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Preface to the English Edition
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This book first appeared in Indonesian, written for readers in my own country. In the years since, my work has turned more and more toward geopolitics, security, and intelligence — the three lenses through which, I have come to believe, the planetary civilization described in these pages is now most clearly seen. The longer I worked along those lines, the more convinced I became that the argument of this book belonged not only to an Indonesian conversation but to an international one, and it is that conviction that led me, at last, to prepare this English edition. With it, all of my books are now being made available to readers beyond Indonesia, in the hope that ideas formed at the edge of the world might be of use at its center.

I continue this work today through KBA13 Insight, and through my website, www.kba13.com, where I write on geopolitics, security, and intelligence, and on the corridors of time along which states and societies are now moving. For many years I have also served as a resource person for a range of institutions and agencies, and much of what I have learned in those rooms has quietly shaped the questions this book asks — above all the question of whether a society will enter the planetary civilization as its author or as its object.

A word about the nature of this edition is owed to the reader. It is not a literal, line-by-line translation. With the help of careful editing, the Indonesian text has been reconstructed into English and brought up to the state of knowledge in 2026, so that the argument might be read as if it had been written in English from the first, and so that the rise of generative artificial intelligence — which has arrived since the book was composed — might be met within the book's own framework rather than bolted on from outside. The intellectual substance, the examples, and the convictions remain entirely my own. Where the reconstruction has sharpened an argument, the credit belongs to that collaboration; where an interpretation has gone astray, the error is mine alone.

My deepest thanks, as always, are to my family, who have lived alongside this book for the better part of a decade. The reader will meet, in these pages, the image of a child growing up in a world wholly unlike the one I knew; it moves me to record that those children are now grown. My daughter Qatrin continues her studies at the Asian University for Women in Bangladesh; my son Qaishar Kamaruzzaman studies at Thaksin University in Thailand; Queen Zulaikha and Qyara are in senior high school; and Qinar is still in junior high school. The corridor of time of which this book speaks is, for me, not an abstraction but the path along which I have watched them walk.

I offer this work, finally, to its new readers, and to God, who alone knows the worth of whatever understanding has been entrusted to me. May it be of some lasting good.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad (KBA)

Banda Aceh, 27 June 2026
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I began writing this book on 24 January 2017, and I conceived it from the outset as a companion to my earlier study, The Future of the World. My intention was to carry the reader more deeply into questions that the first volume had opened but not resolved. I wrote in the margins of an ordinary academic life, as a lecturer in the Faculty of Sharia and Law at the State Islamic University Ar-Raniry (UIN Ar-Raniry) in Banda Aceh, the capital of Aceh, the northernmost province of Indonesia. There was something incongruous about the arrangement. A faculty of Islamic law is not the natural home for speculation about planetary futures, and the questions that animate this book had little to do with the curriculum I was paid to teach. For that reason, many of the ideas gathered here were first rehearsed elsewhere, in seminars and lectures far from my own campus, both within Indonesia and abroad.

Those journeys shaped the book more than any single text I read. In the course of preparing it I was fortunate to visit a number of the world's great cities, among them Tokyo, Kyoto, Seoul, Washington, Los Angeles, New York, Manila, Bangkok, Riyadh, Medina, and Mecca. Moving between such places taught me, in a way that no library could, how unevenly the human future is already distributed. Some of these reflections were presented at the Asian Future Conference in South Korea, where several speakers had begun, even then, to weigh the consequences of artificial intelligence for ordinary human life. That conversation widened my own horizon and pressed me to finish what I had started.

My engagement with global questions deepened during my service on the board of the Asian Muslim Action Network (AMAN), a regional civil-society organization whose members are drawn from across South and Southeast Asia. Working alongside them taught me to see the present unevenness of the world without flinching. While the wealthy cities of the industrialized world debated the social effects of information and communication technologies, many cities in South and Southeast Asia were still preoccupied with ending armed conflict and organizing humanitarian relief. That gap — between societies racing toward an automated future and societies still struggling to secure a livable present — became one of the quiet obsessions of this book. The era we are entering is often labeled the Fourth Industrial Revolution, or “Industry 4.0.” I have deliberately avoided that vocabulary. The endpoint of these transformations is not another industrial phase but the emergence of a genuinely new order of human life, which I call the Planetary Civilization.

The research behind this book was, by necessity, unconventional. For nearly two years I tracked how human beings live, argue, and imagine themselves online — across social networks, on the blockchain-based platform Steemit, and on YouTube and Instagram. In methodological terms this is virtual ethnography: sustained, patient observation of behavior in digital environments. It demanded little funding but considerable attention; its only real cost was bandwidth. As an alumnus of the International Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP), a professional-exchange program of the United States Department of State, I was also granted access to databases of current research on the emerging order. I suspect that this kind of digital ethnography will become a standard instrument of social and cultural inquiry rather than an exotic one.

Many institutions made this work possible, and I record my gratitude to them. The United States Embassy in Jakarta selected me for the IVLP in 2017; the Asian Resource Foundation invited me to speak on religious conflict and social change; the Asian Future Conference enabled me to present a paper in Seoul on tolerance in Southeast Asia. I am grateful as well to the University of the Philippines, the Ministry of Religious Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia, the Faculty of Sharia and Law at UIN Ar-Raniry, the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences at Teuku Umar University, the Aceh office of the Center for the Preservation of Cultural Values, the graduate program in law at Sultan Ageng Tirtayasa University, and the provincial agency for national unity in Aceh. Each provided material or moral support, and each gave me occasions on which the arguments of this book could be tested before an audience. To everyone who listened and questioned across those forums, I offer my thanks.

Among the individuals to whom I am indebted, I wish to name several teachers and colleagues: Professor Yusny Saby and Professor M. Hasbi Amiruddin of UIN Ar-Raniry; Professor Azyumardi Azra of the State Islamic University Syarif Hidayatullah in Jakarta, who also served as president of AMAN; Ambassador Agus Maftuh Abegebriel; W. Patrick Murphy of the U.S. Department of State; Ambassador Joseph R. Donovan Jr.; and Tadashi Ogawa of Atomi University in Japan. I thank, too, Dr. Khairuddin, Dr. Azmi Polem, and Dr. Mursyidin, along with the colleagues of the Limpok Corner circle, the friends gathered under the informal banner of Sahabat Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad, and the young research team at SCADI. I am especially grateful to Fachry Ali for the generous foreword he has contributed to this book. Many other names belong on this list; their absence here is a failure of space, not of memory.

When I completed the manuscript on 13 April 2019, my wife and children were still keeping me company as I wrote in what we fondly called “Abah's Book Shed.” To them I owe an apology as much as a thanks, for the hours my writing quietly stole from them. In the end I submit this work, and myself, to God, who alone knows the worth of whatever understanding has been entrusted to me. May it endure as something of lasting good when I return to Him.

KBA

Lamtimpeueng, 13 April 2019
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A Young Acehnese Scholar Reflects on the Fate of Humanity and History

Fachry Ali

I

In late April 2019 I paid a visit to a distant cousin in Banda Aceh, Sayyed Mahdhar, who showed me a book entitled Acehnologi. I leafed through it, studied the table of contents, and remarked in Acehnese, “Bukunyo got” — “This is a fine book.” Hearing my verdict, Mahdhar abruptly telephoned someone and, in the course of the call, arranged to have a second copy sent so that he could give me his own. A moment later the phone was handed to me. The voice on the other end greeted me and modestly described his work as still merely “local.” Only then did I realize that I was speaking with the author of Acehnologi himself: Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad, known to his friends as KBA.

I praised the book without reservation. Later, in a post on social media, I suggested that his writing — together with the recent literary work of a new generation of Acehnese — might be read as evidence of a profound shift: a passage from the “emotion of war” to the “emotion of the intellect” in Aceh after the Helsinki Memorandum of Understanding of 15 August 2005, the peace agreement that ended nearly three decades of armed conflict between the Free Aceh Movement and the Indonesian government. During that first telephone conversation, KBA asked me to write a foreword to another of his books, the present volume on humanity in the Planetary Civilization. Although I felt I had no real command of its subject, I agreed. A few days after I returned to Jakarta, a stack of his books arrived. Every one of them, Acehnologi among them, was a serious work, each resting on hundreds of sources in Indonesian and in foreign languages. The sheer scholarly weight of it provoked my curiosity about who, exactly, this man was.

Then I remembered an essay I had read some years earlier, in a journal published at Kyoto University, on the reformist Islamic thought of Nurcholish Madjid — the towering Indonesian intellectual who reshaped Muslim modernism in the late twentieth century. The essay observed, among other things, that the economist M. Dawam Rahardjo and I were among the most consistent interpreters of that reformer's ideas, and, as I recalled, its author bore the name “Kamaruzzaman.” I asked, by message, whether KBA was the author of that piece. He did not answer in words; he simply sent an image of a book entitled Framing Intellectual Cadre Formation, a study of the intellectual development, over half a century, of the Ciputat branch of the Islamic Students' Association (HMI) — the student movement, led intellectually by Nurcholish Madjid, that produced hundreds of books and a remarkable number of nationally and internationally recognized scholars from what was, geographically, a very small point on the map (Zakaria, Thaha, & Arisandi, 2012). One of the chapters in that book was KBA's own.

I had, in fact, proposed the inclusion of his essay in that volume, because it spoke directly to the intellectual history of HMI Ciputat, and to Nurcholish Madjid and to me. Yet I still did not know who KBA was. I had guessed that he might be a scholar from Patani in Thailand, or from Malaysia, conducting research on Indonesia, since the contributor's note recorded that he had studied at a Malaysian university and taught at a Thai one. The photograph of Framing Intellectual Cadre Formation dissolved the mystery: KBA was a scholar from Aceh, and it was through my cousin Sayyed Mahdhar that he had come to know me. The reasons for my writing this foreword had only grown stronger.

II

This book is one of several that KBA has written, and its manner, like that of his other works, is reflective. He begins with a personal meditation on whatever has struck him — his own life, the agrarian world that once enclosed him, the “history of the self” that records a transformation of experience. He then takes his own development as a model and compares it with the lives of those closest to him. Here he turns to his own daughter, whom he watches growing up along lines utterly different from his own. If he was, by his own description, a “village child” raised in an agrarian society, his daughter is forming within a social structure that is almost diametrically opposed to it.

From this method KBA derives his governing standpoint: the history of the future. The phrase is, conventionally, a contradiction in terms, since “history” concerns the study of what is past and seems anachronistic when joined to “the future.” Yet the book is genuinely pioneering, for it attempts to describe the kinds of actors likely to survive the rapid technological transformations of the present and their consequences to come. Drawing the logic out to its conclusion, KBA frames the perspective in generational terms: it is meant to become a way of thinking for Generation Z, the children born from roughly 2010 onward, who will reach the age of forty in the 2050s, whose own children will appear in the 2030s and come into their own around the 2070s, and whose grandchildren will be born in the 2060s — and so the procession of generations continues toward the year 2100.

Plainly, the actors of this history of the future are not the people of the early twenty-first century, still less those of the twentieth. Their powers of articulation, and the problems that will rise up to meet them, are bound to differ from ours. It is in this context that KBA speaks of “planetary civilization,” the phrase that supplies his subtitle. He nowhere sets out a formal definition, but his meaning can be inferred from his use of the term, especially where it is bound up with “world scenarios.” In my own reading, the phrase is a deliberate signal of the inevitability of an order far wider than anything we can presently imagine. For if “planetary” derives from “planet” — that is, from the world itself — then a planetary civilization is a structure of life no longer partitioned by the boundaries of the nation-state, but marked by a deepened interaction among human beings that, I would add, tends toward the standardization of ways of living. Within such a structure, differentiation, and perhaps even privacy, will be radically reduced. The engine of that standardization, if I read KBA correctly, is technological advance, above all in communication, which approaches an almost limitless reach. This is what he reflects in the diametrical contrast between himself, formed by an agrarian order, and his daughter, already shaped by the effects of a planetary one.

Even so, the history of the future, for KBA, retains its specificity. Like a futurologist, he advances a clear proposition: the character of the actors of the future will be shaped by the plans laid in the present — or, more precisely, in the past. If, he argues, the architecture of the future is designed by makers of war, its final product will be actors perpetually ready for war; if it is designed by the malicious or the criminal, the actors of the future will not differ greatly from the intentions of their designers. With this, KBA insists that planetary civilization is, in essence, the reflection of a contest of ideas. In his more technical passages he shows how ideas shape consciousness, and how consciousness in turn shapes character and the system of human action. The moral he draws is that an ideal history of the future must be created through an equally deliberate procedure.

III

By way of a final note, I want to recall a passage in which the economists Jonathan Haskel and Stian Westlake describe their own bewilderment when sending the manuscript of a book from Britain to the United States. Having corrected the final proofs, they took them to a FedEx office in London. As they filled out the waybill, they came to the line marked “value of consignment” and, unsure what to write, left it blank. The clerk objected: customs would balk at a declared value of zero. What were they sending? “A printout of our book,” they answered. The clerk weighed the package — “pretty heavy block of paper” — and assigned it a value of five pounds. There could be no sharper irony: two economists, puzzling over the relationship between a stack of paper and the intangible asset bound up in it, the idea in the book, and unable to price it. “It was a reminder,” they wrote, “that you can appreciate things fully only when you experience them” (Haskel & Westlake, 2018, p. xi).

I have raised this story to illustrate, more vividly than abstraction allows, the core of KBA's argument. The episode captures a life caught in transition from the “non-planetary” to the “planetary.” Haskel and Westlake, modern economists living in an advanced economy, still hesitated before the symptoms of planetary life as KBA describes them. The hesitation showed not only in the lingering habit of posting a physical copy rather than sending a file, but in their difficulty distinguishing tangible from intangible assets — even as the intangible economy was the very subject of the manuscript they were posting. The example shows that the planetary civilization KBA describes is already exerting its pressure.

Though we may grant that a planetary pattern of life is, in some sense, unavoidable, KBA's method of thinking seems to me influenced, directly or not, by what John Caiazza calls Whig history. The phrase originated in the social, economic, and intellectual experience of England, particularly in its experience of governance, both parliamentary and otherwise. That experience was read as a “progression from monarchical tyranny to the self-governance of free men and women.” Codified academically, it became Whig history: a history written by the liberals who governed England through market-oriented policies that encouraged not only trade but technological innovation in the service of the economy. In general terms, Whig history portrays past events as leading inexorably toward a future state identified with the present — or, more likely, toward a projected endpoint readily perceived as an extension of the present — an endpoint understood as desirable, a maximization of human and historical potential (Caiazza, 2016, p. 7).

From this, Caiazza argues, springs the idea of progress: the conviction that the advances now achieved can never revert to an earlier level. That idea, in turn, informs the development thinking that Björn Hettne calls the modernization paradigm, which, like Whig history, reads social history as a sequence of great stages from the primitive through feudalism to the modern (Hettne, 1982). It is the same perspective that Francis Fukuyama used to give fixed conceptual meaning to the collapse of the Soviet Union in his famous phrase, the “end of history” — the disappearance of ideology as the organizing principle of collective human action, replaced by economic incentives and the workings of democracy. “What we may be witnessing,” Fukuyama wrote, “is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government” (Fukuyama, 1992, p. xi).

In reality, decades after that work appeared, history has not ended. Conflicts grounded in “ideological” commitments persist. Alongside the clamor of ideological conflict across the Middle East, the spirit of ultra-nationalism — which, in Fukuyama's own categories, belongs to the persistence of “history” — has flourished precisely in the United States and in Europe, the very heartlands where the “end of history” was supposed to have shown itself most plainly. In several respects the idea of progress and the end of history become harder still to apply when we turn to the social and cultural history of parts of Southeast Asia. In James Scott's portrait, communities living in the uplands and along the borderlands of the region have, even now, not fully entered the most elementary period of that history: enclosure within the governance of the nation-state (Scott, 2009). And Barrington Moore was, in the academic world, a pioneer in showing that history is not singular — even where the direction sought by different societies (England, France, China, the United States) was the same (Moore, 1966). Moore wished to demonstrate that, in reality, there is no “single history.” History is plural.

Judged by KBA's elaboration in this book, the framework of historical thought he employs remains, as I have said, singular: planetary civilization. In this respect he appears to set aside the fact that history is plural. Even so, I would argue that his “planetary civilization” and his history of the future must be understood, in the sociologist Max Weber's terms, as an ideal type — a constructed model of society, never a concrete social reality, that serves as a yardstick for assessing degrees of social development. It is true that globalization, or in KBA's phrase planetary civilization, has eroded local histories and nearly standardized the march of history as a whole. Yet, as Partha Chatterjee insists, the dominance of global history does not automatically erase local history; the two can run side by side, and — this is crucial — each can retain its distinctive character (Chatterjee, 2012). Historical pluralism, in other words, still holds. As a consequence, the mentality of planetary civilization is not evenly shared. Communication technology has made the planetary order vividly present, yet the use of that technology is structured by a consciousness shaped, in turn, by historical pluralism itself. Among societies that have genuinely entered planetary civilization, communication technology is used as its designers intended: as a means of self-liberation and of an efficient, productive way of life. Among many others, however, the same technology is turned to ideological ends quite at odds with its designers' purposes. The persistence of terrorism in our time demonstrates not only the uneven hold of the planetary idea but also, in dramatic form, the continuing power of historical pluralism over the many shapes of human consciousness.

What I take from KBA's serious effort is his attempt to expose the fatal error of a static outlook — the disposition to take the historical product visible in the present for granted, as something that cannot change. This, I suspect, has more to do with a politics reproduced by global history, or, in KBA's own phrase, by planetary civilization, in which the place of the nation-state is reinforced while its sub-national constituents are weakened. KBA's implicit appeal in this book — that every community prepare carefully for the unavoidable arrival of a planetary order — is therefore not only a call to cultivate a superb capacity to adapt to an unpredictable future, but an effort to strengthen the position of the sub-national within the structure of the nation-state itself.

If my interpretation is close to the mark, then the planetary civilization he conceives in this book reflects the intellectual consciousness of a son of Aceh who has “gone abroad.” The Malay concept of merantau — leaving one's homeland to seek knowledge and experience, with the expectation of eventual return — implies that a person such as KBA has acquired a wide vision that exceeds the collective history of the Land of the Rencong, as Aceh is known, and the collective history of the Indonesian nation-state itself. The question — and here I address the political and administrative authorities of Aceh — is whether the planetary civilization conceived in this book might first be realized in Aceh. For if it were made a program, would it not be a concrete step away from an Acehnese history so long saturated with emotion?

Emotion? There is nothing wrong with it, especially when bound to Aceh's collective experience of the past, as the Acehnese poet D. E. Kemalawati expressed it in writing of the Beutong Ateuh massacre of 1999, in which a respected religious teacher and dozens of his students were killed: “And I, with thousands here, cannot be bought; I have my instinct, my conscience; though long besieged, I choose to die; and I bear witness that the massacre truly happened” (Kemalawati, 2018, pp. 84–85). Or as another Acehnese poet, Wina, wrote: “My country, I watched them drive a thousand knives into your body; I only kept silent — and even my blood reproached your soil” (Wina, 2018, p. 159). I suspect that KBA shares the same experience, and the same emotion, as these two poets. But the planetary civilization he conceives is his creative response to a specifically Acehnese history that he knows intimately. For, once more, would not such a program move Aceh toward an intellectual history whose productive influence might extend across the whole of the Indonesian nation-state?

Fachry Ali

Jakarta, 15 July 2019
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Argument map of Chapter I — the flow of the chapter at a glance.

The Corridor of Time

When the draft of my first book, The Future of the World, was finished early in 2017, I realized almost at once that I would have to write another, because a great many issues and problems had not been settled there (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2018). Among them, several theses raised in that book had not been set out concretely in a language that Generation Z could understand. Rereading it, I felt that it had done little more than present the roots of the problem and the menu of future histories conditioned by the developed nations, while the material on the history of the future still needed much digging and much thought, so that it might become a way of thinking for a generation now coming of age.

That generation is the one demographers call Generation Z, the children born from roughly 2010 onward. The arithmetic of their lives is worth stating plainly, because it is the timescale this book has in view. They will turn forty in the 2050s; on average they will start families in the 2030s; their children will be born in those same years and, with the addition of forty productive years, will come into their own around the 2070s; their grandchildren will be born in the 2060s. And so the procession of generations will continue to appear upon the earth until, somewhere near the year 2100, a world we can barely picture comes fully into being. To write about
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