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1.

THE SCOPE FOR POLITICAL EVOLUTION

It is said that Aristotle believed politics to be the primary activity
through which human beings could improve their lives and create
a better society. For, in many respect, politics is a key social
activity that requires dialogue rather than monologue to succeed.
However, we will start by trying to define ‘politics’ simply as a
‘process’ by which some form of ‘governance’ is agreed, although
such a general definition might be seen to apply to almost any
aspect of human society. However, in an evolutionary context, we
might understand the need for some sort of political process even
within small family groups, which then extended into wider tribal
structures. Of course, whether such beginnings can really be described as a ‘political process’ might be questioned, when the
resulting governance was imposed rather than reached by mutual agreement, such that it was invariably both autocratic and
authoritarian, as embodied in the power of a family patriarch or tribal chief. However, over time, tribes became kingdoms and
kingdoms became nation states within which ‘political machinations’ started to surround the centre of power.
So what is the scope of politics under discussion?
The meaning of word 'politics' has its roots in the Greek word ‘polis’ meaning ‘city-state’ which are said to have adopted some
of the earliest ideas of democratic government. Of course, it has to be pointed out that early Greek democracy was a somewhat
selective process in that only city residences who were adult, male and landowners were allowed to vote. As such, all women
and slaves were automatically excluded, as were the poor in general. So while the idea of a political process can be extended to
almost any aspect of human society, this discussion will be orientated towards ‘political evolution’ as it may apply to nation
states and how its scope may need to expand, if it is to govern human society on a global scale. As such, there is an implication
that all current forms of national government, which embody the political process of governance, are potentially inadequate
when it comes to addressing global problems.
So what is the scope of change envisaged?

Groucho Marx
Politics is the art of looking for

Before we can really start to address this question, it is probably necessary to provide

trouble, finding it everywhere,

some sort of initial framework that may help outline the functions underpinning the

diagnosing

governance of a nation state. In this context, the word ‘governance’ is possibly more

applying the wrong remedies.

it

incorrectly

and

appropriate than ‘government’, as some nation states are still dominated by autocratic
and authoritarian regimes in which the political process is severely constrained. This said, we might still discuss the basic
processes involved in terms of three fundamental functions, which may or may not be independent of each other in some
nation states:


Executive:

Drafts both policy and laws and generally administers the legislative and judiciary processes.



Legislative:

Examines, debates and approves both policy and laws as prioritised by the executive.



Judiciary:

Implements the details of the laws and passes judgement.
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In the case of a government that is both autocratic and authoritarian, the three functions above can effectively be controlled by
a single person with no recourse to wider debate within the population. Even today, there are cases where an absolute
monarch or dictator can rule without any written laws, constitution or effective
opposition. In contrast, a democratic republic may fully support the three independent

Voltaire

branches of government, as outlined above, where representatives of each are elected by

To learn who rules over you,

a majority vote of the population without bias to gender or social status.

simply find out who you are
not allowed to criticize.

On this basis, should the direction of ‘evolutionary’ change not be obvious?
In many respect, politics simply reflects the complexity of the human condition and, as such, few things are obvious. For while
the concept of ‘political correctness’ may be critical of governments that still operate on autocratic and authoritarian principles,
such governments can sometimes be effective. Likewise, a democracy based on an ill-informed majority and subject to
manipulation by a free-press, possibly with its own agenda, may turn out to be ineffective. For example, one may consider the
th

evolution of the political system in China as possibly understandable in light of its turbulent 20 century history; while in the
same timeframe, politics in the US has seen many democrat/republican presidents, heading up an executive, which is then
repeatedly undermined by an opposing republican/democrat legislative body. However, what these examples possibly best
illustrate is that politics is invariably a process of compromise, which may not necessarily lead to the solution required.
But do we really expect politicians to provide solution to problems?
In reality, politicians are more like managers within a society, who are attempting to balance the books between human needs
and wants, while hopefully protecting the weaker members of society from those who would prey on them. In this context,
politicians are required to facilitate and mediate the terms and conditions through which a possibly compromised solution
between various factions of opinion might be found. Of course, this in itself may be an idealistic description, because politicians
are also individuals with their own self-interests, human weaknesses and limitations, which is why the public at large may
invariably believe that ‘political machinations’ surround the centre of power within any political system.
OK, but what problems require ‘wider’ solutions?
For start, the world now faces problems that are global in scope and have the potential to threaten the future of humanity. At
this point, we might simply introduce the nature of these problems in terms of sustainability, i.e. the Earth’s ecosystem, human
population, economic growth, energy production, food production, water supplies etc. To-date, all political systems have failed
to facilitate sustainable solutions and, as such, we need to try to understand why, hence the discussion of governments,
ideology and scope of problems. If we accept the current limitation of nation state politics to resolve global problems, then we
possibly need to consider what alternative paths may lie ahead and the obstacle to progress needed to be overcome, which
may require a more realistic appraisal of the human condition. Of course, in a world of endless possibilities and probabilities,
the only thing we can guarantee is that our starting point must be anchored in the state of global politics today, which appears
to be underpinned by a precariously unstable system of free-market capitalism. If money does indeed make the world go
round, then it possibly makes sense to try to better understand some of the wider economic considerations along with the
st

energy requirements needed to power the 21 century. It is recognised that this may seem a ludicrously broad scope of
discussions, but in a sense it simply reflects the scope of problems that will have to be addressed this century, for time may not
be on our side. As such, this discussion is not really about the evolution of politics, but rather the evolution of humanity.
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1.1

Broad Introduction

In this set of discussions, under the heading of a ‘broad introduction’, an attempt will first be made to simply outline some basic
forms of government and the political ideologies that drives them, followed by the problem space that any form of global
governance needs to address. As a generalisation, ideologies that underpin the many and varied types of governments adopted
around the world tend to also reflect the history and culture of each nation state, although most can still be described in terms
of a few fundamental permutations.

However, while many of the problems associated with today’s political governance are rooted in the past, this history has also
resulted in a disparity of political evolution that now presents a barrier to the globalisation of politics. As such, any future
solutions will have to accommodate this disparity, while also attempting to address the problems associated with an emerging
global economy and the underlying pressures of human population growth, limited natural resources and environmental
change. In fact, just coming to some understanding of this balancing act represents a problem in itself.
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Today, we have reached a point where our most pressing problems are global in scope, while our political systems still remain
anchored in the self-interest of individual nation state. We also live in a world dominated by the idea of free-market capitalism,
which effectively operates outside the control of any nation state, where ethical principles are often simply ignored in the
pursuit of growth and profit.

Against this backdrop of conflicting ideas, we need to make some realistic appraisal of the scope for political change, which will
be necessary to solve some of the problems now threatening the future of humanity. While some are still hopeful that this
change can still take place, it is far from certain that humanity will not simply continue down the road determined by national
self-interest and the human condition. In this context, this set of discussions will simply attempt to outline the scope of some
of the issues without necessarily being able to quantify the probability of any specific solution.
1.1.1

Forms of Governments

While we might attempt to list the evolution of
politics in terms of the many forms of governments
devised; history suggests that many were formed
in crisis as a response to both physical and social
pressures within a nation state at some given point in time. In this historical context, most early forms of government tended to
be authoritarian in scope, although many examples of this form of government still exist to this day. However, we need to
recognise that many authoritarian governments were not established through any formal political process and simply reflected
a process by which political power was obtained. While many may disagree with the following simplification outlining just 3
main forms of governments, it may still be sufficient to discuss the main premise on which most governments operate.


Authoritarian:
As the name suggests, this form of government simply attempts to impose its authority on the population. In this respect,
historical monarchies of various types and dictatorships were often authoritarian in scope in that they operated without
necessarily making any reference to judicial law or written constitution. By extension, it might also be argued that a
totalitarian government is simply another form of authoritarian government, which seeks to subordinate the individual
within the state by controlling not only all political and economic matters, but also the attitudes, values and beliefs of its
population. So, as a generalisation, authoritarian governments often represent a very fundamental, but none the less
powerful, form of government that has probably played a role in the history of most nation states in one form or another.
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Democracy:
In basic terms, democracy might simply be described as a system of government where representatives are elected based
on some voting scheme undertaken by some portion of the population, which does not always reflect a clear majority.
History suggests that the idea of democracy has been around for a long time, e.g. Greek city-states, although the voting
system was often restricted to certain groups and may have involved little more than a show of hands at a small gathering.
However, democracy has evolved in step with human society and its perception of morality, albeit at different speeds,
which we might also link to the idea of political correctness. However, even today, when democracy does not appear
compatible with idea of an authoritarian government, there are examples in existence where the democratic process is
simply ‘corrupted’ into electing an authoritarian rather than democratic government.



Constitutional:
By definition, this form of government operates under a constitution, usually in written form, which sets out its most
fundamental laws and the rights of its population. However, it should be noted that many constitutions are essentially
historical documents, which are then subject to amendments via the three functions previously outlined, i.e. executive,
legislative and judicial. Therefore, power can still reside in centralised institutions, which can then be subject to both
changing political ideologies and corruption. The issue of political ideology will be outlined in the next discussion, although
it may not necessarily affect the mechanics of government, ideology invariably changes the direction of travel. Despite
these caveats, we might still highlight the idea of a constitution as another evolutionary step, although it is invariably built
on the stability established by earlier forms of authoritarian government with possibly limited democratic concepts.

Of course, in practice, there are many other forms of government, although it is
possible that most can be described in terms of a permutation of the basic forms
outlined

above,

e.g.

constitutional

monarchy,

constitutional

democracy,

parliamentary democracy, democratic republic. By way of an example, the UK
government as a particularly convoluted form of democracy in that the UK still retains
the notional idea of a monarch, although it essentially has no political power. Unlike

Gerald R. Ford
A government big enough to give
you everything you want is a
government big enough to take
everything you have.

most modern democracies, the UK does not have a formal constitution, although it might cite a historical document called the
Magna Carta, signed by a reluctant King John in 1215, plus a collection of legislative ‘Acts of Parliament’ and judicial judgments.
Within its parliamentary system, the role of the executive exists in the form of a Prime Minster, who is also the leader of the
political party in power and therefore an active participant within the legislative. This is in contrast to the US, where the
president essentially represents an executive, while congress and the senate represent the legislative. However, in both
examples, the judiciary is, in principle, meant to act independently of both the executive and legislative institutions in its
interpretation of judicial law.
Note: In a ‘republic’, the role of a constitutional monarchy is invariably replaced by some form of executive president,
which when combined with the legislative function forms a centralised authority, i.e. federal or national.
In the US, the legislative or congress comprises of two chambers, i.e. the House of Representatives and the Senate, and while
both are part of the legislative function, the Senate might also be seen to represent subordinate regions, e.g. states, which then
have a degree of political autonomy over their own local affairs. So while the complexity of the UK and US political systems has
grown over time, both basically conform to the idea of being a democracy with constitutional and parliamentary variations with
possibly a hint of authoritarianism hidden within their political party structures and centralised policy making. However, while it
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has been argued that many governments can be generally described in terms of the three types outlined, there is one possible
exception that also needs to be highlighted in today’s world, i.e. a theocratic government. This form of government wants the
supremacy of some form of deity, e.g. God, to be recognised as the source of all laws, which may extend into all aspects of
social behaviour, i.e. it is possibly totalitarian in scope. While it is believed that this deity has to be the supreme or ultimate
executive of a theocratic government; from a practical perspective most deities seem to require Earth bound representatives,
e.g. popes, imams, ayatollahs, who then head up an equally Earth bound legislative, e.g. bishops, mullahs. However, while there
are some possible examples of truly theocratic governments, most tend to operate in parallel with some form of political
structure, such that both religious and civil law can be administered. In this context, the religious branch of the government
may be essentially authoritarian in its interpretation of religious law; while the political branch may conform to some
democratic principles in the development of its wider judicial law.
1.1.2

Forms of Ideology

It has been previously argued that an ‘ideology’ expresses dissatisfaction
with the current state of the world and aspires to change it, whereas a
‘philosophy’ might simply aspire to understand the world as it is. In this
context, many aspects of politics are rooted in some form of ideology,
often economical in scope, through which it is hoped the world might be
changed for the better. While most forms of ideology only have indirect
influence on the government in power, most governments are invariably
driven by some form of political ideology. Again, attempting to list all
variations of political ideology in existence is possibly a futile task and not
particularly useful in the current generalised introduction, such that we
might initially try to outline some of the general principles that underpin
many political ideologies:




Left-Wing Principles:
o

Liberty:

Freedom of speech and the right to dissent.

o

Equality;

Classless society with a fair distribution of wealth.

o

Fraternity

Communal societies working together.

Right-Wing Principles:
o

Authority:

Preservation of order through established authority.

o

Hierarchy :

Continuation of the existing social order and structures.

o

Free Markets:

Support of private ownership and entrepreneurship

How these principles are actually implemented by political parties within the many nation

Andrew Sullivan

states around the world is subject to much variation, which often depends on history,

How can you tell when a

culture and economic stability at any given point in time. However, we might start to

political ideology has become

outline the scope of some key ideologies within the spectrum of left/right politics by

the equivalent of a religion?

considering the basic tenets of communism, socialism and capitalism.
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Communism:
As an ideology, communism argues for a system of government in which the state generally plans and controls the
economy. As a result of this centralised approach, most communist governments are often authoritarian in style in order
to impose the necessarily level of state control, e.g. elimination of private ownership. Equally, in order to create a classless
society, all people are ‘conceptually’ considered equal, where the state owns not only the means of production and land,
but possibly everything else. In such a system, everybody effectively works for the state, which then hopefully redistributes
the wealth of the state in a fair and equitable manner. Whether there is a real-world example of this ever happening might
be debated.



Socialism:
While socialism and communism can share some ideological goals, e.g. a classless and equitable society, the political
implementation of socialism does not necessarily demand an authoritarian centralised approach. In this respect, socialism
may only demand that people who work for private enterprise employers be paid a fair living wage that is adequate to
cover normal basic needs. As such, many forms of government can support specific socialist principles in terms of their
policies, e.g. minimum wage requirements, free or emergency health care and other social benefits in times of hardship or
disability. In this form, socialism has often been marketed as ‘caring capitalism’, although many die-hard socialists might
argue that this is just PR hype, which invariably lacks real social substance or commitment.



Capitalism:
In principle, capitalism seeks to operate within a free-market, i.e. free from regulation. However, history suggests that this
has encouraged banks, and other financial institutions, to take excessive risks and pursue profit through complex and
convoluted financial arrangements. It might also be argued that the lack of adequate regulation can, and has, led to secret
‘cartels’ that have abuse the power entrusted to them to act honesty and responsibly for the good of society as a whole.
As a side-effect, the general lack of regulation of the free-market economy has also led to labour markets with poor
working conditions and when viewed from a global perspective, unregulated markets appear to find it easier to hire and
fire workers with no warning and little to no compensation. In 1776, Adam Smith wrote his now famous work entitled ‘The
Wealth of Nations’ in which he accepted the right of individual self-interest, but was not so naïve as to believe that the
‘self-interest’ of all individuals would always be in the ‘collective interest’ of society, as a whole. As such, he believed that
free-market capitalism had to be regulated in some form, which might then lead us to a description of ‘state capitalism’ or
‘social capitalism’. In state-capitalism, the state may also own key industries/services that play a vital role within the
market economy and the stability of the state overall. In this respect, we might cite China has an example of state
capitalism. Alternatively, we might introduce the hybrid concept of social capitalism that operates within a free-market,
but impose the necessary levels of economic regulation and social policies to avoid the excesses and inequalities of
unregulated capitalism.

Of course, more authoritative discussions on such topics may cite many other forms of political ideology, e.g. anarchism,
absolutism, liberalism, conservatism, because they represent slightly difference ideas that are mutually exclusive to each other
to differing degrees. However, again, by simplifying the discussion to a left/right spectrum we might position the basic
ideologies of communism, socialism and capitalism, which is sufficient for this general introduction of ideas to proceed.
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1.1.3

The Problem Space

In the context of a ‘broad introduction’, this discussion will only attempt to outline the problem space in terms of what things
have had, and will have, a major affect on the evolution of the political process, i.e. past, present and future.

While there has been some limited acknowledgement of the role of history and culture, we possibly need to continue the
outline of its role in the global evolution of various political systems.
But how much history do we really need to review?
th

st

If we simply look back at history from a general perspective anchored to the very start of the 20 century, rather than the 21 ,
we might perceive progress towards a more ‘enlightened approach’ of political governance as the idea of a democratically
elected executive, legislative and judiciary functions developed. While democratic forms of governments were not necessarily
the rule, optimistic predictions at this earlier time might have suggested that the days of absolute monarchies and dictatorships
were coming to an end. Of course, much of this implied ‘enlighten approach’ was really restricted to only a few developed and
th

prosperous regions of the world and possibly by the mid 20 century much of this earlier optimism may have faded during the
course of two world wars and the emergence of a capitalism versus communism standoff between the US and Russia. Even so,
it is possible that optimism was rekindled with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the apparent softening of the Chinese
cultural revolution by the mid 1990’s.
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So what is the state of optimism today?
In a forward looking context, we really need to consider the totality of the ‘problem space’ and the ability of present-day ‘global
governance’ to solve ‘global problems’. However, while tomorrow’s problems will very different in scope, they may still be
rooted in what we might call the ‘human condition’, which has been responsible for creating most man-made disasters over
and above the many types of natural disasters, which have often inflicted misery on humanity.
But what is meant by the human condition?
At a basic level, evolutionary theory suggests that all life is driven by survival
instincts to adapt to its environment or perish in the attempt. While the human
condition is complex, basic survival needs, e.g. food, water and shelter, still have
to be met, after which humanity invariably seeks the protection of larger social
groupings. However, the ‘evolution’ of the human condition also appears to be

Adlai E. Stevenson
Man is a strange animal. He generally
cannot read the handwriting on the
wall until his back is up against it.

driven by the need for both ‘esteem’ and ‘power’; where the former relates to a need to be respected by others, while the
latter relates to a need to win and/or achieve. Within this ‘hierarchy of needs’, humanity has developed many politically
powerful institutions in order to manage the increasing complexity of its societies and through these institutions, small
minorities have been able to establish their governance over larger majorities. However, in order for a small minority to
dominate, it needed power of one sort or another, e.g. political, military and/or religious, such that the initial development of
th

political power tended to be authoritarian in style. This said, history up to the 20 century suggested that progress was being
made towards the wider acceptance of democratic and constitutional principles and, to some extent, it still is. As such, given
enough time, we might be optimistic that better political processes will evolve and spread around the world.
But how do disasters, both natural and man-made affect this optimism?
In the past, natural disasters in the form of volcanic eruptions, earthquakes and floods were often enough to destabilise the
rule of a minority-led government because it jeopardised the more basic survival needs of the majority. However, while natural
disasters can still threaten the political order of a society, such disasters and any resulting political instability that follows tends
to be relatively localised, when viewed from a global perspective. This localisation was also true for the many man-made
th

st

disasters up to the 20 century. However, in the 21 century, the survival needs of a global majority has become increasingly
threatened by a new catalogue of man-made disasters that could have far-wider reach, e.g.
population growth, global warming, ecosystem collapse, resource depletion, economic collapse,
social and political anarchy, disease pandemics, cultural, racial and religious strife, war and terrorism
While, in this outline, we do not necessarily need to understand all the risks implied in the list above, it seems that such manmade disasters could easily lead to global instability, as the political process of governance breaks down and fails to meet even
the most basic survival needs of the majority. Of course, many still believe, or hope, that modern technology, when coupled
with appropriate political action, is capable of solving whatever problems the future might thrown at us.
But is this optimism realistic or simply wishful thinking?
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While there is a place for optimism, if it cannot specify how a set of goals will be achieved, then it becomes little more than
wishful thinking. In this respect, we have to be realistic about what any future political process will be capable of achieving, if
still subject to compromise and where open discussion of all the problems is constrained by the idea of political correctness and
the notion of plausible denial.
So what is wrong with compromise and political correctness?
If we consider almost any of the global problems cited above, we might realise that

Lewis Carroll

within the cultural and economic spread of some 190 nation states, the scope of

If you don't know where you are

compromise in terms of winners and losers is potentially too wide to close in any

going, any road will get you there.

reasonable timeframe. Today, the political processes within the most powerful
nation states appears resistant to almost any wholesale reduction in the standard of living of its own population in order raise
the standard of living in the poorest nation states. If so, the only way poorer nation states can increase their own standard of
living is to attempt to gain access to more of the world’s diminishing natural resources, while still battling the potential
injustices of expanding free-market capitalism, which typically favours the most powerful nation states. We might also realise
that the world’s poorest nation states are often the ones most exposed to many of the global problems listed, while having
little leverage in any political negotiations that the wealthiest nation states might wish to describe as a ‘compromise solution’. If
we accept this overview as not being totally unrealistic of the current state of play, which is unlikely to change any time soon,
the problems associated with population growth in a world subject to increasing resource depletion might simply be ignored by
an ‘uncaring capitalist economy’ until it is too late.
So are politicians also being ‘economical’ with the truth?
It is said that we get the politicians we deserve, although it might be more
accurate to say that we get the politicians the political systems allows. For
example, political leaders operating in a totalitarian system do not necessarily
have to explain their decisions and we might cite the famines caused by the
politics of Stalin and Mao as extreme consequences of such systems. Of course,
we have to also recognise that the actions of democratic governments have also

Ben Okri
A magician and a politician may have
much in common in that they both
draw our attention away from what
they are really doing.

led to many deaths, although those responsible might possibly prefer the semantics of ‘collateral damage’. However, if people
do get the politicians they deserve, then we, the people, must take our share of the responsibility, although this may be too
harsh on those people forced to live under a totalitarian system. Despite this caveat, it may be true to say that ‘the majority’
responsible for any given political system are often reluctant to hear the truth, if this truth will have an adverse affect on their
lives and prosperity. Therefore, ‘majority politics’ can also be responsible for limiting political action, such that the ‘economical’
use of the truth may be used as a means of ‘plausible denial’ by both politicians and the wider majority. So, even if there were
some obvious solution to one of the global problems listed, the probability of a solution actually being fully adopted may
remain close to zero, if it affects the national interest or the interests of the powerful minority and/or a significant portion of
the voting majority.
But is the political process really to blame?
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At this stage, we possibly need to consider that financial and commodity markets, driven primarily by supply and demand, do
not have to operate in accordance with any obvious ethical or moral code. If so, we then need to consider who we expect to
legislate the required ethical guidelines and, more importantly, how they would be enforced on a global level. For, today, most
political systems essentially operate within the boundaries of a nation state, even though the prosperity of the nation state is
more often than not dependent on the fortunes of a free-market economy, which is now global in scope. As a result, most
nation states have little political control over their own domestic economies, when faced with global ‘boom and bust’ cycles.
Therefore, in the absence of any accepted form of global governance, which is underpinned by a recognised political process in
which ethical issues are taken in to consideration, the global economy will continue to be driven by the need for financial profit
and subject to potentially wild variations in supply and demand, which an unregulated market often helps to create and
manipulate. It might also be recognised that in the absence of any obvious form of ‘global democracy’, the interests of a ‘global
majority’ will not really be taken into account, which is possibly the root cause of so much growing disillusionment being
directed at so many political systems around the world.
But where does political correctness fit into all this?
At one level, political correctness might be seen as little more than the banning of a few words now considered to be
unacceptable, especially in a racial context. However, almost by definition, the idea of political correctness can be extended to
encompass the concept of ethics and morality within the evolution of political policy. So while some may disagree with the
following definition of ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’, it will be suggested that ‘ethics’ can be characterised in the form of a ‘policy’ that
can then be adopted by almost any form of institution, e.g. political. In contrast, we might characterise ‘morality’ as aligning
better with our more individual ideas of right and wrong. One reason for arguing for this definition is that it allows a clearer
distinction between the ethical practices of an institution and the morality held by individuals, such that the ethical policies of
an institution may fall short of the personal morality of individual members. As such, actions taken by political institutions may
not always be seen as morally acceptable by some within a nation state, e.g. killing is morally wrong, but ethically accepted by
the state in times of war. The other reason for separating the definition of ethics and morality is that if the economic system
does actually operate without any significant regard of ethics or morality, the best we may initially hope for is some form of
ethical policy being imposed on the global economy, even though today there is no obvious political process that can impose
ethical governance on all the financial institutions that make up the global economy. Another aspect of political correctness
that might be debated is whether there is a significant difference between what people say in public, in order to be seen to be
political correct, and what people actually think and do in private.
What examples of public and private political correctness might be cited?
Normally, it is accepted that the US constitution was founded on secular principles, such that the functions of the state would
be separated from religious belief, thus hopefully preventing any religious persecution by the state, which so many had
originally fled. This said, today, it estimated that 70% of Americans identify themselves as Christians with possibly up to 40%
holding some form of creationist belief, e.g. that the Earth was formed between 6,000 and 10,000 years ago. However, in
contrast, research suggests that while 40% of Americans say they go to church each week, less than 20% actually attend.
Against this backdrop of a secular constitution and a somewhat confusing picture of the actual depth of religious belief, over
92% of political representatives of the US congress declared themselves as practicing Christians. Why this might be so is left for
you to decide.
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OK, even if true, how do all these problems affect the scope for political evolution?
Again, it is highlighted that this broad introduction is only trying to outline some of the wider problems, which need to be
resolved and some of the possible barriers to any practical political solution in the near term. So far, the following problems
have been cited has having potential global scope for future generations:
population growth, global warming, ecosystem collapse, resource depletion, economic collapse,
social and political anarchy, disease pandemics, cultural, racial and religious strife, war and terrorism
While not all of these problems are necessarily directly linked to population growth, it could be argued that population possibly
exacerbates all of them. While the debate over population has already been addressed in another discussion, see ‘Population
and Resources’, it is highlighted that there are possibly two schools of thought on this issue. One argument is that the total
population is the major factor, while others argue that it is the over-consumption of a smaller minority. My problem with the
over-consumption argument is that it is dependent on the idea of the ‘human condition’, where the present-day underconsuming majority will aspire to become part of the over-consuming minority. If so, the resources of planet Earth can only be
sustained, if the aspiration of a better life, rather than mere subsistence, is confined to a finite number of people. For example,
the discussion of the ‘Human Footprint’ suggests various figures for a sustainable global population based on the resource
usage per capita. However, if everybody aspires to the lifestyle of the top 10%, then the total sustainable population would
possibly have to fall below 2 billion in comparison to a current population of 7 billion, which is expected to rise towards 10
billion by 2050. In this context, the issue that nobody wants to talk about in public debate for fear of being seen as ‘political
incorrect’ is the very alarming, but nevertheless necessary question now being tabled:
Who lives and who dies in any future political compromise?
Only now might we see the stark horror as to why so few want to really talk about such problems, let alone address them
within any effective form of public and/or political forum. While the affluent minority is not without compassion for the plight
of the poor majority, there is no obvious indication that they are willing to give up their own lifestyle in order that a larger part
of the global population can be raised out of poverty. Therefore, irrespective of whether we retreat back into ‘plausible denial’,
the questions and the problems still remain and will demand a solution, one way or another.
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1.2

Which Path to the Future?

The title of this section of discussions takes the form of a question, simply because there may be no obvious path into future,
which is acceptable to all. Equally, while many of the discussions will allude to a process of evolution; the associated idea of
natural selection does not necessarily guarantee ‘better’ only the adaptation to a changing environment. If so, the intellectual,
and possibly ethical, pursuit of ‘better’ or more equitable forms of global governance may not be guaranteed in any near-term
future. As this perspective may be seen as being overly pessimistic from the outset, we shall start by describing a wider spread
of ideas forwarded by the ‘Global Scenario Group’ operating as part of the ‘Tellus Institute’, which possibly dates back to 1995.
Therefore, reference is also made to a later article, published in 2010, entitled The Century Ahead: Searching for Sustainability
by a group of authors still associated with the Tellus Institute, which provides more up-to-date analysis. However, this article
might be seen as analogous to the ideas already reviewed under the heading ‘The Limits to Growth’ in that its conclusions try to
remain ‘hopeful’, but not necessarily optimistic, e.g.
The transition (to some future world) can only emerge as a collective cultural and political project of global citizens, a
development that is far from guaranteed. We can only hope that our scan of the global future, suggesting the
desirability, even necessity, of such a deep change, will help spur action to achieve sustainability.
So while some of the original ideas under the heading ‘Global Scenarios’ may have been updated, the intention is only to use
them as an initial framework for comparison against the ‘progress’ that has actually been achieved over the last 20 years.
Within the structure of the diagram below, we see three potential paths leading into the future, originally anchored to the
political state of the world in 1995, where each path into the future is then shown to split into different potential outcomes.

It is generally assumed that the ‘current trends and policies’ back in 1995 were a reflection of disparate politics, developments
and interests of some +190 nation states, which collectively had little overall control over an expanding free-market economy,
where the 2008 financial meltdown lies in the future. So, it is from this viewpoint that various paths and potential end-points
are described:
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Conventional:
In a sense, this path essentially represents a continuation of the world following historic trends, where the global economy
effectively operates to the benefit of the richest nation states in the absence of any overall political or ethical regulation.
Even now, in 2015, we might realise that this situation has not really changed, although it might be seen as increasingly
unstable.



Barbarization:
If the conventional path does eventually become unstable, mounting environmental and social problems may result in
growing political instability around the world as the survival needs of the global majority cannot be fully met. If so, the
world may be driven towards more basic principles, e.g. survival of the fittest.



Transitional:
This path might simply be described as leading towards any solution that might better provide sustainability, which we
might assume includes both population and resource usage. However, it is far from clear how the population versus
resource sustainability problems will resolved in practice.

Within each of the paths outlined above, the authors have identified two possible ‘visions’, which for general simplicity might
be thought sufficient to create some level of sustainability, although possibly not enough to be described as a new world order.
The following outline briefly describes each before examining some of these ideas from a more critical perspective:


Market Forces:
This outcome might be described as a continuation of today’s free-market capitalism, which is dependent on technology
advances to counter any downturns resulting from resource depletion linked to population growth and environmental
change. However, given 20 years of hindsight, we might have to question whether technology alone will be sufficient to
improve the lives of a global majority, such that increasing social disorder is adverted.



Policy Reform:
Assumes that national governments are able to agree real changes that lead to the implementation, and not just the
discussion, of more forward looking environmental and social goals. Again, we might now recognise that there is
considerable uncertainty as to how such an approach can be achieved given the scope of reforms necessary for long-term
sustainability of the global economy, while also being subject to both population growth and environmental change.



Fortress World:
Acknowledges the possibility that the global problems simply get worst, such that powerful nation states enforce order in
the form of authoritarian governance, which would possibly only attempt to control the global economy for the benefit of
a minority within a few powerful nation states. To some extent, it might be argued that the world already operates in this
mode given that the most affluent 20% consume 80% of the world resources.



Breakdown:
As a corollary to fortress world, authoritarian governance fails to prevent global chaos spreading, as environmental and
social problems spiral out of control driven by population growth and dwindling global resources. Again, it might be argued
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that even the most powerful nation states are now struggling to keep world order, which is beginning to threaten the
delivery of critical resources essential to their national economies.


Eco-Communalism:
Assumes a possible return to more local forms of governance, possibly less reliant on technology, especially in the area of
the global transport of goods and services. However, it might be questioned whether such an approach could only be
maintained within the protective framework of a powerful nation state or after the wholesale breakdown of more
centralised governance. If the latter, it is suspected that such a solution could only support a much smaller global
population prepared to live a more hand-to-mouth existence.



New Paradigm:
This seems to be a highly idealistic vision of some new world order predicated on the idea of global citizenship, where
altruism rules through democratic institutions of global governance. How this new world order comes into existence is left
to you to consider, but it is difficult to imagine that such radical change could come about without the current world order
essentially collapsing. If so, it might then suggest a considerable period of near global chaos would follow, which would
only make this idea even harder to achieve in any reasonable timeframe.

While the scenarios outlined above may provide an initial model for discussion, it may be possible to note from the
commentary added to each description that some of these possibilities are now judged to be highly improbable. If first
described in 1995, we might now reflect on the probability of each with 20 years of hindsight, which only seems to affirm the
level of over-optimism associated with some of these potential outcomes, such that we are forced to evaluate more realistic
outcomes, even if we hope they are equally overly pessimistic. It is also highlighted that the viability of any model proposed has
to be seen in terms of the timeframes involved. For if population and resource usage continue to follow an exponential growth
path, then the timeframe in question may not extend beyond the current century.

The revised diagram above is anchored in the same 1995 starting point as before, i.e. a world dominated by national politics
and a free-market economy. However, in 2015, the world still appears to be following the ‘conventional’ path based on market
forces with only limited policy reform in terms of the global economy. Unlike before, the diagram above reflects a sequential
timeline flowing from left to right with more probability weighting given to the red paths, where the numbered circles simply
reflect a transition point, rather than an end state.
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Transition-1:
Probability suggests that a conventional path of national politics, which is unable to really control the global economy will
eventually reach a transition point of some description or another due to population growth and resource depletion.
Potential advances in technology and varying degrees of political compromise make it difficult to predict an exact
timescale or the scope of the political breakdown, only that something must eventually change.



Transition-2:
Despite the uncertainty, the direct [0-2] path to a sustainable economy is rejected, although this transition point might be
reach through ‘crisis change’, i.e. [1-2], as the prospect of a global ‘political breakdown‘ becomes increasingly real.
However, we might realise that any change towards a ‘sustainable economy’ devised in crisis made not be well conceive
and therefore could eventually fail.



Transition-3:
If ‘crisis change’ fails to achieve the level of political and economic reform necessary to maintain a ‘sustainable economy’,
it is not unreasonable to suggest that any interim global system may collapse and fall back towards ‘political breakdown’
that then triggers a period of more ‘chaotic change’ in order to avoid what has been labelled as ‘fortress world’.



Transition-4:
While the imminent prospect of ‘fortress world’ may trigger a period of renewed, but possibly evermore more ‘chaotic
change’, probability suggests that such change may be equally insufficient to lead directly to any fundamentally new
paradigm of world order that can be sustained.



Transition-5:
Fortress world suggests the use force to maintain order and essential economic supplies to some smaller and segmented
portions of the world population. It is possible that ‘fortress world’ might consist of a number of nation states working in
different coalitions that best suit the different political and economic needs of the member states being subject to varying
degrees of environmental change based on geography. While such coalitions may prove to be inherently unstable, they
may persist into the future in the absence of any real alternatives.



Transition-6:
As pointed out at the begin of this discussion, evolutionary change does not necessarily mean ‘better’ simply that life
adapts to the survival needs of a new environment. The new environment in question may be a world subjected to
significant climate change, which only compounds the problem of resource shortages associated with population growth.
As such, the ‘sustainable world’ implied might not be fair or ethical or even a morally acceptable solution, simply one that
the natural world imposes on humanity if it does not take any alternative action.

Despite all attempts to try to rationalise a path into our global future, it is impossible to talk with any certainty given all the
unknown variables that may ultimately play a part. Of course, it may still be argued that some paths are more probable within
the timeframes being associated with problems, such as population growth, global climate change and potential resource
shortages. However, there is an ‘elephant-in-the-room’ that is not often discussed in the context of politics, although it will be
the focus of the next discussion.
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1.2.1

The Elephant in the Room

The expression ‘the elephant in the room’ is often used as a
metaphor for a truth that is ignored, despite its obvious
size. However, it has become a somewhat over-used
expression as there appears to be so many ‘elephants’
discussed in connection with human activity, e.g. personal,
social, economic and political. Despite the implied over-use
of the expression, this discussion wants to draw attention
to one other specific elephant, which is often ignored
because it suggests that, in evolutionary terms, we are not
really so different from our earliest ancestors in how we
actually think and act, despite all the apparent advances in
global civilisation. If this is the case, it may effectively
restrict the number of political options open to humanity in
its attempt to create a better collective global society, at least, in the near-term. Of course, many may consider this position,
along with the previous discussion, as being far too pessimistic, even defeatist, as they might reasonably argue that optimism
may still help determine the path taken by future generations. In this context, the optimist may point to the many technical and
social advances throughout the 20th century, which have elevated much of humanity out the day-to-day drudgery of mere
existence. Of course, in contrast, the pessimistic may point out that the benefits have not been universally shared and that
technology has often helped exacerbate many of today’s global problems.
So is technology the elephant?
While technology has undoubtedly affected the path humanity has taken, ultimately it has been human decisions that have put
us on the current path. If so, we have to consider any evolution of politics as an activity that is profoundly influenced by the
mindset of humanity itself. However, at this point, we need to make some clearer distinction between the scope of political
thinking, as oppose to the practical aspect of the political process and the subsequent reality of political action. If political
thinking only aspires to discuss the world as it is, there may be little to no restrictions placed on academic discussion, provided
it is not seen as a threat to the stability of the state. Likewise, it has been acceptable for some global institutions, such as the
United Nations, to broadly adopt democratic processes in respect to its voting process, ignoring veto mechanisms, even though
individual member states may suppress such democratic ideas within the borders of their own nation state. However, the
reality of implementing effective political action can be an entirely different matter, especially if that action is perceived to
adversely affect the nation state or the ruling minority or even any wider voting majority.
So is political action the elephant?
While political action can be the catalyst of unwanted change, which then acts to polarise people, communities and nation
states, it is primarily an effect rather than a root cause. For it is argued that the actual cause is invariably linked to what has
been described as the ‘human condition’ in which we might perceive the disparity between what we, as individuals, know
should be done and what we, as collective groups, consistently fail to achieve through the political process.
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So is the ‘human condition’ the elephant?
It is argued that many aspects of human society have raced ahead of the evolutionary idea of ‘natural selection’, while other
aspects of our individual behaviour remained anchored to our DNA and basic survival instincts. If so, the dichotomy of the
human condition may explain why progress towards more ethical global politics, and an equitable economy, have either failed
or been torturously slow throughout human history. While this assessment of humanity does not ignore the development of
our ideas of right and wrong or individual desires to build a better world, it does question our collective ability to override our
survival instincts, which have brought us this far down the evolutionary road. If so, we need to stop talking about ‘elephants’
and recognise that it is ‘we’, i.e. humanity, that are the very large problem on the planet and why we may have no obvious
solution within ourselves.
If this problem cannot be solved, then why discuss it?
While there may not be an obvious solution to the human condition in the near-term, it does not mean it is impossible to
overcome; especially if we recognise the restrictions it may place on the scope of any immediate change. Of course, some might
rightly point out that this problem is implicitly recognised and accounted for in the guise of ‘political compromise’. However, we
also need to understand where political compromise may lead us.
Albert Einstein
What is the difference between compromise and appeasement?

Beware of rotten compromises.

If compromise leads to a mutually agreed solution, which may serve longer term goals, then the process may have value.
However, it might be recognised that appeasement often has more to do with the human condition that seeks to avoid conflict
with a powerfully bully, be it in the form of an individual or collective nation state. Either way, there is a survival logic at work
that may quite reasonably prevent us from confronting the ‘bully’, but which then deflects our path. While aspects of our
individual survival instincts relating to compromise and appeasement also extend into the political arena, the collective effects
can be considerably more complex. For example, we might realise that those in power tend not to be the ones who serve on
the front-line of any physical conflict, such that they need to be held fully accountable by some other means. Of course,
democratic governments can be held to account for failing to take the ‘right’ decision by a voting majority and a free-press,
although they may have different perceptions of what decision is right or wrong. However, it also needs to be highlighted that
this accountability may not really exist in some authoritarian systems, which can then distort the degree of compromise
achievable, if a politically powerful minority can remain protected from the consequences of its own self-interests.
So who are the bullies on the global stage?
While we who live under the political governance of a democratic system might feel we can point the finger towards others,
who have adopted more authoritarian systems, history suggests that powerful democracies are also capable of simply bullying
smaller countries into a ‘negotiated compromise’ by the threat of force or economic sanctions. Clearly, in such cases, the
powerful may actually need make little in the way of compromise, while the less powerful are forced into a position of
appeasement that may only add to the global resentment and increased social instability. The number of present-day examples
of nation states acting in this way are possibly so obvious that they need not be cited by name.
How else might the human condition influence political decisions?
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Possibly the biggest dichotomy in the human condition relates to our inner conflict between self-interest and the idea of
altruism; where the latter is simply defined as putting the interests of others before your own. Again, we might start by realising
how self-interest can be driven by our survival instincts for the ‘essentials of life’; although exactly what constitutes ‘essential’
can be very subjective and, in sense, adapts to our current life-style. Today, the sheer scale of the disparity being suggested can
be seen in the life-style of the top 10% in comparison to the bottom 10% of the global population. Of course, this does not
mean that the top 10% have no moral compass when it comes to specific acts of altruistic generosity, only that it is rare to find
such acts resulting in any major change in the fortunes of the rich. However, it is possible that we all have limits on the impacts
we are willing to accept to our own life-styles, such that the poorer you become, the more desperate you become to protect
what little you have. If this perspective has any validity, it may not be so hard to realise why the disparity between the rich and
th

the poor has grown throughout the 20 century and continues into the 21st century.
So what do we really know about the human condition?
The scope of what has been described as the ‘human condition’ is both wide and complex as it encompasses the evolution of
humanity in terms of its physiology and neurology in combination with the development of human civilisation, especially over
the last 10,000 years. As a consequence, there are many fields of research that are attempting to put forward various
hypotheses that may help explain how the human brain has evolved in terms of natural selection and ultimately how
humanity’s ability to change its own environment may have accelerated this process. Given the breadth of these topics, the
next discussion should only be seen as an overview of just a few speculative lines of research.
1.2.2

The Brain and the Human Condition

While many may see this discussion as tangential, and possibly irrelevant to the
political debate, if politics is a human activity, then the workings of our brains is
at the very centre of this debate. As a species, humanity has classed itself to be
‘Homo Sapien’, even though our collective wisdom might often be questioned.
However, within the evolutionary tree of life, our intellectual capacity to
manipulate our environment appears to suggest that humanity stands apart

Homo Sapiens
Comes from the Latin meaning ‘wise
person’, but where ‘homo’ corresponds
to the human genome, which now
includes extinct species of hominid.

from any other life-forms on planet Earth. Yet, despite all the apparent differences to the rest of the animal kingdom, we still
share 99% of our DNA with several species of great ape.
So what makes us human?
It is not unreasonable to assume that the evolutionary increase in brain size must have some direct correlation to our
intellectual capacity to solve problems, which first helped us to adapt to new environments and then to eventually manipulate
the environment to best meet our survival needs. Over a period of some seven million years, the human brain has tripled in
size, although most of this growth has occurred in the last two million years. In part, this increase in brain size is often explained
in terms of both environmental and dietary changes forced on earlier hominids, which in-turn may have led to changes in the
complexity of social groupings in order to survive. However, the development of larger brains came with many negative survival
risks, which natural selection would not necessarily consider sustainable unless it ultimately led to increase survival rates. To
counter this negative aspect, it seems that that an increased brain size also triggered the need for more complex social
groupings in order to ensure the survival of infants, whose brains now required many years to fully develop.
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OK, so how big is the human brain?
3

The adult human brain is estimated to have average volume around 1200cm with an average weight of about 1.5kg. However,
such macroscopic details do not come close to quantifying the complexity of the human brain, which consists of billions of
neurons with about 10-50 times that number of other cells, which serve to support and protect the neurons. While such
numbers appear enormous, the actual complexity of the brain can only be fully appreciated when accounting for the fact that
each of the billions of neurons may form thousands of connections to another neurons, which gives rise to a neural network of
14

cells in the order of 100 trillion (10 ). So, somewhere in this vast interconnectivity of cells, the idea of human consciousness
came into existence along with an ability to make logical choices subject to all the emotional inconsistencies, which we have
labelled in terms of the human condition.
OK, but do we have any idea how these 100 trillion neurons get wired up?
The actual structural evolution of the human brain extends back along a timeline measured in hundreds of millions of years,
when intelligence was limited to very basic survival instincts. While many of these survival instincts are still encoded into our
DNA, they have also been augmented by millions of years of subsequent evolution that has extended the human ability for
logical thoughts, even though our actions can still be influenced by emotional behaviour. While the model below, known as the
Triune Brain, is no longer considered mainstream, it possibly serves a useful purpose within this overview in that it suggests a
basic framework in which the evolution of the human brain has progressed.

The oldest part of the brain, which is comprised of the brain stem and the cerebellum is labelled the ‘Reptile Brain’ as it is
responsible for the most basic behavioural traits, i.e. survival instincts and direct stimulus responses encompassing fight-orflight. Today, modern brain research is beginning understand that much human behaviour, e.g. reflex action, is still controlled
by essentially unconscious thought processes in the brain stem because there is not enough time for higher conscious thought
to process the information from our senses. The next development along the evolutionary timeline is labelled the ‘Mammal
Brain’ that sits above the brain stem and cerebellum and consists of the hippocampus, hypothalamus and amygdala. One of the
functions of this component of the brain is to both generate and regulate the flow of key chemicals which helps control our
memory and emotions, and underpins many other behavioural traits. These evolutionary extensions are generally lacking in
reptiles, but present in mammals and in higher primates, where the ‘limbic system’ is described as acting as a buffer between

22 of 60

the mysearch.org.uk website
All great truths begin as blasphemies
copyright ©: 2004-2016
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________
our thoughts and actions. By way of a generalised example, we might realise that without any ability for emotional empathy,
we might act in very ‘inhuman’ ways to others to the point that we might be described as sociopaths. The final and most recent
evolution of the brain is known as the ‘Human Brain’ as its structure is essentially unique to humanity. As such, the neocortex is
part of the brain that we associated with conscious thought, which is responsible for much of what we think makes us human,
e.g. logic, reason, art, music, science, creativity, language.
Given its importance, what else do we know about the neocortex?
As a generalisation, the neocortex is often described as being divided into four major lobes: frontal, parietal, temporal and
occipital, where the pictures below simply gives an indication of the real structural complexity involved, which is way beyond
the needs of this discussion.

So, in summary, the neocortex might simply be described as being structurally divided into two halves. The left hemisphere is
responsible for the capability to engage in analytical thought, verbal and written communication plus logic and reason in the
form of mathematic and scientific thought. In contrast, the right hemisphere makes different types of activities and traits
possible, such as intuition, empathy, creative expression, art, music, and holistic thought. While these two halves have to work
in some form of balance, this is not always the case and an imbalance towards one brain hemisphere or the other can lead to
many forms of dysfunctional behaviour.
Note: It is estimated that 1-in-4 people in the world will be affected by mental or neurological disorders at some point in
their lives. At any time, around 450 million people worldwide are thought to suffer from such conditions, placing mental
disorders among the leading causes of ill-health and disability. However, it is not clear that this estimate really accounts
for all other behavioural problems observed in many societies around the world associated with stress and alcohol/drug
abuse. Equally, based on standard IQ score distribution, approximately 10-15% of any population might be classed as
mentally retarded, although such a stark statement might now been seen as ‘political incorrect’. However, the fact
remains that a significant percentage of any democratic majority may not be fully rational in the choices it makes.
However, it should also be mentioned that the human brain does not come fully form at birth, although it possesses all the
billions of neurons it will ever have. As already outlined, the brain processes information by forming networks of neurons,
which ‘communicate’ via electrical and chemical signals, which ultimately form the basis of learning and memory. However, this
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system of neutron interconnectivity and communication takes a long time to develop between birth and adolescence. So, while
a baby, at birth, already has all of the neurons it will ever have, the brain as a whole doubles in size during the first year and by
age three, it will have reached ~80% of its adult volume. However, more importantly, the interconnectivity between neurons
form at a faster rate during these years than at any other time and by the age two or three, the brain has up to twice as many
synapses as it will have in adulthood, as suggested by the following diagram:

How does neuroscience explain this process?
It would seem that this process is dependent on both genetic and environmental factors, which might be characterised in terms
of the more widely understood processes of ‘nature versus nurture’ and the expression of ‘use it or lose it’. In the earliest
stages, brain development is primarily affected by genetic factors, although environmental and dietary factors surrounding
foetal development can also be key factors. However, it is our DNA, in the form of genes, which direct the developing neurons
to form all the necessary parts of the brain in accordance to an individual’s DNA blueprint, although coherence of the signalling
within the neural network is far from complete. After birth, the brain starts to ‘wire’ itself in response to the inputs it receives
from its surrounding environment, i.e. via its senses and experiences, to which the excess of connections in the childhood brain
makes it more responsive. This ability of the brain to, in part, shape itself is called ‘plasticity’ and has allowed humanity to adapt
more quickly to environmental change than our basic DNA blueprint would allow. For example, speech sounds that stimulate
activity in language-related brain regions, pre-exist based on the DNA blueprint, but are not fully ‘wired’ until the brain starts to
use them. As a consequence, neural pathways that rarely get used remain weak and may eventually be ‘pruned’ away during
adolescence, such that ‘nurture’ can not only determine what information enters the brain, but may also influence how the
brain ultimately processes information.
OK, while this may be interesting to some, what has it really got to do with politics?
Whether we accept it or not, how we act as rational human beings depends on the internal wiring of our brains. In addition, the
1.5kg of grey matter in which we perceive and process existence has undergone millions of years of evolution, apparently
guided by just one overriding goal – survival. However, somewhere long this evolutionary path, the emergence of conscious
free-will and logical thought appeared, although our ‘human brain’ still retains many aspects of an earlier ‘mammal brain’ and
‘reptile brain’. Research also suggests that the development of the human brain through childhood can be critical to how we
come to see the world and that the formation of this complexity can lead to many forms of dysfunctional behaviour, which may
impair our ability to act rationally. If so, the one of the biggest obstacles standing in the way of progress may be ourselves.
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1.2.3

Other Obstacles to Progress

While it has been argued that the ‘human condition’ is part of the overall ‘problem space’ under discussion, it is also possible to
describe the human condition in terms of an obstacle to future progress, when seeking political solutions to the more tangible
problems of the world, e.g.
population growth, global warming, ecosystem collapse, resource depletion, economic collapse,
social and political anarchy, disease pandemics, cultural, racial and religious strife, war and terrorism
For, in many ways, there are potential solutions to most of the problems cited, if only we had the political means to implement
them on a global scale. As previously stated, while population growth may not be the only causal effect of the problems above,
it is probably a key factor that exacerbates most of them. If so, then some understanding of the issues surrounding population
growth may be a necessary prerequisite to any discussion of the political process required to solve these problems. Today, in
2016, you can go to a website called the ‘Worldometers’ and see a real-time count of the global population, e.g. 7.4 billion,
which is increasing at a rate of +90,000/day or 11.7 million/year. However, some 70,000 years ago, a volcano on Sumatra called
Toba erupted and ejected more than 2500 cubic kilometres of magma. The Toba eruption resulted in a global ecological
disaster, e.g. destruction of vegetation, severe drought and a 10-year volcanic winter, which caused a severe reduction in the
human population. As a direct result of this eruption, it is possible that humanity was reduced to less than a thousand
reproductive adults, which is supported by genetic evidence suggesting that all of humanity can trace its ancestry to this very
small population around 70,000 years ago. However, while our survival was never guaranteed, the global population did
recover to reach one billion by 1804.

By the 1960, this number had trebled to 3 billion and by 2011 it had passed 7 billion and current projections suggest that the
global population may approach 10 billion by 2050. Clearly, this exponential growth in the human population, in just over 200
years, cannot continue for much longer. In fact, some have gone as far as to draw parallels between the effects of human
population growth on the global ecosystem to that of malignant cancer. While the full details of this arguments can be
reviewed in the article by ‘Warren Hern’, the following extract might serve as an uncomfortable summary:
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Along with decreasing doubling times as a function of increasing rates of population growth over the past several
thousand years, the human species has shown striking parallels with a malignant growth. Some cancers also display
decreasing doubling times of cell proliferation during the most rapidly growing phase. At 6 billion, the number of
doublings reached by the human population as of 1998 is 32.5, with the 33rd doubling (8.59 billion) expected early in the
next century. In terms of total animal biomass, including that of domestic animals under human control, the 33rd
doubling of human-related biomass has been passed. In terms of energy use, which is a more accurate index of the
global ecological impact of humans, the human species has passed its 36th doubling. These calculations are important
because, in addition to the number of doublings, the human population is showing several important similarities with a
malignant tumour, which results in death of the host organism at between 37 and 40 doublings. At current growth rates,
the number of individual humans will reach those levels within 200-400 years from the present, but the ecological
impact will be felt much sooner since the number of doublings of energy consumed will pass 37 early in the next century.
These observations support the hypothesis that the human species has become a malignant process on the planet that is
likely to result in the equivalent, for humans, of ecosystem death, or at least in a radical transformation of the
ecosystem, the early phases of which are being observed.
While this argument may be seen as too extreme, it is clear that even the current human population is causing many seemingly
insurmountable problems for our political institutions to resolve. This inability to effectively address the problems of the world
does not depend on the form of governments or their ideology, while its authority is limited to the boundaries of a nation state.
For it is the disparity in political, economic and even religious developments across some 190+ nation states, which is
preventing global solutions, even compromised ones, from being effectively implemented. As such, we may only be able to
summarise the scope of problems being associated with the current global population rather than necessarily being able to
define a political solution at this point:


Food: One billion go to bed hungry and approximately 25,000 people die, every day, of malnutrition and hunger-related
diseases, where 18,000 of this number are children under 5 years old.



Water Shortages: One billion people also lack access to sufficient water for personal consumption, agriculture and
sanitation. Aquifers are being depleted faster than they can be replenished, while melting glaciers further threaten the
water supply for billions.



Air Quality: Pollution is a major problem in many regions of the world and childhood asthma rates have risen dramatically
in the past 20 years. Such problems are not limited to the industrialized countries, as children in undeveloped countries
also suffer as a result of burning wood and animal dung for warmth and cooking food.



Energy Sources: We are all dependent on energy in one form or another. To-date, sources of energy are almost totally
dependent on non-renewable resources, such as coal, oil and gas. However, many have now recognised that most of these
resources have past or are approaching peak production, such that extraction costs will rise as these resources become
ever harder to find.



Land Ecosystems: The world's forests are another resource that are increasingly under threat due to the demands and
encroachment of growing global populations. In addition, the Earth's topsoil is also under threat due to erosion caused by
industrial scaled farming, which causes pollution run-off into streams and rivers and eventually the world’s oceans.

26 of 60

the mysearch.org.uk website
All great truths begin as blasphemies
copyright ©: 2004-2016
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________


Ocean Ecosystems: The world’s oceans' are facing major problems as fish stock collapse in the face of over-consumption
and the effects of pollution and global climate change, which is resulting in higher sea temperature.

Of course, the effects being outlined above do not just affect the human population, but all wildlife and wildlife habitats around
the planet, e.g.


Species Extinction: We are witnessing possible one of the largest extinctions of other species in the history of the planet
since the dinosaurs were wiped out over 60 million years ago. The full knock-on impact of these extinctions on the global
ecosystem is not understood.



Habitat Destruction: Is occurring at an accelerating rate around the planets as rural land and natural habitats are
converted into monoculture farming and urban sprawl. In this process, wildlife habitats are not only being reduced but
fragmented, which further reduces diversity and the balance of these ecosystems.

While the impact on wildlife and their habitats is becoming increasingly obvious to many, a solution that does not exacerbate
the resource shortages now facing much of the human population is far from obvious. In addition, many human populations are
now suffering from social problems that can be linked to overcrowding resulting from population increases in urban sprawls in
many of the world’s major cities.
What specific problems are associated with urban sprawl?
In practice, the process of global urbanisation is more complex than simple population growth as it encompasses changes to the
economic fortunes of individuals and nation states, which then affect the viability of social and political structures necessary to
maintained large-scale urbanisation. Initially, many perceived the benefits associated with a shift away from rural to urban life
in terms of employment and the belief that money could buy a better life, although history might suggest that only a small
minority were ever the beneficiary of this process. History also suggests that, over time, the growth of cities all around the
world has left many struggling to maintain even basic services, e.g. energy, education, health care, transportation, sanitation.
This situation has then often been exacerbated by economic downturns, especially in poorer nation states, already struggling to
maintain, let alone extend, their city infrastructures in terms of housing, roads, shops, schools and hospitals, such that
expanding unemployment simply adds to the growing list of social problems linked to poverty within the urban sprawl.
Note: Mexico City is some 950 square miles in size and, as in many other megacities, urban sprawl now encompasses
40% of the people who lived in poverty and environmental degradation. These high density settlements are often highly
polluted owing to the lack of urban services, including running water, waste disposal and electricity. As a consequence,
social problems multiply in environments dominated by crime and despair. Nevertheless, many still believe that cities
provide poor people with more opportunities and greater access to resources than rural areas. Whether this is the case
might be debated on the grounds that the size of most urban population simply prevents the possibility of any wholesale
return to rural life.
Of course, it would be incorrect to say that process of urbanization over the last few centuries has not provided many benefits,
although it is not necessarily clear as to whether these benefits have been universal when viewed in terms of the global wealth
distribution per capita:
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Putting the diagram above into some better perspective, the richest 2% of adults in the world own more than half of global
household wealth. Alternatively, the richest 10% of adults accounted for 85% of the world’s total wealth, which is in contrast to
the bottom 10% of the world’s population that owns only 1% of the global wealth. In 2000, global household wealth was
estimated to be approximately $125 trillion, which would equate to $21,000 per capita, if distributed evenly across some 6
billion people. However, as the map above suggests, this distribution is far from equal, when we consider that the average
wealth in the US was estimated to be $144,000 per capita, which in-turn might be compared to India, where the wealth per
capita was as low as $1,100. Of course, the ‘per capita’ figures are only averages that do not reflect the actual huge disparity of
wealth distribution within each country. For example, 1% of Americans own 43% of the wealth, while next 4% own 29%, next
15% own 21% and finally 80% of American own just 7% of the wealth within the country.
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While the previous discussions have only attempted to provide a general outline of the problems and obstacles facing any
process of political evolution, we may begin to see the scope and complexity of problems humanity now faces. As such, we
might realise that we do not now need another ‘Toba eruption’ to threaten humanity with extinction as we appear quite
capable of inflicting this fate on ourselves.
Scare-mongering
A process of saying or doing something

Isn’t this just more doom & gloom scare-mongering?

in order to deliberately make people
It is true that this discussion might be accused of ‘deliberately trying to make

feel worried or frightened, especially so

people feel worried’, but hopefully for genuine and necessary reasons. However,

that some advantage can be gained

there is an inference that a scare-monger will simply exaggerate some of the
facts to best fit the conclusions of the argument being forwarded, which possibly needs some further consideration. For it is
true that this discussion is heading in the direction of some fairly alarming conclusions.
But, isn’t pessimism itself an obstacle to progress?
If progress is to be made, then too much optimism or pessimism can be equally dangerous, as we have to assess the scope of
the problems and probable solutions, which are realistically open to us. However, it is possible that many of climate change
predictions may simply be mitigated, if technology can provide alternative, and non-polluting, renewable sources of energy,
which are globally scalable. Equally, it is possible that humanity may be able to survive without the scale of biodiversity
originally provided by natural selection as humanity may simply adapt, as it always has, to new man-made environments and
social pressures. Likewise, it has to be recognised that the current growth of the human population is predicted to peak by the
end of this century as global fertility rates fall back towards more sustainable levels – see chart below. In fact, many developed
countries in Northern Europe, e.g. Germany, already have declining populations, which may then accommodate migration from
poorer areas of the world.

While the description above may hold out the hope for a more optimistic future, we still need to scrutinise the details. Given
the number of factors involved in climate change, it is seems that there are a wide range of predictions to choose from,
although it may be fair to say that by 2050, most predictions suggest weather patterns that are generally warmer, wetter and
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more extreme. However, the impacts may vary widely based on geography, such that there may be both winners and losers.
Estimates for the impact on the global economy range between 1-5% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), based on the degrees
of global warming and shifts in weather patterns that may adversely affect production, especially those associated with
agriculture. In this respect, the impact of any decline in non-renewable energy sources may be a far larger issue. Today, in 2016,
global power consumption is estimated to be in the range of 15-20 terawatts, which may have to grow by up to 40% by 2050, if
increases in population and industrial demands are to be met. However, it is entirely possible that energy sources may struggle
to met even today’s demands, let alone any future increases, if declining non-renewable sources of coal, gas and oil still
effectively dominate energy production. The following diagrams showing the energy mix at 3 points in time and have been
taken from an article entitled ‘World Energy to 2050’ by Paul Chefurka, which has also been reproduced as a PDF file subject to
educational copyright restrictions.

All are urged to read the article cited above in full and while some aspects of the analysis, written in 2007, may be subject to
some revision in-line with developments in renewable energy and more advanced nuclear reactor designs, the final conclusions
are still more than worrying:
How many ways are there to say the world is heading for hard times? Losing most of our oil is bad enough, and losing
most of our gas as well borders on the catastrophic. Combining these losses with the exponential growth of those
nations that can least afford it is nothing short of cataclysmic. The ramifications spread out like ripples on a pond.
There will be 7 billion people who will need fertilizer and irrigation water to survive, but would be too poor to buy it even
at today's prices. Given the probable escalation in the costs of fertilizer and the diesel fuel or electricity for their water
pumps, it isn't hard to understand why the spread of famine in energy-poor regions of the world seems virtually
inevitable. In normal times the poor would appeal to the rest of the world for food aid. However, these times may be
anything but normal. Even the shrinking population of the rich world will see its wealth eroded by the drop in energy
supplies and the increasing cost of producing the energy they do have. This decline in their wealth will in turn erode any
surpluses they might otherwise have donated to international aid. In any event, there will be over twice as many hungry
mouths crying for that aid, with less and less of it available. This assessment doesn't even consider the converging and
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amplifying impacts of the other problems I mentioned above: the loss of soil fertility and fresh water, the death of the
oceans, rising pollution, spreading extinctions and accelerating climate change. The solution to this dilemma, if solution
there may be, does not seem to lie in some Deus ex Machina or in a technological revision of the parable of the loaves
and fishes. If the dark visions outlined in this article come true, we will be faced with a world in which the only way
forward is to accept that Mother Nature does not negotiate. We must use our considerable intelligence to figure out
ways to live within the ecological budget we have been allotted. More than that, we must change our values away from
our current paradigm of growth, competition and exploitation to one of sustainability, cooperation and nurturing. The
longer and tighter we cling to our present ways, the more damage we will ultimately inflict on ourselves and the world
we live in. For many, the time for such a change has already passed. For a fortunate few there may yet be enough time
to move toward the new ways of living and being that will be required in this brave new world.
While there are more optimistic views of our energy future, see Amory Lovins, along with the possibility of a new generation of
Thorium nuclear reactors, see Robert Hargraves, it is unclear that these ‘possibilities’ can be developed and rolled out on a
global scale in the timeframe required to prevent the conclusions of Paul Chefurka being a more probable outcome. If so, we
may have to accept the ongoing contraction of biodiversity and the extinction of many species of wildlife around the world,
while human habitats in the form of urban sprawl continue to aggravate the human condition for the global majority, who may
simply ‘exist’ without any effective political say in future developments. So, in many ways, the discussion up to this point has
simply set a backdrop of issues that the current state of global politics is being asked to solved. If this is our starting point for
any form of political evolution, then we must also come to some understanding of distribution of power in today’s world, which
we might characterise in terms of just 4 military-economic powers, the United State of America (US), the European Union (EU,
China and Russia. However, this is the scope of the next set of discussions under the heading: 'The State of Global Politics'.
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1.3

The State of Global Politics

From the perspective of western politics, the idea of democracy developing into a global system of governance may be
perceived as both natural and desirable. However, at this stage, we shall simply introduce the idea of ‘global democracy’ as a
concept through which political power ‘might’ one day be extended beyond the nation-state.

For global democracy has yet to explain how effective transnational decision-making might be established, given the disparity
of some 190+ nation states in terms of their various self-interests defined by cultural histories, political ideologies and
economic influence. Equally, it must also explain who should, and who will, be allowed to participate in the formation of any
system of global governance in terms of its conceptual executive, legislate and judicial branches.
So how might such a concept proceed?
It is suggested that any idea of global democracy has to first anticipated how it might affect present-day nation-state politics.
For we might perceive an immediate problem in the etymology of the word ‘democracy’ were ‘demos’ meaning ‘people’ and
‘kratos’ meaning ‘power’, such that the very idea of giving ‘power to the people’ might worry many existing governments
around the world. However, within an evolutionary process, it is possible that the idea of a global democracy need only make
initial reference to the voting rights of a nation state without necessarily making any reference to the voting rights of the
individuals within each nation state. For over time, it may be possible that increased globalization may act as a catalyst for
further change as social, political and economic relationships develop in-line with technology that then helps to facilitate the
flow of people, resources and ideas across old national border. In this respect, many of the prerequisite steps towards
globalisation have already been taken, and may continue to be taken, outside of the direct control of national governments,
especially if economic self-interests cannot be constrained by any given political ideology or single nation state. So while state
governments will have to ultimately be active participants in globalization, underlying economic and social interactions
between various transnational institutions may help create the conditions for change towards a limited form of global
democracy, although ‘we the people’ may not necessarily have a direct vote in this process.
What type of transnational institutions are being considered?
Beyond multinational corporations continuing to lobby for free-markets to be extended across national borders, there are
many other types of transnational institutions that may facilitate social, political, and economic developments on a global scale
in the field of education, health and international aid. As these institutions expand in both number and scope, they can
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continue to exercise influence over national governments, e.g. in the field of international law and through free-trade
agreements. As a result, many of their decisions will obligate national governments to abide by global policies, which in-turn
may affect various populations without their direct consent. As such, there may be a flip-side to this type of globalisation, if
individuals within each nation state start to feel they have no direct say in how laws and regulations, which affect them, but are
being set by a form of ‘global bureaucracy’ rather than ‘global democracy’. We might characterise these concerns as follows:


International bodies are perceived to operate in either an unaccountable or non-transparent fashion, which are considered
contradictory to the goals of democracy.



These global institutions come to be seen as ineffective in addressing the world’s problems, e.g. population growth,
climate change, volatile financial markets, poverty gaps etc.



If the views of the global majority are effectively ignored, decisions may simply continue to reflect the goals of a small
minority, who hold power over the process of global governance.

Certainly, in respect to the last bullet, it is entirely possible that a few large and powerful national governments may continue
to represent the self-interests of only a small minority within their own national borders, such that the voice of the global
majority continues to be ignored. Of course, in practical terms, it may still be necessary to table the following question:
Does global democracy require the consensus of a global majority?
Given the complexity of almost any process that is global in scope, it is unclear how a

Henrik Ibsen

global majority comes to understand all the issues involved, let alone decides which

I don't imagine you will dispute

solution is best for planet Earth as a whole. Of course, we might consider the idea that

the fact that, at present, the

only the individuals affected by the laws or regulations need participate, although this

stupid people are in an absolutely

limited approach may create its own problems. For example, we might consider a local

overwhelming majority all the

issue of planning consent, which is required to build new housing and industrial sites

world over.

for an expanding population. While we might all understand the necessity for this
process, any solution is often subject to a caveat, linked to the human condition, which might be expressed in the phrase: ‘OK,
as long as it is not in my backyard’. In this respect, those affected by a decision will often oppose it, even if it is the right thing to
do for a wider majority. Of course, if we scale this type of problem up to a global level, the local population whose ‘backyard’ is
going to be affected may be the entirety of a nation state.
So, given such basic concerns, is global democracy a realistic goal?
While, in principle, some proponents of global democracy may believe that individuals simply have the right to self
determination, the more pragmatic may require evidence as to how this approach will actually help solve the world’s problems.
For a start, we possibly need to accept that global democracy may only be perceived as desirable by those who accept a
‘western worldview’. In this context, the following map shows the distribution of ‘full democracy’ in the darker green, where the
population probably only accounts for about 1 billion of the 7 billion global population. This figure might be extended to 3
billion, if we include those nation states that embrace some of the basic principles of democracy. i.e. light green
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Of course, the significant of population numbers has also to be seen in the context of economic and military power, which
invariably underpins most political power in the world. As such, China and Russia along with their influence over much of the
Middle-East, South America and Africa may not share the same vision of progress as the West, especially when expressed in
terms of a global democracy. To illustrate the potential gulf between both the cultural philosophy and political ideology of
China in respect to the West, we might consider the response of Eric Li, who is a venture capitalist and political scientist in
Shanghai, to a question concerning the Chinese artist Ai Weiwei:
Weiwei’ statement: "I don't ask for much. Just the freedom to create, and the freedom for everyone to say what they
want".
Li’s Response: That, indeed, is simple enough of a statement. However, it is
asking for much - too much. One fallacy in the modern Western political
ideology is the so-called freedom of speech. It makes a presumption that
speech, unlike acts, is harmless and therefore can and must be allowed
absolute freedom, ‘the freedom for everyone to say what they want’’. But
of course nothing can be further from the truth grounded in thousands of

Eric Li: Ted Talk
It is an assumption in the ‘West’ that
as a society progresses, it eventually
becomes a capitalist, multi-party
democracy, I beg to differ.

years of human experience. Speech is act; and speech has been harmful to human society since time immemorial. In the
West, one does not need to go further than 1933 to find an example of the power of speech by just one man, due to the
unique circumstances of that particular time and place, causing death and destruction to millions. The prevailing cultural
conditions are unique to different societies at different times. It is up to that society to determine the boundaries of
speech and alter them as conditions change. Germany, for instance, due to its unique recent history, seems to believe
the publication of Mein Kampf must not be allowed. Contemporary China is experiencing social transformations of which
the speed and scale are unprecedented in human history. Under such conditions the fragility of social stability can be
easily disrupted by amplified speech. A responsible person, one would think, would consider the consequences of
advocating everyone being free to say whatever he wants. An intelligent observer of human society and student of
history ought to be more thoughtful than simply asking, ‘why is that a problem?’
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Of course, there are others who question some of Eric Li’s interpretations of China’s centralised, one-party state. For example.
Minxin Pei forwards three arguments in support of the title of his book called ‘China's Trapped Transition’:
The first outlines the post-Mao China developing as a nation state in transition towards a market-based democracy
from what was originally a Marxist authoritarian model. The second is that this transition effectively stalled when the
Chinese government crushed the ‘Tiananmen Square’ democratic
movement in 1989, such that the subsequent economic and political
reforms became dominated by the state. The third is that without
massive disruption to its political, social and economic infrastructures,
it will be impossible for China to escape its current trapped state.
As such, Minxin Pei argues that China’s unfinished reforms has led to many

Minxin Pei
Is an expert on governance in China and
US-Asia relations and is the director of
International and Strategic Studies at
Claremont McKenna College. See MInxin
Pei in debate with Eric Li via link above.

problems, which obstruct the development of the rule of law. In addition, he argues that if China had developed an
independent judiciary, media freedom and a more interactive civil society, many of the corruption issues that undermine the
Chinese system could have been contained. For Pei believes that that the best way to fight systemic corruption is by the
development of independent agencies, such as a free press supported by a freedom of information and open public discussions.
In Pei view, the inherent weakness of China’s political system is that it views these institutions and social groups as a danger
rather than a benefit.
So who is right?
At this point, we are not necessarily trying to reach any specific conclusion as to whether the future of politics will take the form
of a ‘global democracy’ or will be better served by what may be described as a ‘global autocracy’. However, we might want to
question the idea of ‘global autocracy’ in which a single powerful nation state can effectively veto any decision because it may
not serve the future ambitions of that state regardless of the global benefits.
Note: The system of ‘veto’ within the United Nations (UN) refers to a power of just five members of the UN Security
Council, i.e. China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, and United States, which enables them to block ‘substantive’
resolutions, as well as decide which issues quantify as ‘substantive’. The power of the veto was essentially a ‘deal’ struck
at the creation of the UN, just after WW2, which many now see as ‘undemocratic’. Critics also highlight that power of
veto has been abused by the 5 permanent members for their own ‘self-interests’ such that the UN has often been left
powerless in the face of crimes against humanity.
At the very start of this discussion, it was suggested that what we now think of as ‘politics’ may have evolved as a process for
resolving disputes within relatively small groups, which then expanded into tribes, kingdoms and eventually nation states.
However, for most of human history, the political process has been dominated by essentially authoritarian forms of governance
with possibly only ‘lip-service’ given to the idea of democracy in more recent times. So while the idea of democracy can be cited
as a evolutionary step in the process of political governance, it is unclear that democracy, in and of itself, can be used as the
blueprint for effective global governance in the future.
So what is wrong with democracy?
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In principle, nothing, but problems arise in practice, because a majority voting system, even when it works, does not necessarily
lead to sensible or practical solutions. For democracy is built on a basic, but not necessarily correct, assumption that all votes
should be equal and therefore all opinions count the same. As such, democracy conceptually puts the same value on the
opinions of the educated and the ignorant, the selfless and the self-interested and the law-abiding and criminal. Of course, the
complexity of any voting system in combination with powerful self-interests often ensures that the balance of power tips in
favour of the incumbency of some form of political and economic elite .
What powerful self-interests are we talking about?
While the major elements of government can be outlined in terms of three functional divisions, i.e. the executive, legislative,
judiciary, the actual scope of each is much more complex in practice. Historically, political power was often acquired and
enforced by conquest and subjugation, which even when superseded by democratically elected governments still left the
remnants of a class hierarchy within many political systems. However, these ‘remnants’ often continue to exist as very powerful
institutions that retain considerable influence across all three branches of government, i.e. executive, legislative, judiciary, plus
many other aspects of society at large, e.g. legal, education, religious and the media. While these institutions are often biased
towards serving their own self-interest, they can also hold considerable influence over the voting majority. In this respect, it
may be naïve to assume that democracy will, or has ever, simply triumph in the face of powerful self-interests, which are often
more than capable of manipulating ignorance, class divides, tribal mentality, corruption and the complexity of voting system to
their own advantage.
Even so, can we not, at least, define the goal of political governance?
While there has never really been a universally accepted definition, Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) defined this goal in terms of
‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’. Jefferson, who was one of America’s founding fathers and the principal author of the
Declaration of Independence (1776) was also a proponent of democracy, republicanism and individual rights enshrined in a
written constitution, which today many interpret as basic human rights.
Note: Human rights are intended to help protect people from political, legal, and social abuses. Examples of human
rights are the right to religious freedom, the right to a fair trial , the right not to be tortured, and the right to engage in
political activity. These rights are often a reflection of ‘personal morality’, which have been given a legal support at both
national and international levels based on a long history of developments, e.g. the Magna Carta (1215), the English Bill
of Rights (1689), the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789), and the Bill of Rights in the United
States Constitution (1791) etc.
While most constitutions are now essentially historical documents, they have collectively acted as stepping-stones in the
development of human rights, which might be seen as a guiding light for the development any future political process.
However, in more practical and global terms, we might still have to question whether such a system puts too much priority on
the rights of an individual, as argued by Eric Li, if individual self-interests can ultimately be detrimental to wider collectiveinterests. In this respect, we might return to Adam Smith (1723-1790), who was a contemporary of Thomas Jefferson, but
whose work entitled ‘The Wealth of Nations’ also questioned whether the self-interest of the individual, primarily in the
economic domain, should be allowed to take priority over the collective interests of society, as a whole. For today, we have
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become well-aware how the self-interest of large corporations can influence, if not control, the economy of nation states and,
in so doing, come to effectively control the political process.
But isn’t democracy preferable to dictatorship?
It might be argued that the work of Jefferson and Smith is representative of a Western philosophy, which is based on general
democratic principles and free-market capitalism. However, if we accept that this has been the dominate philosophy, which has
helped shape the world over the last few hundred years, it might also be argued that it is also broadly responsible for the global
crisis we are now facing. While many will contest this assessment, it is still probably true to say that only a small minority of the
global majority have actually been a beneficiary of this ‘Western’ philosophy, which has come to underpin much of the global
economy. Of course, given the economic rise to power of China in the last 20 years, it might be prudent to consider other
approaches to political governance, which may have more to do with the philosophy of Confucius, than the ideology of
communism. Confucius defined an idea he called ‘Xiao Kang’ that might be roughly interpreted as an ‘attainable ideal’ in which
a society might achieve peace and prosperity within a legal structure built upon moral foundations. History suggests that China
may have quietly adopted this goal back in 1979, when many of Mao’s communism principles were effectively abandoned.
However, history also shows that China did not abandon the one-party state model or its centralist and somewhat authoritarian
style of political governance, although Eric Li argues that it remained open to the idea of a ‘meritocracy’ in order to achieve its
goals. In this respect, China may have simply embraced pragmatism, rather than ideology, in order to meet its economic goals,
which may also explain the continuance of widespread corruption and a growing wealth gap within Chinese society.
But can a global political system really be designed or will it simply evolve?
Before we can consider the wider implications of this question, we possible need to review the starting point of this ‘evolution’,
which it is assumed would be predicated on the political and economic differences of the world’s current super states, e.g.
American, China, European Union and Russia. However, this aspect will be taken up in the next discussion.
1.3.1

Chinese & Russian Overview

If we were trying to predict the future of a new world order back in the
1970’s, the conflict between the main political ideologies would have
probably been characterized as a straight fight between democracy and
communism, i.e. America and the Soviet Union respectively. Of course, a lot
has happen in the last 40-50 years, much of which was not predicted.
However, today, many will argued that communism has failed, not necessarily
as a theoretical ideology, but rather in its practical implementation where the
‘human condition’ has played a key role. While there may be many reasons
behind this practical failure, we might cite 3 basic reasons in respect to its
management of the economy:
1.

Authoritarianism of central policy,

2.

The suppression of market forces,

3.

Lack of incentives and competition.
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While not elaborating on all the detailed arguments, there is no major nation state which still runs its economy in accordance to
the ‘Communist Manifesto’ written by philosophers Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels back in 1848. As such, today’s political
battle-lines are not drawn between the ideology of democracy and communism, but rather the political arguments surrounding
democracy and authoritarianism; although possibly more simply characterised in terms of the scope of local versus central
governance. So while Russia and China have both effectively abandoned communism, at least, in terms of the governance of
their economy, they have retain some aspect of authoritarianism in their political governance, which often puts a different
priority on freedom of speech and other aspects of human rights. However, it might be useful to outline the current system of
politics in both China and Russia, which can then be compared against the general system of political governance already
described in terms of the executive, legislative and judicial branches of government.


Chinese Politics:
The governance of China is often represented as a one-party state, which holds power permanently without democratic
elections. However, this is a simplistic misrepresentation of a complex and hierarchical electoral system, where local
members of the People's Congress are directly elected, while all higher levels of the People's Congress, up to the National
People's Congress that forms the national legislature, are indirectly elected within the hierarchy of People's Congress itself.
China also has a declared constitution, which has five sections consisting of i) preamble, ii) general principles, iii)
fundamental rights and duties of citizens, iv) structure of the state and v) the national flag and the emblems of the state.
Structurally, power within the People's Republic of China is divided among several bodies, which might be seen to roughly
aligned to an executive branch via the State Council, a legislative branch via the National People's Congress and a judicial
branch via the Supreme People's Court. There is also a military branch in the form of People's Liberation Army (PLA), which
operates via the Central Military Commission. However, for the purposes of this discussion, the system will be described in
terms of three major institutions, i.e. the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the government, and the military; although the
government and military are essentially subordinate to the CCP, which sets the national policy agenda. The CCP is in-turn
organized into three major bodies, i.e. the Central Committee, the Politburo and the Politburo Standing Committee. Each
organization is respectively smaller in size and holds increasingly more political power, i.e. the Politburo Standing
Committee holds the most authority. The Central Committee comprises of 50 members who are selected every five years
from a pool of more than 2,000 delegates to the party congress. The Central Committee only convenes once a year
through which the CCP announces any policy changes. Politburo comprises of 25 members, who are selected from the
Central Committee and announced at the party congress every five years. The Politburo is officially recognized as the chief
political decision-making body in China. The Standing Committee comprises of nine members, although this number is not
fixed, who are selected from the Politburo and announced at the party congress every five years. The Standing Committee
is regarded as the most elite group of political leaders within the CCP structure. Currently, Xi Jinping is the General
Secretary of the Communist Party of China, the President of the People's Republic of China and the Chairman of the
Central Military Commission. As Xi holds the top offices of the party and the military, in addition to being the head of state
through the office of president, he is sometimes informally referred to as China's ‘paramount leader’ and, as general
secretary, Xi is also a member of the Politburo Standing Committee, i.e. China's top decision-making body.



Russia Politics:
Conceptually, politics in Russia takes the form of both a federal and presidential republic, where according to the Russian
constitution, the president is head of state of a multi-party system with executive power. In principle, legislative power is
exercised by a government headed by the Prime Minister who is appointed by the president, such that parliamentary
approval may be little more than rubber-stamp process. Within its federal structure, some aspects of legislative power is
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‘divested’ into a federal assembly. However, Russian politics is now dominated by President Vladimir Putin’s United Russia
party and that of his Prime minister Dmitry Medvedev. At the 2003 legislative elections, Putin’s United Russia reduced all
other parties to minority status. So while there may appear to be a reasonable facsimile of western democracy, there are
many concerns about the real institutions of political power in Russia and the subliminal influence of its powerful and
wealthy system of oligarchs. Today, two decades after the fall of communism, 35% of the household wealth of Russia’s 143
million population belongs to just 110 billionaires, which does not really register as a percentage, such that Russia now
has the highest level of wealth inequality in the developed world. Clearly we may need to reflect further as to whether this
is best role model for global politics to follow.
However, what the last 40-50 years may simply underline is that global political power of any nation state is a reflection of its
economic wealth and military power, which a wider review of history may only confirm. Therefore, there may be some benefit
in also outlining the economic fortunes of China and Russia over the last few decades.


Chinese Economy:
Deng Xiaoping launched his reforms in 1979, after the death of Chairman Mao in 1976. After this time, China's national
goal no longer aligned to a communist ideology so evident in China’s earlier ‘Cultural Revolution’. By 2010, China had
moved from a closed, centrally planned economy to the second largest market-oriented economy, after America. In the
process, China phased out the idea of collective agriculture and centralized pricing in favour of fiscal decentralization and
increased autonomy for state enterprises to complement any growth of its private sector, which included stock markets
and its banking system. However, while China relaxed its attitude to foreign trade and investment, it was, and still is,
protective of its state-owned enterprises in sectors that it considers to be important to its long-term economic security.
Overall, the restructuring of the economy has resulted in efficiency gains that have contributed to a tenfold increase in
GDP since 1978 with China now being recognised as the second-largest economy in the world having surpassed Japan in
2001. Current projections also suggest that the Chinese economy may overtake the US within the next 10 years or so,
while the dollar value of its agricultural and industrial output already exceeds that of the US. However, China’s ‘per capita
income’ is still below the world average as a result of its population being 4 times greater than the US and many still
believe that China has to overcome many problems, if its economic growth is to be maintained, e.g.
o

High domestic savings rate reflects low domestic consumption.

o

Growing demand for higher-wages within an aspiring middle class.

o

Expanding middle class linked to increasing numbers of college graduates.

o

Cost of endemic corruption and other economic crimes.

o

Mass migration from rural area into rapidly growing urban cities.

o

Environmental damage and social problems associated with rapid urbanisation

To get some scale of the problems being outlined, it has been estimated that Chinese government's anti-corruption
campaign could cost its economy more than $100 billion/year and despite the obvious damage corruption can cause to a
society, it may indirectly help to support the livelihood of 150 million people. For economic developments has not been
uniform across China, such that more than 250 million people have migrated away from the interior rural regions to urban
cities in the coastal provinces. As a consequence of its ‘one-child policy’, abandoned in 2015, China now has one of the
most rapidly aging populations in the world as well as many environmental problems, e.g. air pollution, soil erosion and a
steady decline of regional water tables, which may require China to seek alternative energy sources, other than coal, to
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maintain its industrial base. All these problems could affect China’s future growth, which may be compounded by a creditfuelled stimulus program, industrial over-capacity, inefficient allocation of capital by state-owned banks and further
downturns in global markets on which exports depend. Of course, while China’s long-term future may not be guaranteed,
its economy may still be better positioned than many of its super-power rivals, such that its political and economic
influence will continue spread, especially in the Asia-Pacific region


Russian Economy:
Russia has also undergone considerable change, since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990’s’. Like China,
Russia has had to transition from a centrally-planned economy towards a more market-based economy in order to trade
and compete within the wider global economy. The failures of political reformers, like Mikhail Gorbachev during the
period 1985–91, only highlighted the complexity of the economic problems faced by the new Russia and possibly
illustrates how intertwined political and economic reform can become. For Gorbachev's reforms were neither centrally
planning or market-led and by 1991, when the Soviet Union officially dissolved, the national economy was in steep decline
with retail prices increasing by 140%. Subsequent economic reforms, throughout the 1990s, privatized most industries
with key exceptions in the energy and defence related sectors, although private property rights also remained weak and
the private sector overall remained subject to much state interference. However, Russia was still ‘rich’ in many natural
resources and is one of the world's leading producers of oil and natural gas and a leading exporter of metals, such as steel
and aluminium. However, its manufacturing sector remained uncompetitive and mainly serves domestic consumption.
Despite many underlying problems, during the period 2000-2007, the Russia's economy saw Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
double to become the 6th largest economy in the world in terms of GDP with a per capita figure of $11,339, which placed
Russians 57th richest in the league of purchasing power. Of course, Russia's reliance on its commodity exports has also
made it vulnerable to the ‘boom and bust’ cycles that affected the global economy and, as such, Russia was one of the
hardest hit by the 2008-09 global economic crisis as oil prices plummeted and foreign credit dried up. In recent years,
ongoing declines in oil prices along with difficulty attracting foreign investment have contributed to a slowdown in GDP
th

growth and Russia’s position in the world GDP table has fallen to 13 . However, some have also described Russia as a
mafia state, not only because it is run like the mafia, but also because it is run by organized crime. The term ‘mafia state‘
has been used within Western media to describe the political system in Russia under Vladimir Putin's rule. This
characterization came to prominence following the leak of diplomatic messages in 2010 in which US diplomats described
Russia as ‘a corrupt, autocratic kleptocracy centred on the leadership of Vladimir Putin, in which officials, oligarchs and
organised crime are bound together to create a virtual mafia state’. Subsequently, in 2011, journalist Luke Harding argued
that Putin had ‘created a state peopled by ex-KGB and FSB officers, like himself, who are bent on making money above all’.
Note: It is claim that Putin effectively owns a ‘palace’, which is a vast complex of thousands of square metres on a 67
hectare estate overlooking the Black Sea, complete with gardens, parks, fountains, swimming pools, helipads, sports
fields and even a small village for staff with an estimated value of $1 billion along with a 57-metre luxury yacht valued at
$25 million. It is a claim that the Russia government deny. While rumours of corruption have surrounded Vladimir Putin
for some time, a specific allegation was also made by Adam Szubin, the acting under-secretary for terrorism and
financial intelligence at the U.S. Treasury, in which he asserted that Putin is probably the richest man in Europe with a
fortune in the region of $40 billion.
While we who live in the West may wish to be generally critical of political systems, which appear authoritarian in style, and
possibly corrupt, we need to remember that such systems can be very effective in maintaining a degree of stability. We only
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have to examine the role of Western democracies in the history of the Middle East to recognise that even the removal of
autocratic dictatorships can lead to political chaos, the displacement of millions and the death of hundreds of thousands of
innocent people. For history repeatedly shows us that the imposition of any political ideology, even if well meaning, cannot
succeed if it fails to maintain social stability and the most basic survival needs of its population. So while there are undoubted
problems within both the Chinese and Russian systems, we possibly need to be equally critical of Western-style democracy and
its dependency of free-market capitalism.
1.3.2

American & European Overview

The United States of America (US) is a federal republic
consisting of 50 states, which originally evolved from 13
British colonies located along east coast of North America.
However, the US declared its independence as a nation state
in 1776 and had adopted a written constitution by 1787. This
initial constitution was then subject to 10 amendments, in
1789, which are collectively referred to as the ‘Bill of Rights’
that guarantee many fundamental freedoms and right to its
citizens:
1.

Freedom of religion, speech, & press

2.

Right to keep and bear arms

3.

No quartering of soldiers.

4.

Freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures.

5.

Right to due process of law, freedom from self-incrimination, double jeopardy.

6.

Rights of accused persons, e.g. right to a speedy and public trial.

7.

Right of trial by jury in civil cases.

8.

Freedom from excessive bail, cruel and unusual punishments.

9.

Other rights of the people.

10. Powers reserved to the states
While much of the culture and language of the US has its roots in European origins, it has become one of the world's most
ethnically diverse and multicultural nation states due to a history of large-scale immigration from many countries. Today, the
US has a population of some 320 million and, as a single nation state, it has become the world’s largest economy. In contrast,
the continent of Europe has a much longer and complex history, which encompasses the culture and languages of many
independent nation states. However, after the violence of two world wars, France and Germany started to develop the idea of
a European Union (EU) as a way to avoid further conflicts. The initial result, in 1950, was little more than a trade deal in which 6
nations agreed to pool their coal and steel resources. However, by 1958, this initial trade deal was formalised, via the Treaty of
Rome, to become the European Economic Community (EEC). Later, in 1992, the Maastricht Treaty formalised the European
Union, which expanded the original scope of the European Economic Community (EEC) to include foreign and domestic affairs.
Today, the EU has 28 member states with a total population of more than 500 million and while some would like the EU to
evolve to become the United States of Europe (EU), the persistence of national identity still prevents the EU operating as an
equivalent nation state. As such, the EU does not have its own written constitution, although the US and EU member states all
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support political systems that generally conform to idea of democracy and the principle of free-market capitalism, which we
might characterise using the term ‘western democracy’. In this context, we might highlight a key difference with both China and
Russia, which have political history rooted in communism and possibly more authoritarian forms of governments.
So how might we describe the link between politics and economy in western democracy?
While many may disagree, some have argued that political freedoms are
predicated on first establishing economic freedoms as required by freemarket capitalism. Of course, whether free-market capitalism has really
delivered the freedoms suggested to everybody might be debated, as
many within a wider global majority may simply feel exploited by
capitalism. However, the argument is that capitalism supports democracy
because free markets require the idea of private property and engenders
entrepreneurial innovation, which then helps establish a degree of
autonomy outside direct government control, i.e. it promote individual
liberty. Equally, as a consequence of private wealth and autonomy,
individuals are freed from overbearing state control, which in-turn allows

Michael Mandelbaum
The desire for a democratic political system
does not by itself create the capacity for
establishing one. The key to establishing a
working democracy, and in particular the
institutions of liberty, has been the freemarket economy. The institutions, skills, and
values needed to operate a free-market
economy are those that, in the political
sphere, constitute democracy.

private and civil institutions to developed, which may then challenge government decisions, when necessary. If we pursue the
logic of this argument to its conclusion, free-market capitalism has allowed individual freedoms to evolve, which then provides
the conditions for democracy to flourish. However, there is also a corollary to this argument in terms of future global
governance. If the spread of free-market capitalism facilitates the spread of democracy and individual freedom, then global
governance might be achieved by a ‘non-military strategy’ that simply attempts to deliver the implied benefits of a free-market
economy to as many people as possible, such that democracy will ‘naturally’ follow. As such, some simply assume that China
will eventually embrace democracy as result of its adoption of more capitalist principles. Of course, before we get too carried
away with such ideals, we possibly need to return to a more practical question:
What proportional of the global majority have actually seen the benefits of free-market capitalism?
In the context of the question tabled above, we need to return to the issue of wealth
distribution, not only between individuals within a single nation state, but the global
distribution of wealth between nation states. In 2013, the total economic output of
the world, as measured by GDP, was estimated to be almost $57.0 trillion, of which
the G20 members accounted for 85%. The G20 is an international forum of just 20
major economies, i.e. Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany,
India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South
Africa, Turkey, UK, US plus representatives of the EU. While the G20 only represents
20 of the 190+ nation states worldwide, it has a combined population of 4.6 billion,
which corresponds to 63% of the global population. Of course, the wealth implied by
the global GDP is not evenly distributed across the member states of the G20, let
alone the individuals within each member state, as possibly illustrated in the pie chart. This chart shows the distribution of
wealth in the US and suggests that 80% of Americans own just 7% of its wealth. If this distribution of wealth is essentially
replicated within all nation states, then there is the suggestion that free-market capitalism has only benefitted a small minority
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rather than the global majority, such that it may never act as the catalyst for democracy, as implied by the previous arguments
outlined above. In fact, if free-market capitalism fails to deliver a more equitable distribution of wealth, then existing westernstyle democracies may come under threat by their ‘own disgruntled majorities’ rather than encouraging ‘other disgruntled
majorities’ to adopt democracy.
But is western democracy really necessary and must it depend on free-market capitalism?
Of course, without some form of democracy it might be argued that any ‘poor disgruntled majority’ may have little to no power
to change their plight, although some may also point out that wealth inequality has not been eradicated in nation states that
already support democracy; therefore an alternative is required. If so, we possibly need to table an alternative question that
may appear to be very politically incorrect:
Should governments care whether the poor benefit from democracy and free-market capitalism?
Even if we assume governments do care, they may still believe that while 80% of Americans may only own 7% of the nation’s
wealth, they are still better off than others who live a poorer nation states, which have not prospered through free-market
capitalism. We might attempt to pursue the logic of this argument, without necessarily supporting it as an ethical policy, by
considering the GDP/capita and the debt/capita of the following economies:

Clearly, the chart appears to be giving us some conflicting information in that while the GDP/capita of the EU and US is much
larger than China and Russia, so are its total debts. As a collective economy, the EU accounted for a 23.7% share of the world’s
GDP in 2013, while the US share was 22.2%. However, within the overall 2003-2013 period, the lowest growth rates were
generally recorded by the developed economies, e.g. EU and US, while the highest grow rates were recorded in the two Asian
economies of China and India. Within this comparison, the Chinese share of world GDP rose from 4.3% in 2003 to 12.1% in
2013. As a result, many within these economies have been lifted out of poverty. While some of the economic information being
presented will be discussed in the next section, it may be useful to explain the difference between ‘national’ and ‘total’ debt as
shown by the following figures relative to GDP.
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As simplification, the ‘national debt’ is the debt on which the government has to pay interest, while the ‘total debt’ relates to
the amount of money borrowed within the economy as a whole, e.g. corporation and individuals. As a broad generalisation,
most developed economies have historically maintained national debt broadly in-line with their GDP, although financial
‘innovations’ within free-market capitalism over the last 20-30 years has led to a sharp increase in personal borrowing even
when presented in terms of a debt-to-income ratio as shown in the next graph.

As indicated, rising household debt has been an economic trends over the last 30 years or so, especially in the developed
nations of the EU and US. Before this time, the ratio of household debt to annual disposable income was fairly stable and rarely
rose above 0.75. However, by 2000, household debt had increased to, at least, the annual income, i.e. a ratio of 1, and has
sometimes peaked above 1.5. Most analysts now appear to accept that the increase in household debt, especially in respect to
mortgages, was a key factor in the 2008 global financial crash, such that it might support the argument that free-market
capitalism is not under the control of any single political institution. Of course, it might still be argued that the poor living within
western-style democracies are still better off than those in other countries with less developed capitalist economies, both in
terms of their personal living standard and civil rights.
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So would any form of global governance require better governance of capitalism?
Again, before we can start to address this question, we possibly need to widen the review of the mechanisms at work within
free-market capitalism, which will now be taken up in the next discussion.
1.3.3

Further Economic Considerations

Another discussion entitled ‘The Evolution of Economics’ may be a useful prerequisite to this discussion, although it is not
intended to be authoritative on the subject of economic theory, it might provide some useful information in the form of ‘An
Economic Model’ and a discussion entitled ‘The Growth of Debt’. In this wider context, the idea of growth is often aggregated
into some composite measure, e.g. an increase in the capacity of an economy to produce goods and services, which can then be
compared to some other period of time.
Note: Gross Domestic Output (GDP) is an estimate of the total value of goods and services produced in a given economic
zone, e.g. nation-state. However, in isolation, GDP may not accurately reflect the overall economic state of a nation or
the individuals within that state.
Most measures of economic growth also need to be qualified in terms of population growth and monetary inflation. As such,
the idea of the ‘GDP per capita’ is often introduced in order to account for population. Of course, growth fuelled by debt may
distort the actual performance of an economy, such that we then need to account for the annual deficit and the accumulation
of both national and total debt.
Note: The ‘deficit’ is the difference between what the government takes in by way of taxes, and other revenues, and the
amount of money it spends. In contrast, the ‘national debt’ is the accumulation of the deficits year-on-year.
Although the a definition of ‘national debt’ usually corresponds to the amount of money which a government owes its
creditors, there is possibly an additional concept of the ‘total debt’, which is the combination of government, household,
business and financial sector debt, i.e. the ‘national debt’ plus ‘private debt’ of the population as a whole. For example, the US
government currently has a national debt of $18 trillion, while the total debt within
the US economy is over 3 times higher at $59.4 trillion, which possibly begs the
question:
How much debt is OK?
From a personal perspective, we usually believe that no debt is good, but
sometimes it is necessary, e.g. few of us can save enough money to buy a home
outright, so we have to take out a loan in the form of a mortgage. While we have to
pay interest on this loan, which might exceed the original amount over 25 years of
repayments, if the equity in our house increases, it may still be sound economics. In
this respect, whether debt is good or bad can depend on what and where the
money borrowed is invested. If a government’s income, i.e. its tax revenue, is less
than its outgoing, it really only has two choices to cover the deficit, either it raises
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taxes or borrows money from the market by issuing government bonds, which effectively acts as an IOU that has to be paid
back at some future date. However, if the level of national debt is measured against GDP and GDP growth exceeds the debt
interest, the level of national debt can appear to fall when measured against GDP.
Note: By way of an example, let us assume the national debt is some fraction of GDP and the government pays the
interest on its debt and balances its books such that there is no further deficit increase to the national debt. Now let us
also assume that interest rates, set by the central banks, are very low and the GDP growth exceeds this interest rate.
Under these circumstances, the national debt will fall as a percentage of GDP. Of course, in part, savers end up paying
for this reduction in the national debt in lost interest on their saving, which might be seen as another form of stealth tax,
while any global downturn might cause the national GDP to fall, which would cause a worsening of the national debt. It
might also suggest why government’s are so preoccupied with economic growth, real or illusionary.
So what amount of debt is considered acceptable can depend on the measure of this debt and the forecast for future GDP
growth. In this context, the reader may wish to consider the finding of the ‘Limits to Growth’ discussion, which reviewed a
model used to study a number of possible futures based major 5 factors, i.e. population, output, pollution, production and
resource depletion. The worry is that the model predicts falling output, which will affect GDP, as will a falling population.

The chart above is a simplification of the full results, showing only the values for the ‘non-renewable resources, population and
industrial output’, which have also been normalised, such that only the general shape of the curves is important. While these
results have been the subject of much debate, subsequent 30 year and 40 year updates still suggest that the model may not be
that far off the mark. Of course, in the context of the current discussion, the model appears to suggest that the idea of ongoing
growth into the future is questionable, although the effects of inflation can sometimes be perceived as growth.
Note: By way of an inflationary example, $1 lent at 5% interest becomes $2 in 14 years, which means the money supply
has to double every 14 years, just to cover the interest owed on the money existing at the beginning of this 14 year cycle.
Figures confirm that the money supply in the US has doubled every 14 years since 1959 and is linked to how private
banks effectively create and introduce new money into the system – see ‘Private Bank Money’.
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At this point, it might be useful to return to an earlier issue related to debt as a percentage of national GDP, which typically
affects most nation states within the global economy. As such, we might start by first reviewing some of the economic
indicators on which we might judge their economy and possibly their political management.

The nation states on the left of the graph operate within the European Union, while nation states on the right are
representative of other global democracies. On the scale of this graph, the national or public debt, in orange, appears generally
comparable the national GDP, in green, while the total debt, i.e. public + private in red, can be seen to exceed the national GDP
by a factor of 5 in some cases, which may appear to be a more worrying indicator of the economy . However, it may also be
informative to see the GDP and total debt per capita as shown in the next graph:

Aspect of this data also appear to highlight some anomalies, e.g. Ireland has a GDP per capita comparable to the US, while its
total debt per capita is much, much higher, being 6 times greater than its GDP per capita. However, Ireland’s national debt is
only slightly higher than its GDP (123%), see next graph, which is the actual debt that the Irish government has to pay interest
on, although such a large total debt must have an adverse effect on the Irish economy as a whole. Therefore, in the final graph,
we shall return to perspective of quantifying the national and total debt as a percentage of GDP.
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While the total debt of the US, at some $58.7 trillion, dwarfs the total debt of any other country, its national debt at $18 trillion
is not necessarily excessive in relation to its GDP, at least, in comparison with other major economies in Europe, although this is
not necessarily the best benchmark of a healthy economy. Clearly, at some level, the democratic, free market model may not
be working as planned, such that we may have to eventually question whether it will ever be the right model to underpin the
future of global politics. Therefore, we possibly need to outline the reasons for the current level of global debt, which has
increased by $57 trillion in the seven years since the 2008 financial crisis. These reasons might be best explained as a sequence
of knock-on events:


Bank Loses: As a result of the 2008 financial crisis, many commercial banks lost ‘billions’ due to excessive exposure to bad
debts, much of which might be traced back to the US subprime mortgage market.



Effects of Losses: Such huge banking losses then triggered a fall in bank lending and investment, which in-turn led to a
much wider economic recession.



House Prices: The effect of the recession on the wider economy also caused a fall in house prices, which only exacerbated
the losses of many banks and caused a further loss of investment confidence.



Government Deficits: As might be expected, the economic recession also caused a severe downturn in government
revenues, i.e. taxes, such that most governments were forced to borrow to cover their year-on-year outgoings and
implement severe austerity programs in some cases.



GDP Measure: Of course, the recession also hit the GDP figures, such the percentage of debt to GDP only got worst.

While the 2008 financial crisis might be cited as the trigger event in a long history of ‘boom & bust’ cycles, the sequence of
events outlined above are only describing the ‘bust’ part of the cycle that were actually caused by an earlier ‘boom’ fuelled by
increasing debt. Back in 2000, the general economy was again struggling to recover from an earlier ‘boom & bust’ cycle, which
we might labelled as the ‘dotcom bubble’, where the subsequent 9/11 terrorist attack only compounded the problems of
recovery. So, in an attempt to stimulate the broader economy, central banks around the world effectively increased financial
liquidity by reducing interest rates, while at the same time, investors were seeking higher returns through riskier investments.
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Given that money appeared ‘cheap’ in the sense that interest rates were low, the wider public also took on greater risks in the
form of ever larger mortgages, even though many had poor credit ratings. Credit cards might also be seen as another way that
many took on more debt than they could really afford, albeit encouraged by a finance sector that thought it could only profited
from growing household debt. By 2006, debt had spiralled out of control and was destined to end in what is called the ‘2008
financial crisis’. However, there is one further aspect in this crisis that needs to be highlighted; in search for ever greater profits,
US and other global financial institutions created products based on ever riskier mortgages, while finding ways to sell them as
secure investments. One scheme devised was to bundle up mortgage loans according to credit rating, supposedly set by
independent rating agencies, and sell them on to other financial institutions. However, once the risk was sold on, the original
lenders were no longer concerned as to whether borrowers could actually afford to pay their debts in the form of mortgages.
Equally, when freed of this risk, lenders started to use ever more dubious tactics to convince home buyers to take out
mortgages without concern of the consequences from which they thought they would be immune. The net result of this
process was that many financial institutions, e.g. banks, around the world ended up holding loans that could never be repaid.
So who was held accountable for the financial crisis that followed?
Now, some 8 years after the financial crisis, which it is normally described has being caused by reckless, irresponsible and
excessive lending by major financial institutions, no senior executives have been charged or imprisoned. However, while many
people may want to blame individuals, the greed of financial institutions and free-market capitalism requires more rigorous
analysis, which might tehn suggest that the responsibility goes much wider. While the summary of this wider responsibility
below is not necessarily central to the current discussion, it possibly illustrates the complexity inherent in the political
governance of a global free-market economy, which is often driven by greed and corruption, i.e. the human condition.


Regulators relaxed risk management regulations.



The US federal bank ignored the build-up of debt in the housing market.



Other world central bank simply followed the lead given by the US federal bank.



Other world financial regulators followed the US financial model and regulations.



Investment banks sold high risk subprime bundles to their customers.



Credit rating agencies overrated junk securities as investment-grade quality.



Economists ignored or did not understand the market indicators until after the crash.



Investment analysts used flawed risk models and theories.



Banking executives ignored risk to increase revenues and their bonuses



Directors did not protect their shareholders against excessive executive compensation.



Financial ‘experts’ ill-advised their clients on bad investments.



Investment Fund Managers lost billions of dollars investing without adequate due diligence



Mortgage brokers sold loans to naïve borrowers in order to collect more commission.



Borrowers took loans they could not afford and then blamed the banks.



The US Presidents for hiring former financial lobbyists as government policy makers.



The US supreme court for allowing corporations to lobby on the basis of financial influence.



A financial media that took no responsibility for promoting bad investments.
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At this point, we might recognise that the institutions of government, irrespective of whether they are democratic or
authoritarian in style, may simply seek to maintain the incumbent system through which they survive and profit. However,
many democratic governments also understand that they will simply be voted out of office, if and when they do anything that
might be seen to adversely affect the living standards of the majority, even if the action is necessary. As a consequence, many
democratic governments simply do not tell the majority what they actually need to hear. Of course, while authoritarian
governments may be able to ignore the views of it wider population, for a time, they may still be affected by internal pressures
from powerful minorities, if their prosperity is also affected by a global downturn.
So how might we quantify the economic success of the various super-powers?
For comparative purposes, we might use the same graphical format as before in respect to the 4 super-powers in the world
today, i.e. the US, China, Russia and the European Union (EU), where the latter represents the collective economies of some 28
countries. Again, we will start with graphs showing the actual GDP figures along with the national and total debt following by
the rationalisation of these figures in terms of the population or per capita figures.

The first thing that may surprise many is that the EU, as a collective economy, exceeds the US in its GDP and dwarfs China, while
the Russia economy barely registers on the scale shown. Switching to the per capita view, we see that the US still leads the EU
in its GDP/capita, while China’s per capita population still remains one of the poorest, even though China is now often
perceived as a ‘booming’ economy, especially in respect to Russia. Of course, we might well have to revise this initial
assessment of the US/EU economies, in comparison to both China and Russia, when it comes to both national and total debt.
For example, Russia’s total debt may be as low as 25% of its GDP, while comparable debt in the US/EU is believed to be closer
to 350%.
Note: The Russian government appears to have an extremely low debt of $512 billion. However, no reliable source of
Russia’s total debit can be found. However, it is highlighted that because Russia effectively defaulted on its debt in 1998,
few major financial institutions have been willing to lend to them at attractive rates during the period that the US/EU
economies saw their debts spiral out of control.
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So let us consider both the national and total debt of these super-powers, who effectively dominate global politics today and
ask ourselves how any of these systems, i.e. both politically and economically, might serve as a blueprint for solving the world’s
problems in the near future.

Today, the US national debt per capita is in the order of $52,000, which is possibly some 8 times higher than the national debt
per capita figure for China. However, it has been estimated that China’s total debt may be more comparable to the US total,
when measured in terms of % GDP, although the actual GDP figures suggest that the US total of $58 trillion is twice as large as
the $28 trillion estimated for China. It possibly comes as no great surprise that debt in the EU is comparable to the US given the
similarity of their economic and political systems. Of course, while Russia may be seen as the clear winner, when it comes to
debt, it is not clear whether anybody, other than Russia’s elite, would forward the Russia model as being the blueprint for the
future of global governance.
So is there any alternative blueprint for global governance on the horizon?
Clearly, if political power is predicated on economic success, there will be powerful institutions trying to maintain the idea of
economic growth irrespective of what measure it uses to quantify this growth. However, governments who cannot control both
national and total debt may fail to maintain living standards to which their populations aspire and therefore may be subject to
increasing social instability. Should such instability spread across the developed world, there may be no obvious future path
other than the notion of ‘Fortress World’ as previously outlined, but repeated below:
Fortress World: Acknowledges the possibility that global problems simply get worst, such that powerful nation states
enforce order in the form of authoritarian governance, which would possibly only attempt to control the global economy
for the benefit of a minority within a few powerful nation states, possibly acting within various coalitions. To some
extent, it might be argued that the world already effectively operates in this mode given that the most affluent 20%
consume 80% of the world resources.
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1.3.4

Further Energy Consideration

While there is undoubtedly some truth in the fact that global politics is now driven by free-market capitalism, there is also
another, possibly more subliminal, causal effects that requires further consideration, i.e. energy production. In part, a brief
reference to the work of Paul Chefurka entitled ‘World Energy to 2050’ has already been made – see ‘Obstacles to Progress’ for
more details. However, this author also published another article entitled ‘World Energy and Population’ that extended the
analysis out to 2100. While the previous links allow reference to the details of both works, this discussion will attempt
summarise some of the most salient points in respect to the present discussion.
Note: It is highlighted that both articles being referenced were written in 2007, such that we might need to judge and
even amend some of the predictions in light of 8-9 years of developments within the energy industry. For example, we
might now realise that the arguments surrounding ‘peak oil’ are possibly more intertwined with the oil price, rather than
solely being an issue of available reserves. However, it is believed that the basic premise of finite resources does not
change, although predictions concerning the exact date of peak production may need to be modified. Equally, there have
been some major technology advances in the field of renewable energy, which have the potential of scalability, although
it is unclear that deployment can be achieved in any reasonable timeframe and applied on a global scale, such that the
cautionary concerns raised in the articles also still apply. Likewise, the last 8-9 years has seen the publication of many
articles on the design of a new generation advance nuclear reactors using thorium as a fuel, as opposed to uranium.
While these designs may also hold out the potential for scalability, environmental concerns may delay deployment
beyond the effective lifetime of non-renewable resources, i.e. oil, gas and coal. However, despite these more optimistic
possibilities, the fundamental problems highlighted in the articles have not disappeared and, as such, the implications on
humanity should not be ignored.
For the purposes of this discussion, the accuracy of any specific prediction may not be as important as understanding the
validity of the trends being suggested. Therefore, we might jump directly to the projection of energy use, extending out to
2100, and then work back through some of the associated arguments.

Broadly, the chart suggests that all 3 primary non-renewable energy sources, i.e. oil, gas and coal, will reach peak production at
some point in this century. However, the analysis by the author also suggests that the decline in these traditional energy
sources cannot be matched by the increase in renewable and non-polluting alternatives, such as solar, wind, hydro, to which we
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will add nuclear. If so, there is an implication that total energy usage must fall to match production, although it may be naïve to
assume that an equitable ‘per capita’ reduction will be adopted to accommodate any shortfall. For, in reality, we need to
recognise the possibility that major powers in the developed world will simply ‘prioritise’ their requirements over those of the
developing world, irrespective of the wider implications that would follow from such a decision. While the article ‘World Energy
and Population’ does discuss the issue of population in connection with energy production, the following chart is taken from
another source, which also shows a population decline in-line with energy production, although the peak production points now
appears to be centred around 2040.

The rationale for the population decline, as explained in the article cited above, is directly correlated to the decline in energy
production. However, it is possibly worth highlighting the correlation of the population curve, as shown above, with the results
of the ‘Limits to Growth’ model, as shown below. The key difference being that population decline is now linked to 5 interrelated factors, i.e. population, output, pollution, production and resource depletion, which is possibly more reflective of the
complexity under discussion.

Again, it is highlighted that the predictions being suggested should only be seen as probabilistic trends rather than implying any
certainty of the actual timeframe. So, having establish some of the broad trends in the articles under review, we possibly need
to turn our attention towards some of the more detailed arguments, primarily related to energy production. However, in
keeping with the general evolutionary scope of the discussions, it might be pointed out that all animals and plants depend on
energy, which they generally get from natural sources, i.e. food or photosynthesis, with the notable exception of humans. By
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way of an illustrative example, humans have reduced the amount of time they spending chewing food by a factor of 10 in
comparison to other primates, i.e. from 48% of the day to 4.7%, simply by using energy to cook most of their food. In many
respect, this was possibly one of the first steps that humanity would take down an evolutionary road that was to create an ever
increasing dependency on external energy. Today, this dependency has possibly reached a critical level, where energy usage
can be generally correlated to population and the gross domestic product (GDP).

Examination of the chart above, which covers the last 2000 years of human history, suggests that population growth and energy
usage were closely correlated right up to the 20

th

century. However, following the second world war, we see a notable

difference, where economic growth and energy consumption peaked ahead of population due to a massive increase in the use
of fossil fuels. This increase in energy consumption has effectively supported a sustained rise in the standard of living, at least,
in the developed nations for the last 70 years.
The question now under consideration is whether this model is sustainable in the long-term?
Today, we might generalise the global energy profile as consisting of oil (36%), natural gas (24%), coal (28%), nuclear (6%),
hydro (6%) and renewable energy such as wind and solar (1%); where the first 3 sources are defined as non-renewable
resources and currently provide 88% of our global energy requirements.
Paul Chefurka: There is of course a great disparity in global energy consumption. The combined populations of China,
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh (2.7 billion) today use an average of just 0.8 toe per person per year, compared to the
global average of 1.7 and the American consumption of about 8.0. It is reasonable to expect that a declining world
energy supply would affect countries at opposite ends of the consumption spectrum quite differently.
As the last sentence suggests, any significant fall in energy production may pose different threats across the implied spectrum
of energy consumption. Of course, those already close to critically low energy usage may not simply be able to survive any
further declines. However, should alternative energy sources fail to materialise, then the social infrastructure of even affluent
nation states, like America, might begin to breakdown and extend into global conflicts between powerful nation states.
So what other future trends need to be taken into consideration?
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With reference to the previous chart, we see how energy consumption has affected both population and GDP in the past. As
such, we might expect that any future growth in the global economy, in conjunction with a potential 25% increase in the global
population, will only lead to increasing energy demands; possibly in the order of 37% based on the 2014 International Energy
Agency (IEA) summary. As indicated, non-renewable sources of energy in the form of oil, gas and coal, currently account for
88% of the global energy demand, but when projected out to 2050, the usage of these non-renewable resource may fall to
67%, although this reduced fraction would now be part of a 37% increase in overall energy demand. On the plus side, the last
20 years have apparently seen proven gas reserves increased by 70% and proven oil reserves by 40%. However, this optimism
does not really avoid the issue of peak production of fossil fuels at some point this century.
What other issues may need to be taken into consideration?
In a world of potentially increasing competition for dwindling resources, compounded by regional conflicts and terrorism, the
issue of the security of global energy supplies may become increasingly problematic. Today, oil and gas reserves are essentially
controlled by a small group of nations, many politically unstable. Currently, 80% of the world’s proven oil reserves are located in
just three regions, i.e. Africa; Russia and the Gulf states, while more than 50% of the world’s proven gas reserves exist in just
three countries, i.e. Russia, Iran, and Qatar. The fact that some western democracies are dependent on these energy resources,
in order to maintain the GDP of their respective economies, may begin to change in the balance of global power and political
influence. Of course, in order to alleviate this dependency, some nation states may simply ignore the implications of CO2
emissions on climate change and continue to use fossil fuel for as long as possible, if the promise of large-scale renewable
energy does not materialise at commercially viable prices.
But does all this pessimism really account for technology innovation?
By and large, the predictions being presented in this discussion are predicated on models, which have many assumptions and
simplifications of the real world. As such, their accuracy often depends on available information and judgement calls, which are
then extrapolated onto a future, which will undoubtedly be affected by many unexpected events. Of course, this does not mean
that we cannot separate the sum of all possibilities by probability, while accepting that we are not dealing in certainty. Today,
the hope for an alternative large-scale energy source is typically characterised in terms of wind, solar, tidal and wave power,
although we should also include more established sources in the form of hydroelectric and nuclear power. So, if the
dependency on fossil fuels is to be broken, while still meeting any further demand for increased energy, we need to assess the
probability that some, or all, of these renewable energy sources can be developed to meet any implied shortfall.
Paul Chefurka: Assessing the probable contributions of renewables to the future energy mix is one of the more difficult
balancing acts encountered in the construction of the model. The whole renewable energy industry is still in its infancy.
At the moment, therefore, it shows little impact but enormous promise. While the global contribution is still minor (at
the moment non-hydro renewable technologies supply about 1% of the world's total energy needs) its growth rate is
exceptional. Wind power, for example, has experienced annual growth rates of 30% over the last decade, and solar
power is doing about as well, though from a lower starting point. Proponents of renewable energy point to the
enormous amount of research being conducted and to the wide range of approaches being explored. They also point out
correctly that the incentive is enormous: the development of renewable alternatives is crucial for the sustainability of
human civilization.

55 of 60

the mysearch.org.uk website
All great truths begin as blasphemies
copyright ©: 2004-2016
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________
When attempting to assess the viability of one energy source against another, there are a number of competing factors that
have to be taken into consideration. For example, costs may involved risks linked to uncertainty in development and installation
timescales plus competitive cost/watt pricing issues, which need to exclude subsidies, while including distribution costs and any
eventual decommissioning of power plants. There are also issues of efficiency, both inherent in the conversion to usable
electricity and the intermittency of power generation that may depend of weather conditions, e.g. sunshine and wind. So while
we might all recognise the disadvantages of burning fossil fuels, we need to understand that the power plants associated with
these fuels are a well established technology, where the cost/watt is comparative low in respect to the competition, although
resource depletion may come to change this situation. However, the other major uncertainty that many of the renewable
sources of energy, such as solar and wind, need to address is intermittency under peak load demands. For if people want to use
energy when the sun is not shining or the wind is not blowing, the power supply industry requires backup sources of energy,
which can be brought on stream quickly. Today, the primarily backup for renewable power is typically fossil fuel power plants,
which incurs considerable additional costs, even when operating in backup mode. Likewise, the intrinsic efficiency of solar cells
and wind turbine will probably require very large-scale sites, which may often have to be located in difficult or environmentally
sensitive geographies, which then need additional power distribution networks in order to connect the renewable power
generated to the wider national grid. While such problems are not insurmountable, they will probably present a barrier to
large-scale deployment, while fossil fuels continue to be more competitive, i.e. offer low costs to industry.
But should we simply ignore nuclear because it is too dangerous and too expensive?
Let us first consider the important safety aspects of nuclear power plants, which has become an obvious concern to many. Todate, most people will have heard of 3 news-worthy events linked to 3-Mile Island in 1979, Chernobyl in 1986 and Fukushima in
2011. The 3-Mile Island and Chernobyl accidents were essentially attributed to the old reactor designs of the time and human
error, while the Fukushima plant was subject to a natural disaster in the form of a tidal wave. Without going into all the details,
nobody was killed at 3-Mile Island or Fukushima due to direct radiation exposure, although 6 people were killed at Fukushima
due to non-nuclear causes, such as falling equipment. In fact, there were more deaths at Fukushima resulting from the general
evacuation of the area, while also highlighting that over 16,000 people died as a result of the tidal wave itself. In this context,
the 1986 Chernobyl accident is the only accident in the history of commercial nuclear power to cause fatalities from radiation,
which was also attributed to an early flawed reactor design compounded by human error. While the Chernobyl death toll is still
debated, most of the affected populations only received radiation doses equivalent to a handful of CAT scans. The actual deaths
resulting from relatively low-level doses are difficult to separate from the effects of background radiation, which essentially
exists everywhere. However, thyroid cancer is an exception, which is rare in children and there were 7,000 known cases
recorded in Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine by 2005. As such, there is no doubt that radioactivity from Chernobyl was the cause,
which has eventually resulted in more than a dozen fatalities. It is also know that two people died in the actual explosion at
Chernobyl and more than 100 people, mostly fire-fighters ignorant of the dangers, were to receive doses high enough to cause
acute radiation sickness from which 29 would died within a few months followed by 18 more deaths over a number of years.
Is this not just a whitewash of the real dangers of nuclear power?
While we should accept that each and every one of these deaths was a personal tragedy, which we would wish to avoid, we
have to put the numbers into some sort of statistical context. For example, in 2010, there were 22 disasters in the non-nuclear
power industry in the US alone, which caused 608 deaths. It is estimated that there are over 1 million road deaths every year
worldwide. Possibly even more tragic, it is estimated that 21,000 children die every day around the world, which would equate
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to over 7.5 million child deaths every year caused by a lack of food, clean water and basic health care. Given what is at stake, if
the world does not secure enough energy, the dangers from nuclear power appear almost irrelevant in terms of the statistical
risks. On this basis, it is argued that nuclear power should, at least, be considered as a viable renewable option, while
recognising that it will come with its own set of practical problems.
Paul Chefurka: In fact, to stay even with the rate of decommissioning of our current nuclear reactor base we would need
to build 17 new reactors a year (more than 5 times the number that are now on the books) forever. That seems very
unlikely given the capital, regulatory and public relations environments that the nuclear industry is now operating in.
In the decades following the 3-Mile Island and Chernobyl disasters, the design of nuclear reactors has gone through a number
of generational designs. Today, third generation reactor designs incorporate many improvements to safety, efficiency, and
standardization, which has reduced maintenance and capital costs. There are also fourth generation designs in development,
which include molten-salt reactors fuelled by thorium rather than uranium, although none are likely to be ready for wide-scale
deployment before 2030. While the details of such developments are not really the focus of this discussion, it is possibly useful
to highlight the potential for small modular reactor (SMR) designs, which would support much lower entry costs and could be
located much closer to areas requiring electrical energy. While some might be alarm at this prospect, the usage of thorium
could mitigate many of the safety concerns, especially from terrorist attacks, if such reactors were more widely deployed. The
World Nuclear Association has outlined some of the possible benefits:
The thorium fuel cycle offers enormous energy security benefits in the long-term – due to its potential for being a selfsustaining fuel without the need for fast neutron reactors. It is therefore an important and potentially viable technology
that seems able to contribute to building credible, long-term nuclear energy scenarios.
After studying the feasibility of using thorium, nuclear scientists Ralph Moir and Edward Teller stated:
The advantages of thorium include utilization of an abundant fuel, inaccessibility of that fuel to terrorists or for diversion
to weapons use, together with good economics and safety features.
The purpose of highlighting the possibility of renewables, in the form of wind and solar, plus a new generation of nuclear
reactors is to show that the world does have potential solutions, which may help to avert any looming energy crisis. However, it
is far from certain that any of these solutions will be able to replace the large-scale use of fossil fuel in the timeframe implied by
the model under review. If so, probability suggests that nation states will continue to use fossil fuels as long as possible in order
to maintain the perception of economic growth, which in turn may be critical to social stability. Although this situation may
appear pessimistic, there may yet be an optimistic energy outcome, if politicians come to recognise the scope of the dangers
inherent in a global energy crisis and actively start to prioritise wholesale investment in the development of new energy
sources, as outlined. However, a more important knock-on benefit of securing the energy requirements of each nation state, or
least the powerful ones, could be to reduce global tension and conflict as the competitive demand for fossil fuels would start to
diminish.
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1.4

Concluding Comments

It is recognised that many may question the scope of this overall discussion, although it was stated from the outset that this
discussion is not just about political evolution, in isolation, but rather the evolution of human society that needs to take place
within a more global framework. Of course, it might also be realised that much of the timeframe under discussion, i.e. tens to
hundreds of years, is not really compatible with the idea of ‘evolution’ in the normal context of natural selection. Even so, it
would seems that human society has been driven by a form of
evolution, which is man-made in the sense that humanity has been able
to shape the world, although possibly not in a sustainable way. As a
consequence, it is believed that humanity now has to urgently address
some of the fundamental sustainability issues as outlined.
So what can be done?
If politics is a key human activity, requiring dialogue rather than
monologue to succeed, then it may be the only means by which
humanity may reach any form of ‘agreement’ on the various issues of
sustainability without armed conflict. However, the word ‘agreement’ is highlighted because this sustainability may come at a
very high price for many, possibly even the majority of the today’s population, such that it will not necessarily be reached
through any form of democratic or global consensus. While such a statement may undoubtedly appear pessimistic, it has been
argued that the scope of the problems that now facing humanity cover almost every facet of life on planet Earth and it is
unclear how much ‘life’ can continue to coexist in the ‘brave new world’ we are already creating. Of course, this statement
might also be seen to be overly melodramatic to those who continue to live the ‘good life’ in one of a handful of relatively
prosperous countries around the world, even though we should all be well aware of the plight of so many others. While other
possibilities do exist, it has been argued that probability suggests that many of the ‘debated problems’ outlined may escalate
into ‘real-world threats’ within this century. If so, there may be insufficient time to simply ‘conjure up’ some politically correct
solution and, if so, the world may simply revert to the tried and tested solution of natural selection, i.e. survival of the fittest.
While there can be no certainty in any of the potential future outcomes, we will table a question for further consideration:
Given enough time, can humanity succeed in overcoming all its problems?
It is entirely possible that most people might respond with a hopeful ‘YES’ to this question, such that we possibly need to refine
the scope of this question as follows:
Does ‘all’ of humanity have enough ‘time’ to overcome its problems?
At this point, we might see the need for a little more circumspection in how we answer this question, because the scope of
humanity has now been qualified by the word ‘all’, while there is also some possible limit being placed on the amount of ‘time’
humanity has to solve its many potential problems. Clearly, even if people are prepared to answer this question truthfully, they
might require some clarification of the caveats introduced.
First, what is implied by the word ‘all’?
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Today, there is evidence to suggests that population growth may peak by the end of this century, somewhere in the range 1015 billion, assuming the standard of living in some of developing countries can be improved, although this is a projection not a
certainty. For there is also evidence to suggest that the ‘Human Footprint’ of this population will still be too big for the Earth’s
biocapacity to sustain, especially if ‘all’ aspire to the standard of living enjoyed in more developed countries. While the actual
biocapacity may be dependent on future technology advances, further speculation on this issue will be deferred for now.
Second, how much ‘time’ do we have to solve our global problems?
How you answer this question may depend on how sceptical you wish to be. For if some powerful minorities believe that they
can avoid most of the problems outlined in this overall discussion, then they may not perceive the same level of urgency as
those already struggling to survive. This said, many now accept that this century may prove to be a ‘watershed’ in human
history in that it either starts to collectively solve its sustainability problems or risks a large majority of the population being
overcome by them. To put any ambiguity in this statement into very stark terms:
Paul Chefurka: If the model is correct, there will be no ongoing overpopulation problem at all, as natural processes
intervene to bring our numbers back in line with our resource base. This leaves the question of what such a population
decline would look and feel like. The details of such a profound experience are impossible to predict, but it's safe to say it
will be catastrophic far beyond anything humanity has experienced. The loss of life alone beggars belief. In the most
serious part of the decline, during the two or three decades spanning the middle of this century, even with a net birth
rate of zero we might expect death rates between 100 million and 150 million per year. To put this in perspective, World
War II caused 10 million excess deaths per year, and lasted a scant 6 years. This could be 50 times worse. Of course, a
raw statement of excess deaths doesn't speak to the risk this will pose to the fabric of civilization itself.
While humanity as a species might survive such a catastrophic prediction, much of its cultural diversity may become extinct
along with many other life forms that make up the total ecosystem of planet Earth. Of course, even if the global majority were
to rise up tomorrow and overpower the ruling minority(s), we still need to consider the question:
Would this new world order only prioritise a new set of self-interests rather than solving the underlying problems?
For its has been argued that it is in the nature of the ‘human condition’ to prioritise its own survival needs, where any personal
morality may be overruled by weaker ethical principles at work within larger groups, i.e. the institutions of a nation state. If so,
the most powerful nation states may well prioritise their own survival first, such that any global attempt to achieve
sustainability may take place within the framework described as ‘Fortress World’.
This outcome reflects the possibility that global problems simply get worst, such that powerful nation states enforce
order in what amounts to authoritarian governance in an attempt to control the global economy for the benefit of
themselves or some small coalition of nations with similar self-interests.
While this conclusion may be unacceptable to almost everybody, if a large-scale reduction in the global population is to be
avoided, it would seem that the biocapacity of planet Earth would have to, at least, be maintained indefinitely or more
realistically increased in-line with the projected population and the demand for higher living standards in the developing world.
However, at this time, it is unclear that there is any global political structure capable of managing an orderly transition to a
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sustainable and equitable world given that the excesses of free-market capitalism still appear to dominate the global economy
and preoccupy the attention of so many governments. If so, some other catalyst of change will be required.
Might technology serve as this catalyst?
Clearly, there are many possible technological innovations that may revolutionise our future world. In fact there are so many
possibilities that this discussion has not even attempted to outline the scope, although we might simply highlight the potential
for computer systems augmented with artificial intelligence (AI) to increasingly help manage the complexity we now face. Of
course, while such systems might help to solve some of our sustainability issues, they may also allow minority governments to
extend their surveillance of the population, bypassing individual freedoms of the majority, in order to suppress insurrection
should further economic downturns lead to increasing social instability. However, while it may be nearly impossible to quantify
the full impact of technology change on some future world, it is not unreasonable to speculate that some more near-term
developments may help maintain and even increased energy production in-line with the population and any increases in global
living standards. While this hope cannot be dismissed, the earlier discussion of energy considerations highlighted the
uncertainty in respect to development costs and the timeframe associated with the large-scale deployment of these new
energy sources. Of course, if the issue of securing renewable energy becomes an
increasing priority to many governments, we may see significant increases in future
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research and development funding as the peak production of fossil fuels become ever

For generations, we have assumed

more evident, such that deployment timeframes may be significantly reduced. If so, it

that the efforts of mankind would

is possible that the near collapse of global energy production, as predicted by earlier

leave the fundamental equilibrium

models, might be minimised, although probability might still question the scope of this

of

optimism. For there are many who question whether even existing fossil fuel reserves

atmosphere

can be used, if we wish to keep the increase in global temperatures below 2C.

possible

the

world’s
that

enormous
OK, but let us just assume that energy production can maintained, what then?

systems

stable.

But

with

all

changes,

and
it

is

these
e.g.

population, agricultural, use of
fossil fuels, concentrated into such

Clearly, simply maintaining energy consumption within the world’s leading economies

a short period of time, we have

may help mitigate some of the man-made problems cited below. However, it would

unwittingly

not necessarily provide a complete solution to any of them, especially when considered

experiment with the system of this

on a global scale.

planet itself.

begun

a

massive

population growth, global warming, ecosystem collapse, resource depletion, economic collapse,
social and political anarchy, disease pandemics, cultural, racial and religious strife, war and terrorism
Ultimately, sustainability will still require the global population to be in balance with the Earth’s biocapacity, even if technology
has the potential to increase today’s estimate of this capacity and we ignore the potential for yet more negative and
unforeseen side-effects. So, more as a wishful commentary rather than a conclusion of any conviction, it is hoped that
humanity will aspire for more than survival and, in so doing, strive to improve the quality of life for the global population as a
whole. Even so, ‘fortress world’ may have to serve as an interim solution in order to buy time for more profound change to take
place. For while idealists may continue to dream of utopia, realists may simply have to hope for a more equitable society and
the ‘evolution’ of more rational global governance given that the human condition is unlikely to disappear any time soon, unless
it continues to engineer its own extinction.
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