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Introduction

Billions of our citizens continue to live in poverty and are denied a life of dignity. There are rising inequalities within and among countries. There are enormous disparities of opportunity, wealth and power. Gender inequality remains a key challenge. Unemployment, particularly youth unemployment, is a major concern. Global health threats, more frequent and intense natural disasters, spiralling conflict, violent extremism, terrorism and related humanitarian crises and forced displacement of people threaten to reverse much of the development progress made in recent decades. Natural resource depletion and adverse impacts of environmental degradation, including desertification, drought, land degradation, freshwater scarcity and loss of biodiversity, add to and exacerbate the list of challenges which humanity faces. Climate change is one of the greatest challenges of our time and its adverse impacts undermine the ability of all countries to achieve sustainable development. Increases in global temperature, sea level rise, ocean acidification and other climate change impacts are seriously affecting coastal areas and low-lying coastal countries, including many least developed countries and small-island developing States. The survival of many societies, and of the biological support systems of the planet, is at risk.

The above is taken from the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.1 It was written in 2015, and since then increasing extreme weather events, the Covid-19 pandemic, the wars in Ethiopia, Ukraine, and Israel-Palestine, and the rise or resurgence of populism and ultra-nationalism have only highlighted our environmental and political crises. It is in response to these crises that this book is written. It is entitled How to Run a Planet in the sense that it offers a guide to creating a better world, but it may also be taken as a treatise on society and nature. Why the latter too? Because what doesn’t help us in our political task is a historically recent, but now globally dominant, materialist worldview. A worldview which says that the universe is purposeless and material, and that politics is a mere temporal concern.

This book rejects the materialist worldview and invites all sensible people to do the same. It also rejects capitalism and pessimism. It says materialism is misguided, capitalism is immature, and pessimism — while understandable when we look at the daily news — is ultimately unwarranted. Taking the longest view of human history, we can see a slow ascent of civilization toward a world of peace, unity, and wellbeing. The book could be seen to be in the tradition of a recurring philosophy that answers the question “How are we to run our planet?” with the short reply “In a way consistent with the cosmic order.” By “cosmic order” is meant the way the universe is and operates. But here’s the thing: that cosmic order, so this philosophy says and this book advances, is best represented in the cosmology of esotericism, not in the lesser big picture presented by modern, conventional Western science.

The enlightened skeptic will ask at this point: “What is esotericism and why should I entertain it?” In terms of the “what,” esotericism is the tradition of thought that predates classical antiquity and includes in its family of members the schools of Pythagoreanism, Platonism and Neoplatonism, Hermeticism, Gnosticism, Kabbalism, Theosophy, and Traditionalism. As a recurring presence it has earned the designation “Perennial Philosophy.” Like any family, the members of this tradition sometimes disagree over particular matters, but there is general agreement on a picture of the universe featuring God (or an equivalent generating principle) and a specific and noble task for humanity.

The word “esoteric” means inner or hidden. Esotericism as a tradition of thought is the philosophical and mystical tradition distinguishable in the West (without being exclusive to it) that speaks of inner or hidden truths regarding the universe. Within this tradition is another meaning of esotericism — as the contemplative practice that leads to discovering these truths. Both esotericisms are discussed in some detail in the author’s previous book.2 It might be said that when it comes to the “science versus religion” debate, particularly in the form of the new atheism versus the Abrahamic religions, esotericism is the older and enigmatic third voice. A voice that is not normally invited to the debate as it is accommodating to both science and religion — just not to either scientism or religionism. The Cambridge Handbook of Western Mysticism and Esotericism defines esotericism as:

The hidden intellectual history of the West, running like a dark thread through the fabric of the more conventional intellectual history we have all been taught. The influence of mystics and esotericists on science, philosophy, theology, literature, politics, and popular culture is immense, but it is a story scholars are only just beginning to tell … ‘Esotericism’ refers to a number of theories, practices, and approaches to knowledge united by their participation in a premodern, largely pagan worldview. Central to this worldview is commitment to the idea of the unity of existence — that existence is an interrelated whole in which seemingly dissimilar things exist in qualitative correspondence and vibrant, living sympathy. The ruling correspondence is ‘as above, so below’: The objects that surround us (and their relationships) mirror, in a fashion that can be called ‘emblematic’, the fundamental features of the universe as a whole. Most important of all, we mirror those features in our own bodies and souls. These correspondences are discovered through the cultivation of supernormal aspects of human subjectivity … Esotericists typically hold that such knowledge can be utilized to effect changes in the world or in the self through causal mechanisms that empiricism finds inexplicable (and, therefore, rejects as impossible). This commitment usually goes hand in hand with the belief that the same supernormal aspects of the subject can reveal the existence of other dimensions of reality, usually hidden from view. Further, esotericists typically believe that the truths and practices just mentioned are of the greatest antiquity — perhaps once widely disseminated and openly proclaimed, but now (and for a great many centuries) hidden and preserved by a few special individuals or schools. Discovery in esotericism is almost always rediscovery.3

The phrase “as above, so below” is almost the catchphrase of esotericism and particularly relates to (or can be applied to) the work of government, as will be drawn out in Part II of this book. Special note should be made of the phrase “cultivation of supernormal aspects of human subjectivity.” This is central to esotericism and distinguishes it as the “path of gnosis” (where gnosis refers to direct knowledge of the inner or hidden truths through contemplation), as distinct from the “path of reason” (science — or knowledge through ratiocination and experiment) and the “path of faith” (religion — or knowledge through faith).

The renewed academic and popular interest in esotericism in recent decades (the latter in the form of New Age religion and Neopaganism) coincides with the crisis of the West, referring to the growing rejection of mainstream Western thought — at the very moment of its global “triumph” — in the form of its economic and scientific “wisdom.” The former includes the endless pursuit of economic growth based on the exploitation and degradation of the natural world and the human being alike. The latter includes a physical cosmology in which existence is, we are told, purposeless, and the universe is made up of matter and energy, most of it invisible, out of which somehow sprang life and consciousness. Esotericism’s cosmology is a vaster and more satisfying big picture — more in keeping with the “Grand Design” in Eastern (and particularly Hinduist) thought, and in the teachings of many indigenous peoples, as Table 1 introduces.

Table 1: The Big Picture








	Question
	Esotericism
	Conventional Western science



	Is there a God?
	Yes, or an equivalent generating principle
	No, or need not be



	What is the universe made of?
	Consciousness/life
	Matter/energy



	Is there a purpose to existence?
	Yes, to express the Good
	No



	When did the universe begin?
	In the present
	In the past



	Is the universe ordered in a way that provides a model for good global government?
	Yes — as above, so below
	No, or “pass”




Esotericism rejects materialism in favor of idealism, and both evolutionism and creationism in favor of emanationism (as defined in Chapter 1). It also rejects the Big Bang theory, and the idea of a finite end to a purposeless universe, in favor of a cyclically manifesting universe with no beginning and no end but with purpose and with progression. Esotericism rejects atheism and agnosticism in favor of panentheism and gnosticism, and it rejects a narrow naturalism and mechanism in favor of a broader naturalism and organicism. Some political movements left and right have invoked esotericism for their own ideological ends, but the tradition itself takes no position on the modern political spectrum because this is rooted in the materialist worldview which esotericism rejects.

Part I of this book presents the cosmology of esotericism in a picture that should be familiar to scholars and practitioners of esotericism alike. It is fair to say that the author is both and that he is persuaded this cosmology is valid in the sense of being contemplatively well-grounded. It is, of course, for the reader to make up his or her own mind about this. Acceptance of this cosmology is not a requirement for entertaining the political ideas in Part II, which are congruent with the worldview of esotericism without being exclusive to it. The aspiritual reader is free to skip to Chapters 4 and 6 — the “how to” parts per se — if s/he wishes, although as this would miss the soul of the book, the key “as above, so below” principle, and only an open mind is required, that would be regrettable.

Which takes us to the “why” question. It is customary perhaps to think cosmology is irrelevant when it comes to politics, but as the cultural historian Theodore Roszac reminded us, “Cosmology implicates values.” A mindless and heartless picture of the universe (such as the materialist picture is) obviously works against having a mindful and compassionate society. There is, indeed, a direct correspondence between a modern (post-Enlightenment) natural philosophy which says that the universe is material and operates by its own physical laws only, with no need for a spirit behind and directing it toward an end other than spatial expansion, and a modern political philosophy which says that society is animalistic and operates by its own economic laws only, with no need for a government behind and directing it toward an end other than wealth expansion (economic growth). Current economic globalization is not working for ordinary people and the planet, not because we haven’t sufficiently liberalized the economy yet (as those on the Right say), but because there is not yet a government behind and directing the economy for the good of ordinary people and the planet. Getting economic globalization right depends on getting political globalization right, and both depend on getting cultural globalization right — which in the end refers to the need for a common nonmaterialist worldview. This concern with materialism was keenly identified by the futurist Willis Harman:

Since modern society ascribes no ‘reality’ to inner experience, transcendent values have no power and materialistic values prevail. Thus it seems reasonable for society to be characterized by economic rationalization of an ever-increasing fraction of social behaviour and organization. Industrialization of production of goods and services gradually extends to more and more of human activities; increasingly, they all become included in the economy. One result is monetization and commercialization (all things coming to be measurable by and purchasable in units of currency). The economic rationalization of knowledge leads to the “knowledge industry”: to science justified by the technology it produces, and to education justified by the jobs it prepares for. Economic rationality becomes predominant in social and political decision-making, even when the decisions it leads to, are unwise by other standards (such as the wellbeing of future generations). Technological solutions are attempted for problems that are basically socio-political in nature. The worth of persons (to say nothing of our nonhuman fellow creatures on earth) is assessed by their value in the economy. Humankind’s relationship to the earth is essentially an exploitative one.4

And addressing the area of global governance in particular, the Executive Director of the Global Governance Forum, Augusto Lopez-Claros, writes:

The most fundamental area in which to build consensus is the ultimate purpose of governance itself. Why do we need governance: to avoid anarchy and collective destruction, and/or to achieve some common purpose? … Those with a purely materialist orientation would say it is sufficient for everyone to be properly fed, well housed, comfortable, in some security and appropriately distracted to achieve some superficial form of happiness. However, most cultures, all religions and many psychologists accept an ethical framework and a concept of a higher fundamental purpose and potential for the human person than just material satisfaction. If our goal is a more just and sustainable social order, we shall need to cultivate other qualities of character such as moderation, justice, love, reason, sacrifice and service to the common good, which are necessary to overcome the focus on ego, greed, apathy and violence behind many of the failures of governance today. At the highest level, effective governance should enable each person to develop her or his inherent potential and to refine her or his character, while contributing to the advancement of civilization. For most of humanity, human experience is ultimately spiritual in nature, and cultivating our higher qualities and the endless potential in human consciousness is at the core of what it is to be human.5

There is thus a direct link: a) between our worldview and the achievement (through good global government) of societal and environmental wellbeing, and b) within our worldview, between natural and political philosophy. It takes a village to raise a child, they say. Well, it also takes a society to have the right worldview to solve the problems caused by having the wrong or misguided one. What this book puts forward is a schema that is actually more faithful to a historical global consensus than the Western view that originated in the seventeenth century and which stuck in a lot of minds in the twentieth century. A key part of this proposition is a return to “verticality” in cosmology, mirrored in the architecture of global governance, as will be explained. The holding on to a “horizontality only,” both in our worldview and politics, is non-progressive.

The reader will be taken into deep metaphysical waters in Part I. Those who are altogether unfamiliar with esotericism and/or are more interested in the political guide per se may wish to jump straight to Part II as said, although as there is no requirement to take up meditation or embrace a theistic view, the reader will find jumping in refreshing. Plus, we do generally recognize that our desacralized big picture of the universe is complete with knowledge but incomplete with answers, do we not? And that there remains a huge longing for meaning which is just not satisfied by physics textbooks, technological advancements, and commercial and consumerist pursuits. This isn’t a “the universe is vast and wonderful but ultimately indifferent to us selfish grasping sapiens” type book — quite the opposite.

All in all, this book responds to the responsibility that “value-oriented intellectuals” have (as Noam Chomsky reminds us) for trying to find solutions to the world’s problems — problems which are as much philosophical as they are political. The late physicist Stephen Hawking believed that philosophy was dead. Well, the author, as someone influenced by the love of wisdom (as opposed to those analytic or continental philosophies which cede reality to empirical science and in so doing nullify themselves), could not disagree more, asserting instead that as we move further into the twenty-first century it is more a case of “scientism is dead.” The practice of science will continue indefinitely, but we cannot say the same of the conventional Western scientific view, which is increasingly being accepted (and not just by cultural historians and postmodern philosophers but also by astrophysicists as they struggle to explain time and the “missing 95%”) as just a view, that is, one that is not necessarily reflective of reality. This being so, there is no necessary reason why we should continue to accept it as our standard civilization view — we are permitted, if not obligated, to consider other views.

It is estimated that by 2050 only 8% of the world’s population will be from the West, and it is reasonable to think that a new planetary civilization in the decades or centuries ahead requires a worldview that is truly global, that is, inclusive also of Eastern and indigenous peoples. Esotericism allows a dialogue in our professional and social lives with the world’s major faiths (one of which most people do identify with), which share some belief in a “divine plan,” including a work of “creating Heaven on Earth” — a job which would involve replicating some celestial model in earthly government, and citizens following the “Golden Rule” (treat
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