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We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.


T.S. Eliot - Little Gidding
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INVOCATION

A Calling Forth of Ancient Knowing

Fortunately, some are born with spiritual immune systems that sooner or later give rejection to the illusory worldview grafted upon them from birth through social conditioning. They begin sensing that something is amiss and start looking for answers. Inner knowledge and anomalous outer experiences show them a side of reality others are oblivious to and so begins their journey of awakening. 

Henri Bergson (attributed)
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In the theatre, a spotlight is often used to direct our attention on the action, in addition to distracting us from what's going on behind the scenes. That part of the stage in transitory darkness is unobserved, until the spotlight moves to highlight what was previously in the shadows. Although invisible to the audience, it was there all the time. Just waiting to be illuminated by the light.

So it is with books. Customarily, credits formally noted invariably draw attention to a few individuals who, out of loyalty, friendship, or professional affiliation, provided the author with tangible support during the writing of the book. While this is entirely proper, it has always troubled me that many contributors, eclipsed by those with a greater reputation, remain cast in the shadows of obscurity. These anonymous actors, impossible to name, shape the development of every author - causing ideas to wax and wane, novelty to materialise, and captivating conclusions to be conjured as if out of nowhere. 

So instead of following tradition I want to flood the entire stage with light. By conceding the importance these shadowy actors have played, often unknowingly or even naively, in triggering the many twists and turns that have featured in my life, I am also invoking the uncertainty and ambiguity that is the bedrock of my work as a mentor, foresight practitioner and commentator on global affairs. 

Contributions of an inconsequential nature, including from those who barely grazed my consciousness at the time, have animated my praxis. Unremarkable, and often unwanted at the time, these deeds, words and gestures all helped create the philosopher-activist I have become today and, as a consequence, helped frame the ideas in the book you are about to read. I would never have reached my conclusions concerning the need to repair societal models from first principles without such gifts. I would not have had the courage to challenge the hate and fear routinely amplified on social media platforms. Nor would I have sensed the need to reinvent from first principles the worldview we all share.

In the moment I might have preferred for those intrusions to be less painful, or less of a surprise. But in each case the stimulus led to greater self-awareness and illuminated new paths – paths that enabled me to fulfil a pledge I made the day before my 13th birthday: that whatever obstacles lay ahead, whatever circumstances befell me, my life would be devoted to helping humanity see itself with greater clarity and compassion.

My mother knew my competitive side intimately and used that knowledge openly. If she had not asserted, when I was just seven years old, that Norma Bishop, our neighbour, was beginning to play the piano better than me I would not have gone to the Royal College of Music or become a published composer. If I was not coerced into coming to terms with my administrative incompetence I would have avoided searching for an alternate career. It is doubtful I would have willingly left the sinecure of an academic position in Australia had it not been for my anglophile wife yearning to return to the intimacy of the Dartington she had loved as a student. I certainly would not have stopped swapped music for words had it not been for dwindling audiences, and the pain I endured during the collapse of my first marriage. Locking out every plea for reconciliation, and isolating myself from the potential acrimony, I closeted myself away, using most evenings to think and write. The result was The Management Myth, my first book, which went on to become a non-fiction best seller. 

More recently, the fact that the sole benefactor of my Centre for the Future, outraged by what he felt to be a lack of project integrity, abruptly withdrew all funding - calling me financially dyslexic - provoked yet another crisis which, after some considerable wailing and gnashing of teeth, eventually came good in a revitalised and far more focused vision for that enterprise. 

Even more personally, the thought of taking our son out of the Waldorf-Steiner School in Abbotsford, in order to move to my wife’s tiny, out-of-the-way, village in the far northeast of Thailand, would not have occurred to either of us had he not been bullied so cruelly for 18 months. Yet that move opened up entirely new opportunities too.

It is said that winners narrate the accepted version of history. Yet myriad minor choices, and some not so small, weave the patchwork of the present. Those with power, presence, or wealth most commonly take the credit. Other than prompting bloody revolution, rarely do the countless actors without a voice, comprehend how they shape events. Still less do individuals get the approbation they deserve for changing the course of history. Their sole reward is anonymity and invisibility.

With the generosity of hindsight and, hopefully, the few scraps of tolerance and wisdom that seem to come with age, I acknowledge my appreciation here of those who, through a single benevolent gesture, slightest of exchanges, unremembered acts, or prolonged agency, stirred the embers of a fire that has smoldered now for well over three decades. A fire in which the ideas offered here, a gift for future generations, were forged. 

DIALOGUE ONE

The Burden of Knowing


You will always be at the whims of forces, both great and small, and far beyond your capacity to control. That’s how all our stories go. Innumerable arcs intersect, scattering into a vast indefinite sea - Ashim Shanker 
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Arcs of Intersection and Ascent, expresses the culmination of my work over the past 30 years. It is offered as a gift of hope - a shard of wisdom lighting the shadows that, though part of a progressive movement of alternative thinking aimed at changing the way the world works, is perhaps an audacious act of societal precession in its own right.​[1]

In the years leading up to the publication of my first book I was navigating the collapse of my first marriage. After 23 years of life together, raising eight talented children, pursuing a nomadic yet privileged life-style on two continents, and dealing with the routine highs and lows that all relationships are required to traverse, we called it quits. I never imagined the love we had for each other could end in divorce. But we burned each other out and our jaded rapport eventually fell into a cruel and resentful silence. 

During that period of personal anguish, which lasted possibly three or four years, I began to reflect on how my personal experiences might be mirroring more universal dilemmas. As I moved from self-pity through contemplation to elucidation, I began to observe patterns, and to feel an energy, that were previously hidden – subtle affinities between my personal circumstances and what I perceived to be similar transitions occurring, or about to occur, between civilisation and nature, labour and technology, refugees and residents, individual and state sovereignty, faiths and facts, one culture and another...

Thus, although the formal product of that agonising period was The Management Myth, a somewhat opinionated inquiry into organisational structures and future operating models, the visceral and emotional tumult into which I had been so unwillingly thrust – the falling apart of my own family - was steering me to write a second book. Burying the 20th Century speaks to the many complex issues impacting the lives of ordinary people everywhere. In retrospect I was opening the door to a more enlightened grasp of a morphic resonance, a unifying presence at once all-embracing though pluriversal. After the success of my first book, Burying the 20th Century was a spectacular flop.

My next two books, The Five Literacies of Global Leadership and Open Heart - Open Mind, were studies in reframing leadership for what I thought I saw peeping through the gloom of current uncertainties and socio-economic turmoil: a new age of international empathy, cooperation, and stewardship for the greater good. But the ideas outlined in Burying the 20th Century were not shaken off so easily. It was these conceptual beginnings, which I explored in considerable detail as part of Heresies: Essays on the Future of Humanity, to which I have returned as a platform for the book you have in front of you.

Another epiphany must not go unmentioned. It resulted in a method I now regularly use to interrogate prescience in emergent systems. It came from the work of David Christian.​[2] 

I find history fascinating. But in my earlier writings I always tended to dismiss the past. Even patterns that were so evidently the result of 'path dependence'​[3] I tended to set aside. This omission was blatant – the flawed reasoning being that it would lighten (I assumed it could not enlighten) my evolving praxis. Orthodox approaches to the analysis of the future, you must appreciate, were invariably predicated on a single impulse: predictions arising from trends – or probabilities. At the time I was far more interested in possibilities and the need for anticipation. My mistake, albeit a common error, was in attempting to separate these into two distinct fields.

Given the implausible nature of that task, I eventually worked out that by trying to delete the past; by ignoring or glossing over past events and their consequences, I had foolishly fallen into the reductionist trap of attempting to simplify inherently complex phenomena by amputating certain elements from my inquiry. Worse still, I felt comfortable with that. In trying to make my task a little easier I was casually eliminating a treasure chest of human knowledge. 

I recanted – upsetting quite a few puritanical futurist friends as a result. Inclusion was the solution. But it seemed out of reach technically speaking. What I actually wanted was to pull memories of the past (from all cultures and wisdom traditions) and imaginings from the future (again from all cultures and wisdom traditions) into the present moment so that I could examine the dynamics of the whole at my leisure. What I envisaged was a cognitive plateau – a platform where all forms of data, pregnant with possibility, could be visualised and accommodated in the present moment. This would then enable a deeper design to emerge. This immersive experience for forensic interrogation of data is what we now call the expanded now. 

It is this device that allows me to embrace themes and arguments from a diverse range of sources, many of which are in tension with each other. Hopefully the praxis derived from this simple idea also helps me to avoid the mire of intensifying dualism that has become so customary in Western contemporary philosophy, particularly in overly-confident alt-right diatribes from public intellectuals like Jordan Peterson, and his socialist alter ego, Noam Chomsky. 

The most extraordinary and compelling insights have been gifted to me by the thousands of ordinary men, women, and children, whom I have met on my travels around the world. Also, from past philosophers such as Confucius, Al-Farabi, Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, Gregory Bateson, Buckminster Fuller and Stafford Beer. And many contemporary scholars including Michel Bauwens with his peer-to-peer manifesto, Arturo Escobar’s notions of pluriversal design, instinctive patterning described so aesthetically by Jeremy Lent, Nora Bateson’s concepts of warm data, the epistemological equality described by Boaventura da Sousa Santos, alternative economic designs from Kate Raworth, Jason Hickel and Said Dawlabani, the systems logic of Donella Meadows, and the integral metatheories of Ken Wilber and Zhouying Jin.

Over the intervening years my dear friends Marvin Oka, Robb Smith, Nils Zimmerman, Michael McAllum, Patricia Pulford-Lustig, Elizabeth Winkelman, Peter Merry, Christine McDougall, Laurent Labourmene, Geraldene Callanan, Adam Jacoby, Shaun Deverson, Rupert Hugh-Jones and Stuart McGregor, as well as colleagues far too numerous to mention individually, have helped shape and evolve my ideas, held me accountable to the truth, and provided honest feedback at every juncture. 

Taking into account the entire zeitgeist of accumulated writings and conversations from practitioners and thinkers like these, it seems to me as though global society is perched on the edge of history once more. We are already in transition from the cozy familiarity of the industrial age, to one where consideration for all life, as well as the shared cohesion of the human family – of interbeing - will no doubt be central. 

As yet of course, we can only catch rare glimpses of this promised age. I fully expect us to crash and burn before reaching a more sustainable, justifiable future, if we blindly follow our current trajectory at least. Even if (or when) we come to our senses, what happens next is unlikely to be utopian - especially given the unchangeable traits of human nature. The cult of separatism, a tendency to degrade others to the status of mere objects, our crazy propensity for aggression, and the need to quantify everything in order to confirm its value, works against our essential humanity, particularly when amplified by a combination of economic growth, neocolonial values, and the business of war. So, while the moral imperative for change is clear, the way forward is clearly not.

My impulse for writing this book, the reasons for taking such a radical moral position, and the specific actions I advocate as a consequence, are really one and the same... 

There is mounting, I believe irrefutable, evidence that fewer people benefit from the way our current world-systems favour certain individuals, groups, and sectors of society, chiefly due to the manner in which wealth is owned, created and distributed, but also because of the ontological framework we have come to favour when designing our world into being. 

While there are still people who regard financial inequality as a natural phenomenon, it is impossible to get the world working for everyone - without fear or favour. Likewise, if we resist stepping into alternative ways of knowing about the world, in an effort to embrace new design ontologies, we will never find the courage to instigate a radical program of second and third order change.​[4]

If this evidence is at all credible, our failure goes far beyond globalisation or the prevalent socio-economic systems that are now toxic to human health and well-being. It actually denotes a collapse in the efficacy of the entire Eurocentric theory of knowledge as well as the resulting world-system most of us share – an appealing episteme that even non-Western societies find increasingly irresistible. 

If societal collapse is imminent, it must surely be because one or more features of the dominant episteme are inherently flawed - even if such design imperfections remain mostly undetectable, or are beyond our current comprehension. 

Logically, a different, more evolved and sophisticated worldview, one able to contain a plethora of diverse mindsets, is needed to guide and steward human activities. This is particularly the case if we are to encourage conditions for more autopoietic governance systems and cultures to evolve and prosper in pluriversal harmony with each other.

In order to create such conditions globally we must confront the most fundamental tenets held within the evolution of the Western world-system, be prepared to subject our most life-critical systems and processes to renewal - or, quite possibly, total reinvention – all the while ensuring that a (re)generative capacity for societal advancement is implanted into the design source code.

Putting ourselves in the box seat of civilisational change creates a paradox. In order to design ways of transcending the least beneficial features of the human condition, ways that will impel us beyond our current emotional and cognitive gridlock, we will need a developmental leap – a breakthrough in collective acuity – part of which must evolve a new understanding of what it means to be human today. The problem is that such a breakthrough can only be borne on the back of increased consciousness.

My core philosophy is driven by a defiant determination that fundamental aspects of our societal model, including those we have unquestionably accepted for some hundreds of years, can and must transform, if humanity is to avoid catastrophic ecological breakdown, civilisational collapse, and the possible extinction of our species, or a world made barren and austere by ignorance and an inability to work together. 

My faith in human perseverance, the innate yet untapped intelligence of young people globally, and our capacity for adaptation, shapes the approach to every idea and proposal in this book. 

But words come so easily. What will it actually take to evolve or co-design such a future? Where will we find the patterns that connect? In order to find answers to these questions we must revisit history and map the changes that have occurred over the past half century at least. For one thing is certain. The world in which our parents and grandparents grew up has gone forever. There can be no going back.

DIALOGUE TWO

The Architecture of Forgetting

The one who plants trees, knowing that he will never

sit in their shade, has at least started to understand

the meaning of life.


Rabindranath Tagore
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Every day, users of the major social media sites post millions of videos, images and live-streamed broadcasts of child sexual abuse, rape, torture, bestiality, beheadings, suicide and murder. Until recently Selena Scola was a young Manila-based content moderator responsible for keeping gore, pornography, and violence off Facebook. In June 2019 Selena filed a class-action lawsuit against her employer. She claimed that workers were being subjected to dangerous conditions that, over time, caused debilitating physical harm and mental trauma.

Sometimes I feel my chosen profession exposes me to similar risks. Like Selena and her fellow workers, I am a victim of self-inflicted pain-porn. In my case it is more accurately described as the burden of knowing — or, more precisely, of knowing too much, across too many domains, for too long, without the institutional permission to look away.

The burden is not simply the accumulation of disturbing information, though it is that. It is something more structurally demanding: the accrual of insights, ranging from the profound to the apparently trivial, acquired through the sustained, disciplined, multi-method examination of how the world actually works — including its numerous present configurations and its possible future states. This examination draws on information from trusted sources in the field, in addition to the formal methods of strategic foresight, complexity science, systems thinking, and developmental philosophy, each of which has its own rigorous protocols for the collection, interrogation, and interpretation of evidence. It draws on decades of primary research conducted across four continents — in governments, corporations, communities, and cultural institutions, in conditions ranging from the boardrooms of multinational corporations to the village councils of rural Southeast Asia. It draws on the peer-reviewed literature of multiple disciplines, held in productive tension with each other rather than deferred to in isolation, because the most consequential patterns are almost always the ones that cross disciplinary boundaries and that no single field's methods are equipped to fully perceive.

And it draws — I insist on this, knowing that some readers will find the insistence uncomfortable — on intuition: not intuition as a substitute for rigorous analysis but as its necessary complement, the integrative faculty that allows the trained mind to detect pattern and significance in data before the analytical process has had time to confirm what the intuition has already sensed. The distinction between intuition and rigour is, in the practice of genuine foresight, a false one. The most important signals are almost always weak signals — barely perceptible perturbations in the data that precede systemic shifts by years or decades, that the standard analytical frameworks are calibrated to filter out as noise, and that only become legible as signal in retrospect, when the shift they anticipated has already occurred. Detecting them requires exactly the kind of trained, embodied, continuously updated attentiveness that the Micronesian navigator brings to the ocean — a quality of perception that is simultaneously rigorous and intuitive, that cannot be reduced to either without being falsified by the reduction.

By piecing together shards of information from multiple sources and multiple scales — from the granular specificity of a single community's response to economic stress to the civilisational sweep of long-term demographic and ecological trends — and by mapping the emergent patterns that cross-scale analysis makes visible, and by monitoring the morphological changes in those patterns as new events unfold and new data accumulates, it becomes possible to anticipate, with a reliability that is not certainty but is considerably better than chance, the trajectories of collective behaviour and the consequences to which those trajectories are leading. Armed with this knowledge — held honestly, with full acknowledgement of its limits and its uncertainties — the possibility for reinvention and renewal becomes not merely conceivable but actionable. The knowing, however painful, is also the condition of the doing. Or so one might surmise. The surmise has been tested, over four decades, against the evidence that events provide. The results are sufficiently consistent to justify continuing.

But it takes its toll. Without a certain level of detachment information of this kind can be distressing and emotionally draining. These days one only has to read a newspaper or watch a little television to know there is extensive subterfuge going on, at so many levels. Accepting deceit and trickery are around every corner, and that outrage is manufactured routinely to fan the flames of prejudice, forces us to examine facts, evaluate actions and derive conclusions based on truth and evidence rather than opinion, political innuendo, marketing spin, or dubious metaphors. 

While Selena Scola and her colleagues, who spend their days deleting nauseating images on social media platforms, become emotionally spent, my exhaustion arises from the various layers of complexity with which I need to deal. This is especially onerous in a world where contextual understanding can often be ambiguous or volatile, faulty models and metrics are routinely used to quantify value, and where it's now so easy to fabricate deep fakes - as in people, events, and objects undermining confidence in what we (assume) we are observing with our own eyes. 

Awareness acquired in this manner can so easily accumulate to corrode any vestige of optimism or hope. So, the quest continues, much as before – but deeper, wider, and with a growing sense of frustration and resolve. More often than not it manifests as a frantic search for more data, more information, more facts and better maps, in an effort to find just a shred of evidence to suggest viable alternatives. This is like trying to find a needle in a haystack. 

Eventually, what often transpires is the reluctant acceptance that chances for civilisational advancement previously envisaged will be inadequate or are simply no longer feasible. In their place a single, harrowing choice, confronts us. Extinction or conscious evolution. 

If we do nothing, life as we know it, and the civilisation we have constructed over several centuries, will not endure. If we persist in sucking value out of each other, without creating anything of value ourselves, the suffering caused will increase. If our unhealthy obsession with quantitative measures, unending growth, and money, focuses our attention purely on material things, then social collapse could well precede ecological breakdown. In fact, if we linger much longer in the embrace of extractionism, beguiled by the siren songs of celebrity, privilege, and a plutocracy posing as both conqueror and guide, then we can look forward to a society disintegrating still further into tribes and internecine warfare. 

If we are content with these things, continue to spread hate and division, and relish the intensified humiliation and vilification of others because of cosmetic differences, then we deserve no less than the million or so species that are threatened with extinction by the plague that is humanity. 

Our future now hinges on a profoundly regenerative, potentially uplifting, metamorphosis in which our most life-critical systems and associated behaviours are totally re-fashioned - or swept away altogether. This kind of all-embracing metamorphosis is unprecedented in the 200,000 odd years Homo sapiens have inhabited the Earth. 

Predictably, my body responds to this news much like it would to an allergy – a constant ringing in my ears, pulsating loudly when I pay particularly close attention, only waning, albeit fleetingly, when I retire for the night - usually in the crepuscular light of dawn when everyone else is asleep. There's no escape from its compulsive sadness though. 

As far as I can tell, my pathological addiction for finding the truth​[5] – for that's what it is - has nothing to do with status, age, gender, ethnicity, education, ideology, occupation, or cultural background. Nor is it just a matter of intellect. Familiarity with complexity theory and network science is certainly a contributing factor. So is my penchant for applying a forensic level of interrogation when digging around in vast amounts of non-structured data. An instinct for discerning barely visible patterns in all the noise, too, contributes to this particular obsession. 

Like many addicts I am not alone. But I am lonely. For my practice is a curiosity in an age of short sound grabs, three-word slogans, and 140-character tweets. The structures and patterns I study comprise “the expanded now” of humanity in its terrestrial context – the world-system and its practices that are the manifestation of a more esoteric story. Our shared worldview. 

Using complexity science, strategic foresight, and developmental philosophy, to examine human systems that are performing as designed, or failing to perform as expected – intentionally or because of some design flaw - I engage with others who, like me, are on a similar quest to expand the limits of our knowledge, and ways of knowing, so as to discover more moral, beneficial, future-focused solutions for humanity. Our practice includes:

	Confronting realities that are invisible, or have been forgotten, with the intention of understanding the human condition more thoroughly

	Bringing back into consideration the excluded, the devalued, and the disregarded

	Proposing alternatives to the metaphors and belief systems that confine, distract and mislead - such as the erroneous notion we are separate from nature (and therefore live on, rather than in, the Earth), or that if we cannot measure something it must invariably be of little value 

	Reconnecting people with each other, the biosphere, and the ethos of life, through the praxis of interbeing and narratives that are more relevant to, and viable within, our shared existence

	Developing a society of mind that can aid a more conscious co-evolution where desire doesn't automatically flow into excessive production and consumption

	Inventing experiments to interrogate the grand challenges facing us, now and in the future, from the perspective of alternative, regenerative, design ontologies 

	Renewing our most life-critical systems to ensure that they continuously work for everyone - irrespective of status, ability, education or location. 


Because of the implied need for fundamental structural change, these seven tasks are by no means run of the mill. Most people fail to fully understand their importance, and their elusiveness. I had better explain... 
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Game-changing
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Some ventures are worth starting, even if we can't finish them. Ending our dependence on non-renewable energy sources, using institutionalised learning to liberate people from oppression, assigning poverty to history, ensuring the ethically-aligned design of machine intelligence, eliminating the more toxic aspects of industrialised agriculture. These are all endeavours that consciously transform and enhance human civilisation - not by changing the rules of the game, but by changing the game itself. 

Game-changing work is difficult at the best of times because it demands that we institute structural (that is second and third order) change.​[6] 

Most second order, and all third order, solutions can take decades, if not several lifetimes, to accomplish. For those capable and willing of engaging in such intrepid ventures, deep design (prescience, planning and provisioning) and wayfinding (navigation using system-wide, real-time, ambient intelligence) are essential literacies. Pursuing massive change of this kind is truly the art and practice of the long now.​[7]

The fact that such intended shifts are uncommon is no accident. Parochial, short-sighted and living in the present, we are conditioned to react to circumstances. In contrast, both second and third order change demand a passionate determination, the imagination to embark upon long-term endeavours, advanced organising capabilities, and a morality far beyond that which presently prevails. In fact, incumbent politicians and business leaders can often be an impediment when it comes to instituting even simple first order change, like tweaks to the tax system, for example, or instituting equity across the society. 

Bewildered by ambiguity and uncertainty, the unavoidable milieu for structural change, their preference is either to do nothing, or to repeat what worked for them in the past. A combination of paranoia and self-conceit often combine to ensure that not even the most incompetent of them show much inclination to admit their phobias, step aside, and allow others to take the lead. Indeed, most of today’s so-called architects of change have convinced themselves that the answers to our most wicked problems are contained within their self-serving projects, half-baked ideas, and hard-wired risk avoidance.

If this sounds like political conservatism you are only partially correct. Today’s ultra-right-wing faith verges on fascism and certainly deviates from the purist conservative ideology of the past. Most alt-right politicians are not conservative in the true definition of that term for they are concerned to conserve only that which suits their partisan interests. Mostly that means staying in power by whatever mechanisms are available to them – including by manipulating constitutional, judicial, military and policing processes in their favour. 

Intergenerational timeframes, inadequate vision and financing, the minutiae involved in operationalising enduring socio-economic transitions, and the lack of an overarching, compelling, neoteric story for humanity (to displace the illusory monomythic propaganda of the hero’s journey, as well as erroneous notions, like our separation from nature, and the objectification of living things) also help explain the scarcity of such grand schemes. 

Not many individuals have the courage to begin, coupled with the skill of understanding how and when to pass the baton, in the full knowledge that others must inevitably finish what they started. Nor is there much appetite for impugning established norms in today’s preordained yet perplexing world. 

It's not as though humans lack the capacity to imagine what kind of society might result from the pursuit of such hyper-visionary projects, nor the money to fund such activities at scale. We have the requisite ingenuity, and the tools. The design capabilities too. And in spite of any misgivings we might have regarding the veracity and origin of current threats and predicaments, most of us want to bequeath to our children a world worth inheriting. 

So why do we drag our feet at the thought of making life better for more people? Why is there so much resistance to making the world work for everyone? How can we explain the inertia, and our apparent aversion, to deep-seated change? Why is the proposition that we should all be able to get along better considered a utopian pipe dream? Why is all of this considered too difficult?

Surely it was never in our plans to build a world that made us personally rich by degrading the lives of others? We might be envious. Greedy. Misguided even. But not evil. I doubt the media barons, Wall Street executives, tech bros and oil tycoons we are so eager to impugn on a daily basis, deliberately schemed to cheat, defraud, or pollute as their path to fame and fortune. Like all of us they have identical needs, similar flaws, and encounter the same anxieties and problems. After all, what is the point of being wealthy if you lose your soul by generating untold misery for others? That would be as foolish as spending billions of dollars trying to reach the stars, while spending trillions of dollars to destroy life on Earth. Oh... Sorry, I forgot. That's exactly what some of us are intent on doing! 

Perhaps human nature is not that difficult to explain. Primitive superstition and the need to survive is where it all started. Today, fear seems to be the major culprit. The fear of loss, including intrinsic caution when it comes to transformational change of any kind, is often the only reason needed to defer taking action. 

Other factors we probably take into account when evaluating whether or not to endorse structural change on the global stage might include a predisposition to care for our own families and friends before we concern ourselves with the plight of those half a world away, along with the psychological walls we customarily erect between one group and another - particularly in circumstances where we so easily classify many of those "others" as enemies. 

We have probably all experienced a degree of uneasiness, too, when change has been thrust upon us without warning. Perhaps we were issued with a redundancy notice after 25 years of loyal service, told that we had an incurable disease after what was supposed to be a routine health check, or stopped by police for running a red light.

Fear, apprehension and anxiety are all innately human traits. Mostly tolerable in normal circumstances. But should they now stand in the way of civilisational renewal in a situation where that may be the only viable, long-term option?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lulled into Loving Servitude
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We know occasional fears and foibles can be overcome with empathy and perseverance, especially with community support. But there are two unpredictable factors we must take into account when examining the underlying causes for our present apathy. These are a problem as they can flip, without any apparent reason, between enabling or impeding action.

The first of these inflection points is the capacity of leaders, whether elected or not, to put aside ego and hubris (in addition to any personally-motivated agenda that doesn't align with societal needs) in the provision of inspiring benign stewardship more relevant to our situation. It's worth noting here that stewardship, as a mode of leading, is wholly opposed to the image and praxis of the all-knowing, charismatic, visionaries we have customarily sought and endorsed for so long - more out of habit than anything else. Our fondness for putting well-to-do, good-looking, decisive and uncompromising individuals into positions of power has resulted in far too many psychopaths, bullies and warmongers assuming control of human affairs. With the best will in the world, most of them are so hardheaded, so certain of their reasoning, so contemptuous of alternatives, that the slightest deviation from their viewpoint is regarded as either a potential threat or a genetic weakness. 

The second inflection point is the lack of a beguiling narrative, together with a language more befitting human dignity and fellowship, from which these stewards can harness the energy of a society - currently in so much anguish - to find a way back to tolerance, compassion and community. 

The industrial age spawned a mechanistic story that sticks to us like superglue. A story where humans are exceptional superbeings - separate from, and superior to nature. A story where it is legitimate to disavow the humanity of others, for any reason whatsoever. A story where quantifiable factors are valued over intangible elements. A story where technical proof carries more weight than passion, empathy, or intuition. 

This was never satisfactory for me. As a Buddhist my inclination is more aligned with Thich Nhat Hahn’s all-embracing concept of interbeing – an interconnected morphic resonance, evident in all living things. But more of that later... 

Aldous Huxley was right in his prediction that we would be subjugated not by strength but by invisible forms of oppression that would lull us into "loving servitude". The various ownership constructs, governance structures, business models, and subsequent design choices behind the digital services we use today all fit into a narrative that is hurting us - our democracy, our systems, our relationships, our environment, and our mental health. 

I have no doubt that a compelling modern narrative, couched in less technological, more humane, gender-neutral language, possibly drawing once again from ancient traditions, will help us discard the more abhorrent aspects of our behavioural conditioning - the futility and obscenity of war, for example; the bizarre compartmentalisation of people based upon superficial criteria, such as the colour of their skin, the food they eat, the clothes they choose to wear, or the god they worship; and the propensity to put personal material gain above kinship and community – that stand in the way of our collective ability to create a more coherent morality, and regenerative consciousness, for peaceful coevolution. 

Recognising that these acupuncture points, separately and in combination, are the pivots needed for an intense civilisational transformation, is the easy part. But how do we begin to create such a new language and story? Surely our social and behavioural conditioning is an intrinsic part of being human? Is it possible to change human nature? Probably not. But even if we could, where will we find a new generation of global stewards who can be trusted to supersede today’s self-centred cadre? 

If globally-minded leaders do emerge from the next generation, how will they compose the widespread responsiveness, empathy and cooperation needed to sustain progress at both local and global levels? Will those they have replaced permit them taking such a progressively avant-garde tack, or will there be some form of blowback from right-wing ultra-wealthy oligarchs? 

If they can address these problems, where in the dynamics of an evolving world-system will they find sufficient momentum to escape the gravitational pull of the past? How will they discard the old, obsolete narrative? What methods will they need to devise so as to spot evolving risks before they surprise and overwhelm us? What alternative or additional knowledge will they need to draw on? How will they persuade everyone else to let go of
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