foster collaboration and resilience, or face
compounding vulnerabilities.” .

In  short,  the  world  order  that  emerged  after  WWII  –  based  on  multilateral  rules  and  economic
interdependence to prevent another world war – is weakening. In its place, spheres of influence and
brute-force power politics are making a comeback. This raises the probability of a “mega” bad event,
because history shows that when major powers stop working together and start viewing everything as
a rivalry,  crises are less contained.  One can easily  imagine a scenario where an economic standoff
spirals into a military one (consider how trade tensions in the 1930s deepened the rifts that led to
WWII). If we continue down this path without applying the brakes, we may find ourselves in a fractured
global landscape with new alliances pitted against each other – a recipe for large-scale conflict in the
future.

Converging Crises: Are We Near a Tipping Point?

Individually, the challenges outlined – economic injustice, democratic decay, disruptive technology,
disinformation, war, and geopolitical fragmentation – are each formidable. But what keeps security
analysts  and  futurists  up  at  night  is  how  these  risks  can  interact  and  reinforce  one  another,
potentially  creating  a  systemic  crisis  of  unprecedented  scale.  Some  have  started  using  the  term
“polycrisis” to  describe  the  condition  of  facing  multiple,  simultaneous  crises  that  compound  into
something larger than the sum of their parts. 

Consider how these threads might weave together: Economic inequality fuels populism and democratic
breakdown, which in turn hampers our ability to govern new technologies like AI or to take collective
action on global problems. Unregulated AI and rampant disinformation further destabilize democracies
and social cohesion, making conflicts more likely. Conflicts and trade wars then exacerbate economic
pain and divert attention from regulating tech or addressing inequality – closing a vicious circle. It is
easy to see how a feedback loop could form, driving the world towards a generalized collapse or a
“mega  bad  event” such  as  a  global  war,  a  financial  meltdown,  an  AI-triggered  disaster,  or  some
combination thereof.

Is this alarmist? Perhaps – but not necessarily unwarranted. Human civilization has more to lose now
than ever before, and the systems that keep it running (financial networks, communication systems,
supply chains, international law) are more complex and interdependent than ever. This means failure in
one domain can cascade rapidly. We got a taste of this with the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020: a virus
originating in one country brought the entire world to a standstill, revealing both our vulnerability and
our interconnectivity. Now imagine a worse scenario – say, a great-power war breaking out while we are
also dealing with climate disasters and an out-of-control AI hacking critical infrastructure. One crisis can
amplify another.

Many experts warn that the 2020s represent a make-or-break decade. The World Economic Forum’s
2025 report explicitly talks about “an increasingly fractured global landscape” where leaders face a choice:
cooperate or face catastrophe . The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, which manages the Doomsday
Clock, in 2023 set the clock to 90 seconds to midnight – the closest ever – citing the war in Ukraine,
nuclear weapons risks, climate change, and disruptive tech as jointly creating an existential risk. In their
view, we are  at the brink of losing control over humanity’s future. It is reminiscent of 1939’s tipping
point:  multiple warnings of disaster were visible (Germany’s aggression, Japan’s imperial  expansion,
Italy’s fascism, etc.), yet many chose to ignore them until it was too late.
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So, have we already reached a tipping point? Some would argue yes – that the crises we face have gained
so much momentum that a major upheaval is now almost inevitable. For instance, climatologists speak
of “tipping points” in the Earth system (melting ice caps, Amazon dieback) that, once passed, accelerate
runaway climate change.  Society might have similar tipping points –  like a point where democratic
norms erode beyond repair, or where inequality becomes so entrenched that social conflict is constant.
Are we there yet? Or is there still time to pull back?

Tipping Point or Hope?

Despite the litany of dangers described, it is crucial to remember that history is not predetermined. The
future of  2025 and beyond  hinges on choices and actions that people and leaders take today.
Humanity in the past has teetered on the edge of disaster and pulled back – or at least managed to
transform crisis into renewal. After the calamity of World War II, world leaders (chastened by 1939–45)
established the United Nations, the Bretton Woods financial system, and other institutions aimed at
preserving peace and fostering cooperation. Those efforts did not create a utopia, but they ushered in
an  era  of  unprecedented  economic  growth  and  a  “Long  Peace”  in  which  no  great-power  war  has
occurred for 80 years. Similarly, movements for civil rights, women’s rights, and decolonization in the
post-war  period  addressed  injustices  that  had  simmered  for  centuries,  leading  to  genuine  (if
incomplete) progress in human freedom and equality. These examples show that a traumatic tipping
point can also be a turning point – if it galvanizes humanity to make bold changes.

As we stand in 2025,  there are indeed  rational and logical  reasons to have hope even amid the
gloom:

Awareness  and Advocacy: Unlike  in  1939,  today  we  have  global  awareness  of  these  risks.
Thanks to free media (where it survives) and international dialogue, the warning signs are widely
recognized and debated. This very article, and countless forums like it, demonstrate that we are
not  entirely  blind  to  the  dangers.  Recognition  is  the  first  step  to  action.  Public  pressure  is
growing for solutions – from climate strikes by youth activists to worldwide protests against
inequality and racial injustice. Civil society is alive and pushing back, which is a reason for hope.

Democratic Resilience: While democracy is under strain, it has also shown resilience. In several
countries, institutions have held firm against authoritarian temptations. In the U.S., for example,
courts and local officials upheld the rule of law during attempts to overturn the 2020 election,
demonstrating  that  checks  and balances  can work.  Furthermore,  many populist  movements
flame out or moderate once in power, and voters often rediscover the value of experience and
competence  (as  seen  in  various  elections  where  extremes  lost  support  after  chaotic
performances).  Democracy has self-corrective mechanisms – if citizens remain engaged and
demand accountability.

Technological Solutions: The same technology that worries us also holds solutions. Artificial
intelligence,  if  properly  harnessed,  could help us solve problems from drug development to
clean  energy  optimization.  Digital  tools  can  connect  and  educate  the  world’s  poor,  not  just
misinform them. Renewable energy technology has advanced greatly, offering hope that we can
combat climate change. The key is directing innovation toward public good. Notably, the very
fact that AI leaders are calling for regulation shows a willingness to mitigate risks; this could lead
to global accords on AI safety, analogous to arms control treaties, before a catastrophe happens.

International  Cooperation: Despite  tensions,  global  cooperation  has  not  vanished.  The
response  to  the  COVID-19  pandemic  saw  unprecedented  scientific  collaboration  (e.g.  rapid

• 

• 

• 

• 

9



vaccine development). On climate change, nearly every nation is party to the Paris Agreement –
a sign that we can agree on common goals. Regarding wars, while the UN Security Council is
often  paralyzed,  many  countries  have  united  in  condemning  aggression  (the  UN  General
Assembly overwhelmingly condemned Russia’s Ukraine invasion) and aiding victims. Diplomacy
is  ongoing:  negotiations  with  Iran  on  nuclear  issues,  ceasefire  talks  (however  tentative)  in
regional  wars,  and backchannel  communications between rivals  all  persist.  The fact  that  we
haven’t had a nuclear war or World War III yet, despite multiple close calls during the Cold War,
shows that reason and dialogue can prevail over madness – and must continue to.

Historical  Perspective: Humanity  has endured dark periods before and emerged wiser.  The
Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) brought us to the brink of nuclear holocaust; afterwards came arms
control  treaties  and a  hotline  between superpowers.  The late  1960s  and 70s  were  rife  with
upheaval  (Vietnam  War,  civil  unrest,  economic  shocks),  yet  societies  adapted  and  progress
continued (sending humans to the Moon, expanding human rights, etc.). In the 1990s, after the
Cold War, many conflicts ended and a spirit of optimism took hold – reminding us that positive
change is possible, sometimes suddenly. In sum, history’s pendulum can swing back towards
solutions just as quickly as it swings toward crisis.

Moreover, humanity’s interconnectedness – while a source of risk – is also a source of strength. We
truly are “all in this together” on a single planet. Existential threats like climate change, pandemics, or
an AI gone rogue would affect everyone, regardless of nation. This shared vulnerability could spur a
new sense of unity. Already, younger generations around the globe seem to have more solidarity with
each other than their forebears did – witness global youth movements for climate action or internet-
driven humanitarian fundraising that crosses borders. The very real possibility of a “mega bad event”
may ironically be what finally triggers collective global action on a scale not seen before. 

In conclusion, the summer of 2025 is a crossroads. The parallels to 1939 are sobering: critical warning
signs are visible, yet many leaders and citizens prefer denial, distraction, or appeasement of problems.
The costs of repeating 1939’s mistakes would be far higher now given the stakes. But unlike 1939, we
have the benefit of hindsight and a far greater capacity for communication and problem-solving. The
future is not written. We can choose to heed the warnings – to treat inequality, democratic decline, AI
governance, truth in media, war prevention, and cooperative geopolitics as the urgent, interconnected
priorities they are. Our era’s challenges must be confronted together; none can be solved in isolation.

Have we reached a tipping point? Perhaps we are perilously close. But there remain rational grounds for
hope that with wise, bold action we can arrest the slide. The year 2025 can be remembered as the time
when the world woke up and pulled back from the brink – when we recommitted to the ideals of justice,
truth, peace, and shared progress. The alternative is too dire to accept. 

As one World Economic Forum report put it, the choice is ours:  “In this complex and dynamic context,
leaders  have  a  choice:  to  find  ways  to  foster  collaboration  and  resilience,  or  face  compounding
vulnerabilities.”  History, and future generations, will judge which path we choose. Let us ensure that
in looking back decades from now, summer 2025 is remembered not as the prelude to disaster, but as
the moment humanity stepped back from the edge and decided to write a better next chapter. 
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