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			Introduction

		

		
			It is not news that the world is changing—and fast. We all realize clearly how differently our grandparents lived and how different was the world of their grandparents. But how does this change we are experiencing fit into human history, which, after all, has been filled with change? 

			The story starts by recognizing that until recently for the great mass of people life had remained essentially the same since the Stone Age. During all those millennia people had to spend most of their time producing the food they needed to eat. Our ancient ancestors first lived by using their hands and wits to take food from nature for many thousands of years. But the earth cannot support many hunter-gatherers (or foragers), and the world’s population never rose above that of a good-size modern city. 

			The last big change in how ordinary people lived took place during the long period in which people began to farm and to create the agricultural societies that replaced bands of hunter-gatherers. Farming made it possible for a hundred times as many people to live on the Earth, and for people to live closer together and therefore to build societies large enough and with enough continuity to develop written languages, cities, and advanced culture. In these large societies, small minorities with power were able to take small amounts from many ordinary people and accumulate enough to build high cultures, water systems, roads, cathedrals, and mansions.

			But for ordinary people the change from hunting to farming was not clearly a step up. Most farmers had to work harder, and do duller work, than the typical hunter. They had a less varied diet and were generally less healthy and less free. 

			The change from hunting and gathering to farming changed how ordinary people lived, and made it possible for there to be many more of them, but it didn’t do much to improve their living standards, health, or life expectancy. Its most visible effect was to permit the development of a thin upper crust who produced the culture and history that is our patrimony.

			All the history we read about, and the cultural glories of millennia of human achievement, are stories of the few. Whether in ancient Greece or the teeming Orient, or during the glorious Renaissance, each special “few” was sustained by masses of people who lived similar lives of toil, squalor, and early death. 

			Throughout history ordinary people in some societies lived better than ordinary people in other societies, but the difference between best- and worst-off was always relatively small compared to what we see today. The poorest had just enough to feed themselves while the richest, those in the most successful societies, earned perhaps three to four times the cost of a subsistence diet. 

			Overall there was essentially no economic progress for most people over one hundred thousand years. The best-off early human foragers in the Stone Age lived better than the worst-off peasants at the beginning of the nineteenth century, except that the nineteenth-century peasants could perhaps take some indirect pleasure from the culture available to the rich of their society.

			The world’s technology had significantly improved during this one hundred thousand years but the main effect was to make it possible for world population to rise to nearly a billion people.

			We are now going through a transition that will for the first time decisively change the nature of life for all people—not just a thin upper crust of the rich and the powerful. It will be much quicker than the change from hunting and gathering to farming, and will move us much further away from the conditions that shaped our evolution.

			It’s not that history is coming to an end but that we are in the middle of switching from one history (or two, if you separate hunter-gathering from agriculture) to a new history. From the time that homo sapiens arose in Africa and began to spread around the world, the vast majority of men and women lived in the old history. Now, however, many have made the transition to a new global history: that of the modern world, which will cover the whole world when the current transition is completed. 

			There are certain essential characteristics of this new modern world (see Table 1 on page 4), and countries that show all these characteristics have completed the transition to the new history. For example, the “common” people in modern countries live longer, are better educated, and have considerably more wealth, which is produced by a global commercial economy. They tend to live in smaller families, and they have a good deal more political and religious freedom. 

			One of the biggest ways in which the modern world will be different from the worlds of the past is that in the modern world (when essentially all countries are modern) all people count. That is, describing a modern society requires talking about the great majority of people, not just an upper crust that rides on top of an unchanging mass of poor toilers. Marx and others thought that the effect of industrialization would be to make the mass of workers almost like faceless robots working under the command of a few rich people. But now we can see now that the inherent imperative of modern economies and societies as they get more advanced requires that a greater and greater percentage of workers be able to make choices and be creative. As a result of this imperative, and the changing values and political realities that result, the mass of people influence the direction society takes. In the future, unlike the past, a country can only be changed by changing the ideas or the realities of the mass of citizens.

			The world does not change direction like a troop of marching soldiers turning to their flank. The key to understanding the current world is to recognize the way this decisive transition is moving through the world. Some countries, such as England and the United States, began to change more than a century ago and have already completed their change to modern countries. A few countries, such as Yemen and the Congo, have barely started on the path to becoming modern. The majority of countries are now in the middle of changing from traditional to modern. But we shouldn’t be fooled by the difference in timing; all countries are making essentially the same change.

			It is an easy mistake to see the current experience of change only as an evolution without end, although it may also be that. The current period is a passage from one kind of world to another. There was change and evolution in the world of the past. There will be change and evolution in the world of the future. But they are fundamentally different worlds, and therefore have different histories. The basic characteristics of human life were the same in all of the different worlds of the past. The new characteristics will shape all of the worlds of the future, however much change lies ahead.

			Of course, there will be vast differences—in culture, language, cuisine, and so on—among countries in the long future. But the point of this book is to notice what is common to all. By recognizing the kernel of what is common to every transition from traditional to modern we will understand more of what is happening today and what we can expect from the future. By recognizing the common features of all past worlds, and their contrast with the common features we can expect in all future worlds, we can appreciate the fact that we are in the midst of a unique transition.

			This basic perspective about what is happening is the reason we say that countries like the United States, Japan, and Sweden have completed their passage to modernity and become modern states. It is not that they have stopped changing. They haven’t. But they have passed from one plateau to another. In the future they will change, in unpredictable ways, from one kind of modern country to another. But they will continue to be modern countries, and they will continue to be fundamentally different from all traditional countries, in the ways that shall be specified in the following chapters.

			One way in which the transition we are going through has made the world today very different from both the past and the future is that now different countries have dramatically different living standards. Some countries are twenty or thirty times as rich as other countries. In the past, and in the future, all countries will have similar living standards. The richest countries will probably again be only three or four times as rich as the poorest. 

			Since people everywhere have roughly the same qualities of intelligence, strength, and the like, and since basic economic forces tend to produce roughly equal prices for the same products everywhere, the natural condition of the world is for living standards to be roughly
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