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			… these most brisk and giddy-paced times

			~ William Shakespeare

		


		
			 

			​Introduction

			All my life I’ve been fascinated by exponential growth. I first came across it in my math classes at high school and was immediately struck by its implications. The curve of exponential growth not only gets steeper and steeper, it does so forever, leading to mindboggling results. A dollar invested at 10 per cent compound interest per year, would be worth $2.50 after 10 years, $117 after 50 years, and $13,781 after a hundred years. A startling amount. Startling because the human mind finds it difficult to think in terms of exponential change; we are much more accustomed to steady linear change.

			I was also keenly interested in the long-term future. Looking at human civilization, I saw that a number of factors were subject to exponential growth—technological development, resource consumption, national economies. If they continued to grow exponentially—and there was every reason to assume they would—we would eventually arrive at situations way beyond what is possible. My teenage mind argued that since “impossible” situations don’t occur, humanity would, sooner or later, experience some major disruptions, and probably within my own lifetime. And now, 60 years later, here we are, facing the catastrophic consequences of unbridled exponential growth.

			Recent reports suggest we are in the early stages of the sixth major mass extinction in Earth’s history—this time caused by one of the planet’s own species, rather than by an asteroid impact—and if we don’t change our ways radically, and fast, then we, along with many other species, will become extinct in a century or so. And it is our own fault.

			At least, that is the story we usually hear. Here, I propose a new story of human evolution—not the kind of new story that many people are calling for in which personal and social transformation help us avoid major cataclysms and move on to more sustainable ways of living, ensuring our survival. In this radically different new story, there is no long-term future ahead of us.

			We are coming to the natural end of our species’ journey, spinning faster and faster into the center of an evolutionary spiral. And, as I will explain, there is no blame for this. It is the inevitable destiny of any intelligent technologically-empowered species.

			On the other hand, continued exponential growth means that equivalent amounts of progress will be packed into shorter and shorter intervals. Thus this alter­native story does not preclude our achieving as much development in the decades ahead as there has been in the whole of human history so far. 

		


		
			 

			​1

			How Did We Get Here?

			How did the most intelligent and creative species on this planet also become the most dangerous?

			On the one hand, we are truly wondrous beings, with extraordinary potential. We have studied the world around us and been awed by what we’ve discovered. We are aware of our history, of how we came to be here. We can look ahead, imagine a better future, make choices, and reshape the world according to our needs. We have liberated our bodies from much physical toil, freed ourselves from the suffering of many diseases so that we can live longer, more active, lives, and have relieved ourselves of many other burdens. We are capable of love and deep compassion, the appreciation of beauty, the creation of great art, music, and poetry. We find meaning in our lives and have a sense of justice. Nothing like us has ever walked the Earth.

			Yet, despite our intelligence, creativity, and technological prowess, we are destroying our planetary support system at an alarming rate. Forests we once inhabited are dying, to be replaced by concrete, wasteland, and desert. The belly of the Earth has been ripped open in an unending quest for raw materials and energy. The air is hazed with pollution. Topsoil is blowing in the wind. Rivers run sour into the sea. While the global climate veers into uncharted territory. In the worst case, the planet will be so changed by our actions that human beings themselves will not be able to survive. 

			A great tragedy has befallen us. A species with such unprecedented capacities, and the potential to be something truly magnificent, may be about to come to an end.

			Where Did We Go Wrong?

			Many have tried to identify when we fell from grace. Some see it in the European Enlightenment of the eight­eenth century, when human activities took precedence over nature. Others trace it back to the Industrial Revolution, which triggered a burgeoning consumption of natural resources and fossil fuels, with its consequent pollution and eventual global warming. Some blame the colonial oppression of indigenous cultures and the loss of their knowledge and wisdom. Or the legalization of usury—that is, the charging of interest—leading to economies wedded to continual growth. Some see it in the advent of civilization and the movement away from the land to living in cities. Others in the demise of matriarchal societies. Others trace it back to the Agricultural Revolution, when we moved from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle, based on coexistence with nature, to one in which the world was ours to control and exploit. While some argue that the root of the problem goes back even further, to hunting itself. Is it a coincidence, they ask, that many of the large mammals disappeared from the planet around the same time as human beings developed the spear?

			Such developments may well underlie some of our present-day woes. But I do not believe any of them are the root cause of our
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