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On the home page of website-4, some initial ideas were outlined regarding the potential development of this section of the 

Mysearch website. While this scope might still be considered in terms of a ‘pursuit of knowledge’ that initially starts with the 

accepted ‘weight of authority’, it still requires a personal ‘duty of inquiry’, if it is to be meaningful to any individual beyond rote 

acceptance. However, previous sections of the Mysearch website required this duty of inquiry to investigate relatively large 

topics, which could not easily be summarised. Therefore, in contrast, this section of the website will attempt to pursue 

discussions of various topics more in the form of a short essay, which 

might then allow a wider range of ideas to be considered and linked to 

earlier sections of the website. By way of an introduction to this 

approach, the home page made reference to a quote by Carl Jung. 

 

As far as we can discern, the sole purpose of human existence is to 

kindle a light in the darkness of mere being. 

 

However, Jung believed that life has a spiritual purpose, which this 

website does not necessarily accept, although from the personal 

perspective of an agnostic, it cannot necessarily be refuted, although it 

can still be questioned. However, while the quote might be interpreted in 

different ways, it seems to capture what might be described as a ‘hopeful truth’ about the purpose of human existence. Of 

course, the history of humanity’s search for the truth has proved to be both elusive and subject to many different worldviews, 

i.e. philosophical, theological and scientific.  

 

Note: It might be argued that worldviews represent the sum total of human knowledge. However, there is a 

fundamental problem with this assumption in that many of these worldviews hold truths, which are contradicted by 

other worldviews. So, while each worldview might be deserving of a certain amount of respect in terms of its historical 

weight of authority, its perceived truths have to still be open to critical questioning, if we are truly to kindle a light in the 

darkness of mere being. 

 

Given the note above, the following quote by Voltaire has been used many times as a reminder about the inherent problem of 

assuming certainty in any given worldview.   

 

Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd. 

 

For it might be argued on the basis of historical evidence that all worldviews, whether philosophical, theological or scientific in 

scope, have been proven wrong to some smaller or greater degree. In this context, there is no absolute truth readily available 

to humanity. If so, then we might be better served by reflecting on the following quote taken from William Clifford’s essay 'The 

Ethics of Belief'. 

 

It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence. 

 

While accepting the inference in Clifford’s quote, we might recognise that many worldviews rest on a weight of authority that is 

grounded in historically held truths, often long before any form of scientific methodology could be used to scrutinise its 

assumptions or beliefs. Therefore, at this point, it is possibly necessary to highlight that many people may have either an 

emotional or psychological need to believe that life has a spiritual purpose, which may then support their idea of an afterlife. 

While many may question whether there is ‘insufficient evidence’ to support such beliefs, others do not necessarily have the 

automatic right to destroy these beliefs without assessing the consequences to the individuals in question. However, by the 

same token, such beliefs cannot simply remain unchallenged, such that the probability of the existence of any deity has to be 

open to critical questioning in an appropriate forum.   

1.1 The Nature of Essays 
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So, what might we infer from the quotes above? 

 

This website has used many quotes, which it believes helps capture an essence of truthful knowledge, which might otherwise 

allude a thousand words. In this context, it is believed that the ones used in this introduction are powerful examples of lessons 

learnt in the past, which the authors wanted to pass to future generations. However, whether these generations will listen to 

such ‘pearls of wisdom’ is another matter. 

 

 
 

While being forwarded as a subjective opinion, not certainty, the pursuit of truthful knowledge appears to be important for the 

future of humanity. However, such a statement possibly requires some initial consideration of humanity, both in terms of its 

genetic nature and the nurture now provided by society. If we accept that humanity was first the product of genetic evolution 

driven by natural selection, but subsequently modified by a long succession of man-made developments, it leads to a key 

question. 

 

What is now the driving force behind man-made evolution? 

 

However, this will be the subject of another essay in this section. 
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1.1.1 The Role of Scepticism 
 

By way of an initial and possibly limited definition, we might characterise 

scepticism as simply a questioning of knowledge or belief. Of course, at the 

outset of this questioning, we may not be in a position to make any critical 

judgement as to whether the knowledge or belief is correct or not. However, 

this website has repeatedly made reference to William Clifford’s essay entitled 

‘The Ethics of Belief’, published in 1877. While the links allow reference to 

more details, the conclusion of Clifford’s essay might be summarised in the 

following quote, which might also help explain the necessary role of scepticism. 

 

`It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on 

insufficient evidence`. 

 

Clifford supported this conclusion by recognising that we start out, in childhood, having to accept the weight of authority on 

many issues, but which can then simply propagate into adulthood. Therefore, he argues that a duty of inquiry is necessary, 

based on a presumption to doubt and to investigate, rather than a presumption to simply believe, irrespective of the apparent 

authority of the source. As such, Clifford argues that all knowledge has to be questioned and therefore requires some degree of 

scepticism as a valid and necessary part of the process of coming to some judgment of the supporting evidence. We might also 

make reference to the following quote by Voltaire, who also questioned the certainty of knowledge and beliefs.  

 

“Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.” 

 

In the context outlined above, scepticism cannot be described as a denial of accepted knowledge or belief, if it represents the 

necessary questioning of the evidence that is assumed to support knowledge and belief. Rather it is a fundamental part of the 

scientific method. Of course, there are some who will always reject the accepted weight of authority on different issues 

because it cannot be integrated into their worldview. Therefore, before starting to discuss the ‘role of scepticism’, it may be 

useful to provide some wider introduction about the sum total of what we might be sceptical about. For example, the working 

of the universe is clearly very complex, although there are many ideas about how we might best rationalise this complexity in 

different ways, i.e. philosophical, theological and/or scientific. While some may be convinced of the certainty of their 

worldview, even though it might not really address all the ‘how and why’ questions, others have the right to be sceptical of such 

certainty. Previous discussions have tried to characterise the nature of our different worldviews in terms of three approaches to 

knowledge and belief, i.e. philosophical, theological and/or scientific, as represented in the table below.  

 

Approach Premise Rational Empirical 

Theology Belief No No 

Philosophy Idea Yes No 

Science Fact Yes Yes 

 

While these three approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive within any given worldview, it might be accepted that they 

can be based on very different assumptions, which cannot all be correct. Again, it is accepted that the table is overly simplistic 

in its summary and possibly misrepresents the characterisation of the premise, rationale and evidence underpinning each 

approach. However, based on this table, it might still be argued that a theological belief can develop without any obvious 

rational logic, which we might assume has to underpin a formal philosophy, but where neither may have any empirical evidence 

to support their assumptions. Therefore, it might be assumed that science must differ from both these other approaches, 

because it is conceptually required to provide some form of empirical proof. How people proceed from this point will depend 

on which approach they prefer, as their choice is often influenced by their cultural up-bringing, which in a historical context has 

invariably required general conformance to the accepted beliefs of their society.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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But what is the role of scepticism in more worldly matters? 

 

We might recognise the problem of uncertainty surrounding the ‘how and why’ questions associated with the totality of the 

universe. As such, these questions remain open to philosophical, theological and scientific debate, but where scepticism should 

still be allowed to challenge any of the assumptions. Of course, as defined, the role of scepticism can still apply to our 

knowledge and beliefs about more worldly scientific matters, such that we might challenge the empirical evidence that appears 

to support its many assumptions. In this context, the discussion will now focus on the scientific worldview, which we might 

assumed has to proceed on empirical evidence, although we might still inject a note of uncertainty. For it might reasonably be 

argued that the history of science tells us that no scientific theory has ever withstood the test of time without some form of 

revision, despite previously representing a consensus of opinion. If so, we need to be careful, possibly sceptical, of the idea that 

a consensus of a majority alone provides the necessary proof of a scientific hypothesis. 

 

Note: We might recognise that a scientific idea may be 

subject to different levels of confidence by its description of 

being a conjecture, hypothesis or theory, which also implies 

different levels of verification. However, modern science 

has become increasingly dependent on mathematical 

models, especially when physical reality is too complex to 

describe in detail and the mechanisms extend beyond the 

ability of science to directly verify.     

 

This website has attempted to carry out an honest, but possibly 

limited, duty of inquiry into the three main scientific models of the 

20th century, i.e. relativity, quantum mechanics and cosmology. 

Admittingly starting from a position of ignorance of the many details associated with these accepted models, scepticism had to 

be constrained to a simple questioning of the assumptions. However, as an understanding of these models developed, 

scepticism of some of the assumptions, but not all, changed from simply questioning to rejection, if the mathematical model 

did not provide any reasonable description of cause and effect, such that we might table a question. 

 

Is this form of scepticism a denial of accepted science? 

 

Again, it might be argued that accepted science might only imply a limited consensus, which in itself is not conclusive proof, 

such that uncertainty may remain. However, if doubt is allowed, albeit being an unpleasant condition, then critical thinking 

about problems is retained within the scientific method, which will either be proved unfounded or lead to new and better 

models. Unfortunately, many who support the idea, and assumptions, of an accepted model often perceive the questioning of 

their model as a denial of proven science and, as such, criticism should be suppressed as a form of heresy towards science. 

While we might understand this reaction in terms of human nature, it seems to reflect an intolerance that was once associated 

with religious heresy at the time of Galileo and therefore not good for science or society. 

 

But surely this is a problem of the past not the future? 

 

While this essay will not pursue any specific examples at this stage, many might perceive that intolerance is still a problem in 

science today, which can distort open debate and affect policy making in many other areas of society, i.e. political, economics 

and social. Unfortunately, it has to be recognised that some people are often driven by their own self-interests, e.g. careers, 

esteem, influence and wealth, such that they will try to seek to suppress any dissenting voices, which might be seen to act 

against their interests. In science, this can be achieved by cutting the funding of research that challenges any of the 

assumptions being promoted as a mainstream consensus, where the influence of this engineered consensus can be used to 

block dissenting publications by the scientific peer review system.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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Note: While the statements above might be seen to be verging towards a conspiracy theory, rather than just being an 

argument for the valid role of scepticism in science, it is possibly naïve to assume that science is immune to the human 

problem of self-interest. 

 

However, we shall return to firmer ground and the role of scepticism, which might be seen to have been supported by the 1995 

and 2000 editions of a publication by the National Academies of Science (NAS) entitled ‘On Being a Scientist’ as highlighted in 

the following quote. 

 

“The fallibility of methods is a valuable reminder of the importance of scepticism in science. Scientific knowledge and 

scientific methods, whether old or new, must be continually scrutinized for possible errors. Such scepticism can conflict 

with other important features of science, such as the need for creativity and for conviction in arguing a given position. 

But organized and searching scepticism as well as an openness to new ideas are essential to guard against the intrusion 

of dogma or collective bias into scientific results.” 

 

This seems to be a balanced assessment of scepticism in that it recognises both positive and negative effects, although this 

statement was removed from the 2009 edition. Of course, this omission might be interpreted in one of two ways, i.e. that the 

role of scepticism is self-evident or, more worrying, that it is no longer required. Of course, even supporters of scepticism have 

to accept that any challenge to accepted science must be based on good scientific arguments or risk being classified as 

unproductive and potentially damaging denial. However, might we not assume that a reasonably authoritative and impartial 

assessment of a scientific argument can still be made, even though it may not agree with the current consensus, such that it can 

be openly debated.  

 

Note: Unfortunately, today, the idea of a reasonably authoritative and impartial assessment may become ever more 

difficult in the age of mass media, fake news and internet opinion, which may be engineered by self-interests that may 

be far from obvious. Of course, such issues do not just affect science, but the whole of society, and can give the 

legitimate role of scepticism a bad name.  

 

It is not clear how the worldview of current and future generations will be affected by such developments, but there is a danger 

that public opinion, on all manner of issues, might be manipulated for reasons of self-interest rather than the greater good of 

collective society. In part, the various essays in this section will attempt to explore some of these issues, but for now will close 

with a somewhat tongue-in-cheek quote, which nevertheless may be good advice.  

 

“In science, keeping an open mind is a virtue, just not so open that your brains fall out.” 
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1.1.2 Nature & Nurture Debate 
 

As a basic introduction of the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate, the 

issue of evolution is often polarised in terms of two factors, i.e. 

internal genetics versus external environment. While we might accept 

that this debate can applied to other biological lifeforms on planet 

Earth, the main focus of the debate is invariably orientated towards 

human life, as depicted right, without really giving too much thought 

about the direction this debate might go in the future. However, we 

will first attempt to extend this introduction by making some basic 

distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’, where the former is 

essentially biological in scope and subject to genetic adaptation, 

while the latter might be linked to any form of environmental effect. 

Generally, we might accept that nature and nurture can operate on 

very different timescales, which then leads to an initial question of 

interest. 

 

Will the future be determined by nature or nurture? 

 

In order to even start addressing the question above, we possibly need to be a little more specific about the scope of nature 

and nurture plus clarify the underlying assumption that humanity will play a key role in determining this future. In this context, 

it might be highlighted that the opening page of website-4 suggested that past evolutionary processes have presented 

humanity with an opportunity to define the purpose, and future, of its own existence. However, it also suggested that this 

opportunity may never be realized by many, possibly for no fault of their own, due to the makeup of their DNA. This statement 

is based on the assumption that life is subject to a unique blueprint, encoded into DNA, which determines the scope of both the 

physiology and psychology of all species on planet Earth, including humanity. The empirical evidence in support of the role of 

DNA has previously been outlined in the Biological Model discussion, such that this detail will not be repeated. However, while 

there is empirical evidence that the evolution of any species has been based on mechanisms outlined in the ‘Inheritance Model’ 

discussion, it is also highlighted that the Genetic Model of inheritance is also subject to random mutations plus many additional 

mechanisms, such as ‘genetic recombination’ and ‘genetic dominance’, which lead to changes in the genotype and phenotype of 

a species.  

 

Note: At this point, it might be highlighted that the central premise of Darwinian natural selection is that all life has 

adapted to environmental change, which it is assumed takes place over many generations. However, today, it is 

recognised that environmental change in the form of social developments may take place within a single generation. 

 

In addition, a developing ‘Epigenetic Model’ suggests that phenotype changes may take place via a mechanism that does not 

involve direct alteration to the overall DNA sequence. Within this model, genes can be switched on or off as a result of 

environmental factors, possibly internal and external, such that it might blur the previous distinction between ‘nature’ and 

‘nurture’. Of course, if humanity continues to develop the ability to change both the nature of its genetic blueprint and its 

external environment, then the question about nature and nurture may not be the central issue of concern as both will 

increasingly become man-made.  

 

But do the various assumptions about man-made evolution need to be challenged? 

 

While humanity might rightly assume itself to be the pinnacle of intelligent sentient life on planet Earth, this does not 

necessarily guarantee that man-made evolution will be a success. For even a brief review of human history might suggest that a 

multitude of other factors will play a role in future developments – see Brave New Worlds for further details. Therefore, we 

might still need to consider the idea of the ‘human condition’ being the result of both nature and nurture - see The Elephant in 

the Room for a possibly wider perspective.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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Note: The ‘human condition’ is undoubtedly a multitude of complex factors built into our DNA and then compounded by 

ever-changing developments in our surrounding environment, i.e. modern society. However, we might possibly attempt 

to characterise the net effect of all these factors in just four words: “Not in my backyard”. While grossly simplistic, we 

might recognise that people have a tendency to only agree to change as long as it does not adversely affect them. 

 

Let us continue by initially assuming that genetic evolution provides the explanation of the spread of physical and mental 

abilities of ‘homo sapiens’ in the world today, which possibly dates back some 250,000 years. Of course, we might also 

recognise that the human condition has been affected by nurture factors, which might initially be introduced in terms of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, although this hierarchy needs further consideration in terms of the growing complexity of 

modern society. Within this evolutionary timeline, Darwin’s theory of natural selection was forwarded long before the 

development of present-day genetics, although it was generally accepted as a potential mechanism by which characteristic 

traits of a species might be passed on to subsequent generations. In this historic context, the term ‘natural selection’ might be 

seen in contrast to some form of ‘artificial selection’, which for the purposes of this discussion will be described as ‘man-made’. 

However, it has to be recognised that this very brief and overly simplistic summary of the evolution of ‘homo sapiens’, 

undoubtedly omits many important facts, such as the apparent 10% reduction of the human brain over the last 20,000 years. 

 

Note: There is still much controversy about the cause and effects of the apparent reduction in brain size. One idea simply 

relates brain size to body mass, another forwards the idea of diet as a key factor. However, there is also the possibility 

that the larger brain size of earlier hominids was a reflection of the broader range of survival skills initially needed in 

prehistory long before Maslow’s needs could be adequately provided by extended social groups. Given this controversy, 

it might be premature to equate brain size with the general concept of IQ. 

 

Despite highlighting a note of caution in the last sentence above, we might still consider the potential interaction between 

nature and nurture, especially over the last few hundred years, where humanity has become increasingly dependent on the 

protection offered by modern society. In this context, we might return to a quote by Darwin, even though it may now appear 

politically incorrect in today’s world, for it highlights a potential consequence of social evolution on human genetics. 

 

“With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state 

of health. We civilized men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build asylums for 

the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the 

life of every one to the last moment. Thus, the weak members of civilized societies propagate their kind. No one who has 

attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man.  

 

As previously highlighted, the genetic nature of evolution was not understood by Darwin, when he published the 'Origin of 

Species by Means of Natural Selection’ in 1859 or 'The Descent of Man’ in 1871. However, the results of selective breeding of 

domestic animals had been empirically understood for centuries, such that the quote cannot simply be ignored just because 

modern sensibilities do not like the inference. Therefore, the next question has to be considered. 

 

Is humanity immune to selective breeding? 

 

Note: First, by way of immediate clarification, this discussion is not a veiled disguise to introduce any ideas that might be 

associated with the dark side of eugenics, where selection is predicated on race or ethnicity. However, the question 

above has to be legitimate, if we accept the empirical results of selective breeding, whether by design or accident. 

 

Having hopefully clarified the purpose of the discussion to follow, the focus will now return to some potential causes and 

effects associated with both genetic and social evolution. At this point, it will now be argued that humanity has operated 

outside the normal definition of natural selection for possibly tens of thousands of years and, as such, has submitted itself to a 

form of selective breeding that, in part, is alluded to in Darwin’s quote above. However, in opposition, there is a school of 

opinion that claims there has been no significant genetic change to the human genome in the last 50,000 years, such that the 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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astounding development of successive human civilisations over the last 10,000 years must have been built on the same basic 

physical and mental abilities of our ancestors. If so, the perceived evolution of humanity throughout recorded history must be 

attributed to developments within the external environment, i.e. nurture not nature. Of course, today, there are many obvious 

racial and ethnic differences in physical appearance that would seem to contradict the certainty of this position. Although there 

is still considerable ambiguity surrounding the correlation of brain size to IQ. This latter issue may also be considered a taboo 

subject, for while people seem to accept the reality of a statistical distribution of physical abilities in sports by both race and 

ethnicity, there appears to be extreme reluctance to consider a similar statistical distribution when correlated to IQ. 

 

Note: Charles Murray’s book entitled ‘The Bell Curve’ was published in 1994, although its findings and conclusions are 

still the subject of much controversy, possibly more political than scientific – see discussion ‘Social Background’ for more 

details. While this issue will not be revisited at this point, it will be stated for clarification that statistical distribution 

deals with the probability within a population as a whole and does not make any inference about any individual within 

this population. 

 

Again, having taken a detour to hopefully provide some reassure to those adherents of political correctness, we might return to 

the issue of human evolution up to the present-day. While somewhat speculative in scope, the following evolutionary changes 

are supported by varying degrees of empirical evidence. At the genetic level, these evolutionary changes include known 

physical and biological adaptations, e.g. skin colour, disease resistance and lactose intolerance, but also suggest personality and 

cognitive adaptations, although these are often more difficult to quantify. There also appears to have been a trend towards 

reduced physical strength and aggression in some populations, which while probably counter-productive to survival in 

hunter-gatherer groups proved to be less of an issue in earlier agricultural communities and possibly actively ‘nurtured’ in some 

modern societies. If we accept this type of general trend in physical attributes, it seems unreasonable to assume that the 

general notion of intelligence, especially as it pertains to abstract concepts such as mathematics, would not have been subject 

to some evolutionary change over the last 10,000 years. If so, we might speculate that evolutionary change, both physical and 

mental, have continued based on selective adaptations to changes in the external environment, i.e. increasingly sophisticated 

social groups. Of course, history tells us that the developments of ever more sophisticated civilisations was not uniform and 

varied enormously by geography. 

 

Note: Today, the genome of various people around the world can be catalogued in terms of racial and ethnicity traits, 

which may then be traced as genetic markers linked to earlier human migrations into different regions and geographies. 

While this type of evidence is still subject to much research, it does not seem unreasonable to correlate the activation or 

suppression of certain genes to earlier migrations and cultural differences. Simply by way of an example, it is estimated 

that nearly 65% of the global population show symptoms of lactose intolerance, although this intolerance is subject to 

much geographic variants. Northern Europeans show less than 10% intolerance, while 95% of Asians and Africans exhibit 

this intolerance. Genetics has traced this mutation back 10,000 years to Northern Europe with the suggestion that the 

mutation was possibly linked to the domestication of dairy animals in Europe some 12,000 years ago. These earlier 

populations potentially relied on various dairy products as an essential source of food, such that the natural ability to 

tolerate lactose in infancy extended into adulthood. As the domestication of dairy animals did not occur until much later 

in Asia and Africa, the indigenous population in these regions did not develop the same degree of lactose intolerance. 

 

While some of the ideas being presented are somewhat anecdotal, it does appear that the internal genetic nature of humanity 

has continually adapted in response to changes in the external environment over thousands of years. However, whether such 

adaptations can really explain the exponential increase in technological developments over just the last 200 years may appear 

questionable, such that other explanations may be necessary. One possible explanation for the increasing rate of development, 

which can be traced back to the earliest civilisations, is an ability to better share and distribute information that initially 

provided the foundation on which all human knowledge ‘evolved’. Ten thousand years ago, information sharing was initially 

restricted to the spoken word and therefore confined to very localised regions. However, the development of the written word 

was clearly a step change in this ability, although the means of distributing the information to a wider population was still 

limited. Again, we might recognise another step change in ability with the invention of the printing press, which not only 
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allowed the information to be replicated in volume, but also distributed across a much wider geography. Today, we might easily 

see the extrapolation of these earlier developments into the information age, which is now supported by computer processing, 

global communication networks and a multitude of graphic and application interfaces.  

 

But what of the future? 

 

While any prediction about future developments has to be considered in terms of probability, not certainty, it might be 

accepted that an era of accelerating AI-Robotic Developments is no longer science fiction. If so, such development will impose a 

profound environment change on humanity, where many may not have time to adapt – see AI Perspective for more details.  

 

Note: Again, at this point, we might question whether the line between nature and nurture will become increasingly 

blurred as the scope of the environment, as defined by modernity, becomes dominated by accelerating technological 

change. While we started out with the assumption that natural selection might have been partially superseded by 

man-made selection, we might now have to consider whether 

the future might ultimately be determined by an entirely 

different form of selection. 

 

To underlined the potential implication of the last sentence above, the 

image right is being used to highlight what many might see as a 

disturbing prospect of a purely technology-led evolution, should it come 

to challenge humanity’s dominant role in the future of life on planet 

Earth. However, before addressing this concern, the image right was 

originally used as part of an evolutionary model called Hybrid AI, where 

incremental developments take place over a timeline of some 200-300 

years. This timeframe was based on what was felt to be a more practical 

assessment of the acceptance of technology developments, when 

considered within the wider scope of society as a whole, i.e. political, 

economic and social – see Catalysts of Change for more details. In 

addition, it was hoped that this timeframe might provide more time for 

certain sections within each future generation to adapt to the changes 

being suggested, although this might be more reflective of wishful 

thinking than any deep conviction.  

 

Note: By way of another aspect of the how and why society changes - see discussion entitled ‘The Nature of Consensus’. 

This discussion suggests that accumulating change in society is not really planned, invariably has unintended 

consequences and is never decided by anything that truly represents a democratic majority. 

 

In part, the general inference of these earlier discussions is that the Darwinian idea of ‘survival of the fittest’ does not simply 

disappear in some utopian future, if winners and losers remain a consequence of any process of change. In retrospect, we 

recognise the process of natural selection also created evolutionary winners and losers that applied to all lifeforms. However, 

probability suggests that a future, which remains subject to the human condition, will still continue to produce its own form of 

winners and losers brought about by technology developments of all kinds. Of course, probability also suggests that this 

on-going process of man-made evolution will undoubtedly trigger corresponding changes in the political, economic and social 

infrastructures that now underpin most modern societies.  

 

But are there other possible implications associated with the image above? 
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As outlined in this discussion, the line between nature and nurture may become increasingly blurred, if the scope of man-made 

manipulation of the genetic code continues to develop. Of course, society might place restrictions on such developments, but 

probability suggests that this will only slow and not stop future developments in this field. Likewise, as outlined in the 

discussion ‘Technology Catalysts’, developments in genetics is but one of many potential technology developments that will 

undoubtedly change human society and possibly affect all species 

on planet Earth. However, the implication in the image possibly 

suggests something more profound than just the manipulation of 

the human genome, which has been previously discussed in terms 

of both ‘AI and Robotic Developments’. While the timeline of these 

developments might be debated, the general trend that many are 

predicting might be characterised in the diagram right. Here we see 

the suggestion that complexity will increase exponentially, primarily 

driven by technology change, while human ability remains 

constrained by genetic evolution. If so, humanity may have little 

choice but to surrender control of many of its critical infrastructure 

to autonomous AI systems. Of course, should such developments 

continue, the combination of AI-Robotic Automation would have the potential to replace humans in many areas of employment 

and, in so doing, become an Economic Catalyst of change. So, while this is only a prediction, not certainty, it is difficult to see 

how the current trajectory of human society can avoid this future without some form of regression, the consequences of which 

would then threaten the lives of billions, who are almost totally dependent on the complexity of the modern world.  

 

So, does humanity have a long-term future? 

 

While this might appear to be an extremely depressing question to table towards the end of this discussion, it too has to be put 

into evolutionary context. Any review of the earlier evolution of life on planet Earth shows the transitory nature of all species 

when subject to environmental change to which they cannot adapt. While humanity might assume itself to be an exception, 

which is questionable, it is not necessarily without some foundation, if characterised in the form of a more specific question. 

 

Will humanity exist in ten, hundred, thousand or even a million years? 

 

There are two aspects of this question that need to be considered, first, the length of time involved and, second, what do we 

infer by the word ‘humanity’. Clearly, as the timeframe extends ever further into the future, our ability to foresee all possible 

change, both genetic and environmental, possibly reduces ever closer to zero. However, it is in the nature and nurture of the 

human condition to consider the issue of change as a somewhat academic issue, provided it does not affect us personally, 

which we might initially perceive in terms of our own life time and then extend to that of our grandchildren, if already born. 

While each generation possibly has its own perception of humanity, both in terms of its genetic nature and nurturing 

environment, it is clear that this perception not only changes with time, but also in the details of its reality. In this context, we 

each come to some understanding of our own humanity, which is a subjective product of ‘time and place’ into which we are 

born. However, what this discussion has attempted to highlight is that natural and man-made selection have come to operate 

on very different timescales and that humanity, whether by design or accident, appears to be destined to initially follow a path 

of man-made evolution, which will continue to create both winners and losers. Of course, in the longer term there is the 

suggestion that even man-made evolution might be superseded, but this is possibly the subject of another essay. 
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1.1.3 The Limits of Morality 
 

At a basic level, we tend to think about morality in terms of right and wrong. 

However, this black and white perspective is invariably limited because it does 

not take into account all the shades of grey that can exist in between. By way of 

an initial example, morality may tell us that killing another person is wrong, but in 

times of war our governments will ‘revise’ this morality in terms of the enemy in 

order to defend the state and its population. In many other ways, morality can be 

subject to limits in virtually all aspects of human affairs, i.e. economic, political 

and social behaviours, because it conflicts with the self-interest of an individual or 

group. However, these individuals and groups cannot immediately be assumed to 

be immoral in their behaviour, although this is possible, without some consideration of the wider issues that this essay will 

attempt to discuss. While much of this discussion will try to focus on the present and future, rather than the past, this does not 

imply that there is no value in the past, far from it, as there is much that can be learnt. However, we might reasonably assume 

that we cannot change the past, only attempt to learn from it, before the future is written. It has also been previously argued 

that the future remains linked to the past by a common factor: the human condition – see Nature versus Nurture Debate for 

details. 

 

Note: While the link above allows the discussion to be reviewed in full, one of the arguments of this discussion might be 

summarised in terms of the genetic nature of humanity versus its environmental nurture. While the genetic nature might 

be considered in terms of the ‘Selfish Gene’, it is clear that much of human morality might be traced to survival needs 

provided by man-made social constructs. In this context, morality might be explained without reference to any 

metaphysical entities which have no obvious empirical evidence to support their existence. Of course, historically, this 

position may have been described as blasphemy and may still be challenged by many in the modern world. 

 

In another earlier discussion entitled the Evolution of Economics, some attempt was made 

to separate the definition of morals and ethics. While both relate to the idea of ‘right and 

wrong’, it was suggested that morals are possibly more orientated to the individual, while 

the idea of ethics may better apply to the institutions of society in the form of laws, 

policies and regulations. In this context, it might be argued that ‘an economy’ comprising of 

institutions that do not directly have any sense of morality, even though they are 

predicated on the actions of individuals, who might be immorally influenced by economic 

wealth. However, if there is an absence of personal morality, we might initially assume that 

laws, policies and regulations are intended to provide some equivalent form of protection 

against ‘wrong-doing’, although almost any historic examination of the institutions of the 

economy might suggest this is an overly naïve assumption. 

 

But why is this so? 

 

Let us initially assume that the sum total of all the laws, policies and regulations that apply to the various financial systems 

around the world, simply have some of the ‘grey areas’ initially suggested, which can then be subject to interpretation. For 

example, we might initially consider the issue of tax evasion in contrast to tax avoidance, where the former is an illegal method 

of concealing taxable income, while the latter covers legal methods of reducing taxable income. While this definition may 

appear to be relatively ‘black and white’ in scope, in practice, it leads to many perceived issues of morality. However, at this 

point, we possibly need to consider a more serious example of financial misconduct as described in the form of a paraphrased 

quote taken from the Wall Street Journal about the 2008 financial crisis.  

 

Every crisis is different in detail, but the cause is always some variation of the same game: High rollers amass debt until 

they can't pay it off, and then they default, setting off a string of insolvencies that can be stopped only by putting 

taxpayers at risk. Systemic fraud is exposed in every crash, but little is done about it. Big business, big government and 
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big bankers are too often from the same self-dealing clan. The most culpable among them will claim no one could have 

possibly seen the big crash coming, even though plenty of warnings went unheeded. Economists working for the looting 

class often compare the economy to the weather. They claim that unavoidable cycles cause crashes, as if the economy 

were a natural phenomenon, existing apart from humanity. But humans create economies, and humans cause financial 

disasters. Financial crimes are tolerated in the name of free-market capitalism and the comforting pretension that 

another economic crash could never happen again. 

 

Despite the obvious implications of the quote, we may still need to consider the possibility that the economic system has simply 

become so complex that nobody really controls it and therefore nobody is morally responsible for its consequences – see 

Economic Model Dynamics for more details. However, while complexity is an obvious issue, it does appear that some of the 

problems highlighted did, at least, reflect a lack of morality, i.e. knowing what is right and wrong, on the part of some of the 

individuals involved, which might then be described as criminal fraud.  

 

But why do these financial crashes keep happening? 

 

Again, reference might be made to the idea of the ‘human condition’, which has previously been discussed in terms of human 

survival instincts that tends to separate ‘winners’ from ‘losers, especially if considered in terms of financial wealth and 

questionable morality. If we were to ignore the issue of complexity in the financial system, then the previous quote clearly 

points a finger at large-scale systematic fraud, i.e. stealing, which history suggests went largely unpunished, irrespective of 

whatever ethical constraints, in the form of laws, policies and regulations, we might assume were in place. Therefore, we 

possibly need to table the next question.  

 

Does the economic wealth affect morality as much as morality might affect economics? 

 

While the discussion wants to focus on present and future implications, we might start to consider this question by briefly 

outlining the historical work of Adam Smith (1723-1790), who was an economist, philosopher and author now best 

remembered for two classical works, the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and the Wealth of Nations (1776). While the 

‘Wealth of Nations’ is possibly the better-known work on economics, many of his morality ideas were developed in his earlier 

book on moral sentiment. Of course, we might recognize that Adam Smith’s work on morality and economics now date back 

some 250 years, such that we might question whether this work is still relevant today, especially as the writing style and 

language used differs from most modern technical writing. While this discussion is not really about these works, it might be 

recognised that Adam Smith was one of the first to write extensively on the issues of morality and economics, such that it might 

be seen as a precursor to the wider discussion of morality in economics. 

 

• The Theory of Moral Sentiment: This book consists of seven sections, i) propriety of action, ii) rewards and punishment, iii) 

judgments, conduct and duty, iv) acts of approbation, v) custom and fashion, vi) virtue and vii) systems of moral 

philosophy. Of course, even by just listing the scope of this work, it might be realized that any attempt of a summary must 

be very limited and essentially constrain to some key points of interest as to how Smith perceived morality and its role in 

the society of his day. In this context, one of the main ideas is that morality is based on a human capacity to sympathise 

with the plight of others, although this capacity is first explained in terms of the perspective of an ‘impartial spectator’ that 

possibly places abstracted limits on both sympathy and empathy. However, like many of his generation, Smith appears to 

conform to the belief in a benevolent and omniscient God, such that moral actions are instilled in us by God. 

 

Note: Whether Adam Smith was really a devout Christian may be a matter of debate, although we might assume, at 

the very least, that his writing reflected a deference to Christian beliefs that dominated the society in which he lived. 

However, in a wider and later 20th century context, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs forwards an alternative suggestion 

that human behaviour is a reflection of survival needs, which in the case of humanity is dependent on various levels of 

social interactions and mutual cooperation. 
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So, while we will assume Smith believed that God instils a moral sense of right and wrong in us all, he also forwards the 

idea that humanity is subject to other forces of corruption, which then distorts our internal ‘moral compass’. Again, at this 

point, some further reference might be made to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs by suggesting that moral corruption might 

be linked to the role of ‘esteem’ in society and ‘self-actualisation’, both of which can be subject to the conformance of 

peer pressure and the corruption of power. For Smith also identified that people seek the approval of society in which 

they live in order to attain wealth and status, such that their personal morality may be affected. Of course, we might also 

speculate that in a world where money has increasingly played an important role, then some may simply succumb to 

temptation for any number of reasons, e.g. greed and avarice. 

 

Note: Based on his writing, Smith appears to suggest that the class hierarchy of his day must also be part of God's 

design, although all might aspire to advance themselves in society. However, by the same token, he seems to 

suggest that the failure to advance might simply reflect a person’s natural place in society, as designated by God. 

Again, see the Nature-Nurture debate for a different take on why some people might not succeed in life.  

 

While subject to debate, we might assume that Smith believes in some form of divine plan, which he then uses to 

underpin one of his most discussed ideas, i.e. the invisible hand. For Smith argues that people, including the rich, should 

be allowed to pursue their own self-interests because it will lead to the best outcome for all classes, although he cites 

some important caveats to limit self-interest. However, we possibly need to outline the scope of self-interest, especially in 

the case of the rich, who Smith assumes will not consume that much more than other people. If so, then any excess 

resources and other benefits will be indirectly distributed among those of a lower-class who work to produce these 

goods. This process is then described in terms of ‘an invisible hand’ by which those who pursue their own self-interests 

also produce an optimal level of wealth for all in a given society. 

 

Note: Today, we might perceive a parallel with Smith’s idea of an invisible hand and the 20th century idea of 

‘trickle-down economics’, which assumes that a reduction of taxes on businesses and the wealthy in society will results 

in a general stimulation in the economy that benefits society as a whole. Whether this idea really works for all in 

society is still a matter of debate. 

 

To conclude this briefest of summaries, the ‘Theory of Moral Sentiments’ attempts to define the idea of ‘virtue’ in terms of 

right and wrong morality. While Smith assumes God has a key role to play in human morality, he also links this idea to a 

human capacity for both sympathy and empathy of another’s plight, which helps benefit society as a whole. Smith also 

understands that there has to be some limits placed on the self-interests of an individual, if the collective-interests of 

society are to be protected. In this respect, Smith is not a ‘libertarian’ in the modern sense, i.e. as somebody who rejects 

the imposition of government, but rather one who argues for freedom of the individual and advocates ‘jurisprudence’, 

such that society retains justice by the rule of law. 

 

• The Wealth of Nations: Was first published in 1776, some 7 years after the Theory of Moral Sentiment. This book is 

subdivided into five sections in which Smith possibly provides the first analytical assessment of what constitutes the 

wealth of an entire nation and why certain nations achieve more per capita wealth than others. However, we possibly 

need to highlight that the writing of both books took place quite early within the industrial revolution (1760-1820) and, as 

such, Smith may have only had a limited perspective of the changes to come. This said, the Wealth of Nations is still 

generally considered to be one of the most ground-breaking works in economic theory, because many of its insights still 

resonate in the world today. 

 

Note: Again, how the idea of the ‘invisible hand’ might control self-interest needs further qualification. However, it is 

often argued that the Wealth of Nations advocated what might be called laissez-faire economics, which eventually 

evolved into today’s concept of a free market economics, e.g. capitalism. 
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In 1776, Smith was arguing against the established view of an economic philosophy known as mercantilism and introduces 

the concept of gross domestic product (GDP) as a measure of national wealth. He also describes the benefits accruing from 

a division of labour along with the mutual gain from trade to make markets more efficient by invoking the idea of an 

‘invisible hand’ guiding the economy. Smith also asserts that the wealth of a nation cannot simply be quantified in terms of 

money or gold reserves, as both are only a means of exchange for commodities and labour. He then considers the issue of 

any ‘price’ paid for goods or services, which he breaks down into 3 parts: 

 

• Wages: amount paid to workers 

• Rent: amount paid to landowners 

• Profit: amount paid to the investors 

 

These components then help define the price paid within the constraint of supply and demand, where profit equals price 

minus wages and rent. In the second section, Smith then goes on to discuss the idea of ‘stock’, which he defines as an asset 

divided into ‘capital’ and ‘revenue’ along with an argument for capital investment. However, despite the assumed scope of 

free trade today, Smith appears to have a preference for domestic trade, rather than foreign trade, as he assumes the 

former to be more beneficial to the national economy. The third section is a somewhat retrospective review of economic 

history, which is initially predicated on an agricultural economy, then develops into a manufacturing economy and later 

into the trade economy of the day. 

 

Note: We might recognise at this point that much of Smith’s analysis has to be considered in the context of history, 

where the scope of free market capitalism was in its early infancy long before the implications of globalism on 

markets, and people, was really understood. In addition, it might also be argued that the full implication of 

industrialisation and urbanisation was not really understood in 1776, especially by those of Smith’s social class.  

 

The fourth section then presents the main arguments against mercantilism, which was the dominant economic system at 

that time. This system was based on the assumption that the wealth of the nation required control of imports, while being 

supportive of exports, and that wealth could be quantified in terms of the nation’s gold and silver reserves. However, 

Smith argued that the mercantile system imposed a net cost on the nation, for a variety of reasons, and that the economy 

should favour domestic trade. Finally, in the fifth section, Smith turns his attention to the British colonial policy, which he 

considers was driven by mercantile self-interests and results in a deficit of the national budget. He also considers other 

aspects of government spending, i.e. monarchy and infrastructure, which he believed should be minimised in order that 

the system of taxation might be seen to be more fair and equitable to the population and, in so doing, he highlighted the 

danger of the national debt spiralling out of control in a manner that we might now consider as quite prophetic.  

 

At this point, we are only considering the work of Adam Smith as a useful starting point for the rest of the discussion. For we 

might recognise that these books are describing a very different world from today, both in terms of social norms and the nature 

of the economy. We might also recognise that in Smith’s day it was common-place to attribute the concept of morality to a 

Christian God. However, from an agnostic position, the rest of this discussion will assume that morality, or any lack of it, can be 

explained in terms of the human condition. So, while Adam Smith’s work on morality and economics stands out as a benchmark 

of intellectual thinking, it is not beyond criticism, although this discussion will not pursue these details for now. 

 

So, what of the world today? 

 

Despite some reservations, the two brief summations of the work of Adam Smith may provide a comparative benchmark of 

some of the changes over the last 250 years, i.e. from the start of the industrial age through to the increasingly computerised 

age of the 21st century. Over this period, society has undergone an exponential increase in the complexity of the global 

economy accompanied by some equally obvious changes to social norms. However, if looking from the present towards the 

future, we might start with a relatively simple assumption that economics without any morality can and will create problems in 

society as a whole. However, this assumption requires us to consider how the idea of individual morality might be affected 
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within an economic system only conceptually controlled by what might be described as ethical laws, policies and regulation. As 

such, we possibly need to propose a basic description of economics as the sum total of all human transactions involving an 

exchange of money or commodities. We might then recognise that these transactions can create wealth for both individuals 

and nations, which we might initially assume are pursued on the basis of self-interest, even though the interests of a nation 

might suggest a collective perspective. While we might aggregate some of these transactions to represent an economy, the 

subsequent discussion of economics does not have to make any obvious reference to morality or the idea of family, culture, 

health, environment or any other factor that may have value to humanity. In this context, the process of economics is amoral 

and only the actions of the people within this process can be judged as either moral or immoral in terms of the effects on the 

rest of human society.  

 

Note: Before proceeding, we might attempt to identify a few aspects of the human condition, which might be judged as 

either moral or immoral behaviour. On the negative side, we might consider the notion of greed and avarice, where 

greed might be more understandable if driven by human need, while avarice may be more suggestive of a corruption 

that simply covets wealth. On the positive side, we might highlight kindness and altruism, where the former may be 

more of an intrinsic quality of an individual, while altruism may extend an act of kindness to improve the wellbeing of 

society as a whole. 

 

The purpose of the note above is that it potentially highlights a conflicting aspect of the human condition, where human 

morality may depend on the individual and limited by circumstance, which institutional ethics may not always be able to 

control. While the examples given are only a simplistic outline of the many factors that might drive the human condition, both 

good and bad, it leads us to a question of interest. 

 

How might we give value to other factors, which economics might otherwise ignore? 

 

As the work of Adam Smith highlighted, while the invisible hand may work up to a point, self-interest can lead to problems, 

such that additional mechanisms are required to protect collective interests of society. Of course, looking towards the future,  

we might realise that Adam Smith probably only had a limited view of the concept of ‘global collectivism’. 

 

Note: While the conceptual goal of globalism might be seen as laudable, it needs to be questioned in terms of how 

collective identity is formed and maintained. If, as Adam Smith argued, economics is driven by the self-interest of an 

individual or collective group, then any conceptual consensus of self-interest can become fractured. For example, while 

we might cite certain problems, such as pollution as global concerns, the perceived solution might not be universally 

acceptable to all self-interests, especially if it affects the wealth of a nation. 

 

From a historic perspective, ethical practices are typically imposed in a top-down process. Today, we might initially perceive this 

top-down authority in the form of a national government, but recognise that national governments are often being forced to 

conform to international pressure, often dominated by economic interests that are not necessarily ethical. At this point, we 

might be seen to be splitting the moral emphasis between economics and politics, and while both are processes defined by 

human activities, morality may be limited. For somewhere in the process of increasing globalisation, the self-interests of the 

most powerful groups can often take priority over all others. Even if we assume that the motives behind global governance are 

genuine, it is often impossible to define a global action that does not adversely impact somebody, somewhere. Of course, it is 

possibly too naïve to assume that these more powerful groups do not act in their own self-interests, such that it leads to 

another question. 

 

Can individual morality or institutional ethics ever really stop the creation of winners and losers? 

 

The idea of winners and losers has been previously discussed in many different sections of this website, primarily in the context 

of natural selection. However, a more recent discussion entitled Nature versus Nurture extended the debate to consider the 

implications of modern society as a nurturing environment, as characterised below.  
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“The Darwinian idea of ‘survival of the fittest’ does not simply disappear in some utopian future, if winners and losers 

remain a consequence of any process of change. In retrospect, we might readily recognise that the process of natural 

selection created evolutionary winners and losers in all lifeforms. However, probability suggests that a future, which 

remains subject to the human condition, will still continue to produce its own form of winners and losers brought about 

by technology developments of all kinds.” 

 

It is recognised that the implications associated with this statement might appear quite negative, which many people may wish 

to correct by the imposition of moral and ethical standards in all aspects of human affairs, i.e. economic, political and social. It 

might also be assumed that these people will attempt to achieve their various goals within the developing framework of 

globalism. Again, while we might assume that these goals are always driven by good intentions, which is possibly too naïve, it is 

also questionable whether any real consensus can ever be achieved, such that we need to table another question. 

 

Who decides what is in the ‘best interest’ for all? 

 

We might realise the definition of ‘best interest’ is subjective and may make no reference to individual morality or ethics. We 

might also appreciate that the work of the ‘invisible hand’, as characterised by Adam Smith, has been obscured by the 

complexity of 250 years of profound social and technical change. However, possibly more worrying and difficult to predict are 

the potential changes to come over the next 250 years – see Brave New Worlds for more details. However, returning to the 

previous question, there is an inference that somebody, or more likely some small group, will be in a position to decide what is 

in the best interest for all, which may either lead to some futuristic utopian dream or dystopian nightmare depending on your 

current view of the world and position within society, i.e. are you destined to be a winner or loser.  

 

Note: Again, we keep returning to the idea of winners and losers associated with any change to society. For while we 

might conceptually support the idea of equality for all, at least in law and opportunity, it is far from clear as to how all 

are equal in ability.  

 

While it is recognised that the next chart might be considered politically incorrect by some, it nevertheless represents a reality 

of the present-day world that will not simply disappear with good intentions. For the chart shows the statistical probability of 

types of employment as a function of IQ. While this statistical distribution is not a guarantee of success, or failure, it is possibly 

naïve to assume that this probability can simply be ignored. 

 

 
 

The most worrying thing about this chart is that the Brave New Worlds discussion raises the alarming prospect that many of the 

jobs, on which income is now based, will be increasingly threatened by AI-Robotic automation over the next 50 years or so. If 

so, then individual morality and institutional ethics will need to find some far-reaching solutions that were never envisaged in 
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the Wealth of Nations. However, these much longer-term issues are almost impossible to predict and therefore will not be the 

primary focus of this discussion, although they highlight important factors as to what might be decided is in the best interest for 

all, or at least, by those allowed to be involved in the decision-making process. 

 

But can a more stepwise approach to morality be considered? 

 

In today’s world, economics is still founded on trade and transactions plus the hope, rather than conviction, that the excesses of 

self-interest will be controlled by the introduction of more ethical laws, policies and regulations. While the 250 years of 

development has seen the introduction of a multitude of laws, policies and regulations intended to curb the excesses of 

self-interest, it appears that they have not prevented numerous financial crises from adversely affecting the lives of millions, if 

not billions. 

 

So, is the solution to simply imposed more laws, policies and regulations? 

 

We might possibly recognise two problems with this approach. First, is that some people may always ignore morality, i.e. basic 

right and wrong, especially in the field of financial economics, where the temptation of money is so obvious. Second, simply 

adding more laws, policies and regulations may only add more complexity to an already complex system, where ‘misdeeds’ are 

subject to legal interpretation and individual responsibility can be lost in the structure of corporate entities.  

 

Note: In principle, many believed that the 2008 financial crisis should have resulted in many criminal prosecutions of the 

individuals involved. However, history shows that this did not occur as individual guilt was often difficult to prove in a 

court of law. For often, those most responsible had the legal resources to circumvent prosecution not only because of the 

complexity of the law and the difficulty of proving who actually did what and when, but because of those in positions of 

political power argued that they did not want to further destabilise the ‘workings’ of society. In this context, we might 

see why morality is subject to interpretation and limits.  

 

So, while an increase in accountability may appear desirable as a deterrent, it is unclear whether it would necessarily prevent 

the excesses created by the pursuit of wealth by those people who lack a moral compass. Therefore, we possibly need to 

expand the discussion to recognise that the economy is part of a wider social and political infrastructure. For example, part of 

economics involves a consideration of minimum wages and social benefits, which can have impact on other factors that have 

value to humanity, e.g. family, health, environment etc. Today, the parents of young children often need to both work in order 

to survive, if not prosper, irrespective of the personal cost on their family life. While a minimum wage and social benefits may 

alleviate some of the worst problems in developed societies, it has to be recognised that this also invariably results in higher 

costs of products and services as well as increases in government taxes, both direct and indirect. So, while morality might 

support the idea of incurring higher prices and taxes to give the lower paid a better life, there are potential limitations in a 

competitive world that extends beyond national borders. 

 

Note: Today, the idea of a universal basic income (UBI) is being considered around the world, at least, in those developed 

countries whose economies might afford the costs. The idea is to provide all legal residents of a country a basic income 

without any requirement to seek employment or be affected by their current income – see discussion of Alternative 

Forms of Income for more details. 

 

However, there is a need to be cautious in simply following what appears right in terms of morality without some consideration 

of the economic impact on others, who may only be seeking a better quality of life themselves. Today, most people still need 

some form of employment in order to realise a better quality of life, as wages not only provide an income, but is often a 

requirement to secure any form of credit, e.g. a mortgage to purchase a family home.  

 

Note: The issue of credit can be a two-edge sword, if it leads to excessive debt, both for individuals and nations states – 

see Debt Dynamics for more details. Without going into the actual details, a distinction possibly needs to be made 

between what might be call the financial system as opposed to the wider economy, where the former leverages debt for 
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profit, while the latter is based on work, production, manufacturing etc. However, in the modern world, it might be a 

mistake to simply assume that the economy could function better without the debt leveraged by financial services. In 

simplistic terms, money still makes the world go around. 

 

Again, while idealism might simply assume that the economy would be better, if based on moral virtues, such as trust, altruism, 

and honesty, a more practical assessment of the real world might lead to a more cautious assessment of what can be achieved 

in a given timescale. However, it does appear that economic theory, and practices, are not always guided by any obvious moral 

imperative, if free-market economics is still dominated by self-interest. If so, Adam Smith’s invisible hand will not necessarily 

result in the common good, even if we assume a trickle-down effect actually takes place. 

 

Note: At this point, we might need to counterpoint the apparent criticism of free-market economics, i.e. capitalism, by 

making reference to economics within a centralised communist model. First, it is more than just naïve to assume that 

this model cannot be corrupted by self-interest, both economic and political, as history has shown that communism does 

not necessarily work in the interests of the general population despite its ideological rhetoric.  

 

However, free market economics does not really attempt to address social issues, such as poverty or income disparity, although 

aspects of social economics does study this issue, but possibly as a somewhat academic subject. However, one of the primary 

arguments in support of free-market economics is that competition and innovation will drive down prices and lead to better 

products and services, although such competition might place limits on any ‘moral sentiment’.  

 

Note: While Adam Smith is often seen as an advocate of free-market economics, he also recognised that people will, in 

their self-interest, try to limit competition by fair means or foul. In this context, he argued that much of business law was 

intended to allow businesses to increase their profits at the expense of the public and went on to say that the proposal of 

any new law, or regulation, comes from men, whose interest is never exactly the same with that of the public, who have 

generally an interest to deceive and even oppress the public. Of course, if the fundamental nature of the human 

condition has not really changed in the last 250 years, then greed and avarice will conspire together. 

 

Based on some of the concerns outlined, we might assume that many problems still exist and will not simply disappear without 

some affirmative action. However, as a pragmatic first step, the goal of moderating free-market economics might simply seek to 

ensure fair competition and honest accounting practices, while actively exposing and shaming all those involved in unfair 

practices that might be considered socially immoral. As a practical example of how this might be done, the idea of 

‘short-selling’, is outlined, not only as a money-making strategy, but also as a way of applying moral pressure on those who 

pursue economic ‘self-interest’ with little regard to the wider impacts on society. 

 

Note: Short selling is a way to make money on stocks, if the price per share falls, which might be best outlined by a 

simplified example. If a short-seller believes a specific stock is overvalued, e.g. at $115 per share, they may attempt to 

‘borrow’ 100 shares from a broker and then sell them at the current market price of $115. If the stocks goes down to say 

$100, as assumed by the short seller, the 100 shares can be repurchased at the lower price and the 100 shares returned to 

the broker, such that a profit of $115-$100=$15 per share or $1500 net can be realised, at least, conceptually. 

 

This idea might be reviewed further in terms of a video that outlines some of the key issues discussed in an interview with 

Carson Block, who is the founder of a company called Muddy Waters that researches companies for financial irregularities. In 

the course of the interview, Block broadly outlines his business model and a concept that he describes as ‘short activism’.  

 

Note: As a general description, activism may take many forms of direct or indirect action that is intended to trigger 

social, political, economic or environmental reform. In the context of ‘short activism’, it might be argued that the 

motivation is not only to make money, but to also highlight what is believed to be moral and financial corruption. 
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By such means, it might be possible to constrain a free-market system and possibly minimise some of the extremes of 

self-interest without excessive regulation by central governments. However, it is unclear whether this is an example of morality 

in action or simply another form of self-interest. Of course, if we accept that economics is not required to be moral, only legal, 

then wider issues, such as poverty and inequality, will have to be prioritised within a complex array of other pressing 

socio-political issues. So, while universal basic income might one-day be considered, this is not the case today and therefore we 

may have to accept that the main solution to avoid poverty is to secure an income from employment. Of course, even today, 

there is a moral recognition that some people are unable to gain employment for no fault of their own for any number of 

reasons. In such cases, it can be argued that some form of income is morally necessary, which we might assume is usually 

controlled and financed by governments services via taxation levied on the economy as a whole. However, poverty can also be 

caused by other ‘life-style’ causes, such as more children than a wage income will support or health problems brought about by 

possible excessive smoking and drinking etc. In this context, we might perceive a potential debate between the freedom of the 

individual to make their own life-style choices and the state’s moral responsibility to look after them when these choices do not 

work out.  

 

Note: Despite the inference above, it seems reasonable to argue that social services should offer to help these 

individuals, especially where children are involved, because a caring society is better for all. Of course, there is still the 

question of cost that any given society can reasonably afford and the degree to which society expects individuals to take 

responsibility for their own life choices. In this respect, morality should not necessarily be extended to become a 

nanny-state nor should it lead to the financial hardship of others in society. 

 

There is also the issue of inequality, which this discussion will argue on the basis of equality under the law and equality of 

opportunity, but not the assumption of equality of ability. This last caveat argues that some people may not gain equality of 

income or wealth, not because they are denied access to the opportunity of advancement, but rather they simply do not have 

the ability or aptitude to succeed in a competitive world. In this context, financial equality may never be possible, although it 

may be possible to consider additional ideas to alleviate the worst effects of debt. 

 

Note: The idea of some form of debt jubilee has a long history, where individuals who had been reduced to slavery or 

debt bondage were freed, typically on some significant event or cyclic period, in order to stabilise society and its 

economy. In a modern context, we might describe this form of debt relief as a tax rebate that is given to the entire adult 

population, but with the caveat that those in debt must use the tax rebate to pay down their debts, while the rest might 

use the windfall to stimulate all sections of the economy. See Fiat Standards and Credit, Debt and Interest for a wider 

discussion of some of these issues 

 

Some have suggested that a debt jubilee might be financed by quantitative easing (QE), but rather than giving the fiat credit to 

financial institutions, it would be distributed into the wider economy as described above. For it has been argued that QE given 

to financial institutions has a tendency to be prioritised to help deleverage their own balance sheets by investing and inflating 

equities, such as stocks and property, rather than stimulating the wider economy. However, in reality, we might question how 

governments could really afford this idea, other simply printing more of its fiat currency, and therefore potentially increasing 

public debt, for unless such approach stimulated economic growth, tax revenues would only fall with GDP.  

 

Note: At this point, we might want to question whether any of the proposals being outlined really have that much to do 

with morality, but rather being driven by various forms of self-interest, e.g. economic, political and social. Therefore, we 

possibly need to question the degree of moral sentiment in these proposals, and the reality that any form of moral 

action appears to need financial funding, which is primarily sourced from the national economy. 

 

Based on the previous note, we possibly need to stop and reconsider some of the assumptions underpinning the idea and scope 

of ‘morality’. In the previous review of Adam Smith’s work, it appears that he describes morality in terms of a ‘moral sentiment’, 

such that we might try to deconstruct this phrase. As previously outlined, we might retain the basic idea that a ‘moral’ is some 

judgment of right or wrong of a specific human action, which we might initially assume is unambiguous. However, the definition 
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of the word ‘sentiment’ suggests that this moral judgment may be somewhat subjective, if based on emotion rather than 

reason. Likewise, in the context of history, we might readily accept that the definition of ‘right and wrong’ has changed over 

time and been subject to many cultural interpretations. As such, there can be no absolute definition of what is moral, if subject 

to an interpretation of a given culture at different times and places. So, while we might assume that each person can have their 

own perspective of morality, the imposition of cultural norms invariably requires some degree of conformity to these norms. 

Therefore, in principle, we might see why the idea of morality is limited, if subject to interpretation, which then requires us to 

consider the scope of what is ethical. However, if we assume that some form of ‘moral sentiment’ has existed within a 

nation-state, then it is reasonable to assume that it will have influenced the historic development of formal ethics, i.e. laws, 

policies and regulations, at least within its own borders. Therefore, while we might see the link between morality and ethics, we 

might have to accept the legality of ethics, in terms of laws, policies and regulations, are probably more important in governing 

the behaviour of powerful institutions within any society. So, having attempted to clarified some of the reasons why morality 

may be limited in scope, we might now return to another assumption in the previous note that any form of moral sentiment 

has to be primarily funded by the national economy, which can also impose limits. 

 

So, despite practical limitations, can morality change the world? 

 

In a widening context, the discussion might now consider some of the potential impacts that are influencing change, both on 

people and society, which we need to recognise has helped an increasing percentage of the human population to live better 

lives. Of course, such statements cannot ignore that an appreciable percentage of the world’s current population of 7.7 billion 

people, as of 2019, still live in poverty. 

 

Note: It might be argued that economic growth has been the critical factor in improving the living standards now 

enjoyed by many, although the impact of technology within this process cannot be ignored. In countries that have been 

the beneficiaries of economic growth and the development of technology, we see greater life expectancy, fewer 

diseases, less infant mortality and malnutrition. However, it might still be highlighted that many of these basic benefits 

were, and can, be achieved long before a country’s per capita income reaches the levels enjoyed in today’s advanced 

industrialized economies. 

 

Based on historical evidence, it seems that economic growth has also funded an increase in moral responsibility within the 

wealthier developed societies, if measured in terms of the broad range of social services and benefits, which are intended to 

help those less fortunate. Of course, it might be recognised that these moral developments have occurred in parallel to 

continued self-interest, which may still be a major factor driving economic growth. However, we might perceive a certain 

fragility in this balance, if global economic growth not only stalls, but goes into a long-term recession, such that the standard of 

living of many begins to fall and the economy fails to deliver a sustained tax revenue to the government to maintain its social 

services and benefits, irrespective of any moral imperatives of individuals or the government. In this context, some of the 

previous arguments have suggested that there may have to be practical limits place on positive moral action, if increasing costs 

exceeds the government budget.  

 

So, could economic growth become an increasing problem in the future? 

 

Clearly, the detailed explanation of the complexity of modern economies is impractical in a discussion of this nature, even if all 

the details were understood. However, it might be possible to outline some general problems, which may provide some insight 

as to why real economic growth might stall – see Economic Dynamics for some further details. Over the last 250 years, most 

developed economies of the world have embraced the idea of debt in order to fuel growth. In many respects, debt is not 

intrinsically bad for individuals, businesses or governments, when used to fuel genuine growth in an economy. Of course, debt 

not only requires the repayment of the sum borrowed, i.e. the capital sum, but also the payment of an amount associated with 

an interest rate. However, while the money associated with the capital existed prior to the loan, the interest essentially 

amounts to new money created over the period of the loan, which can lead to inflation within an economy, if the purchasing 

power of the fiat currency is reduced.  
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Note: By way of an inflationary example, $1 lent at 5% interest becomes $2 in 14 years, which suggests that the money 

supply might double. Historic figures appear to confirm that the money supply in the US has doubled every 14 years, 

since 1959, as financial services of all kinds have effectively created new money associated with interests on loans. Of 

course, today, there is another idea that is introducing new money into many economies called Quantitative Easing {QE). 

 

Based on the note above, we might appreciate that increased debt and high interest rates, while good for business in financial 

services, may well have some negative effects on the wider economy. Initially, we might assume that everybody, i.e. individuals, 

businesses and governments, will hit a ‘debt ceiling’ after which they cannot responsibly borrow any more money. However, as 

indicated, financial services depend on debt for their interest profits and might conceive of many ways to facilitate more debt 

via mortgages, credit cards, student loans and pay-day loans of all types. At one level, this increasing debt is fuelling the 

economy as people used debt to purchase goods and services from businesses, who then provide employment to people, while 

both are then a source of tax revenue to the governments. Of course, if everybody must ultimately hit a debt ceiling, liquidity in 

the market might fall and the economy nose-dive. Historically, governments and associated institutions like central banks have 

attempted to manage such downturns in the economy using various combinations of monetary and fiscal policies – see Cyclic 

Dynamics for some more detail.  

 

Note: Monetary policy is usually controlled by central banks by adjusting interest rates and more recently influencing the 

money supply in terms of QE. Fiscal policy is then used by the government to regulate tax rates and levels of government 

spending. Given that many now see that the balance of power tipped in the direction of monetary policy, it might be 

suggested that the institutions of central banks has now become the modern realisation of Adam Smith’s ‘invisible 

hand’, which was originally founded on the idea of free market trade.   

 

Within this generalisation, we might appreciate that high interest rates could be seen as a ‘good thing’ by financial services, but 

a ‘bad thing’ for the wider economy, if nobody can afford to take on more debt due to the cost of interest payments. Therefore, 

we might perceive why central banks might pursue an initial monetary policy of reducing interest rates to encourage more 

borrowing, which they hope will stimulate economic growth. However, history now suggests this policy is no longer effective, 

even when interest rates fall to zero – see Negative Interest Rates, such that we might see the motivation to try quantitative 

easing. At this point, we might reference back to the note about ‘debt jubilee’, where the idea of QE was criticised on the 

grounds that much of this new money has been given to financial institutions, who then prioritised the deleveraging of risk on 

their own balance sheets by investing in safe equities, such as stocks and property, rather than stimulating the wider economy. 

Of course, should both of these monetary policies fail to stimulate an economy, then government fiscal policy might be forced 

to drastically cut spending on social services and benefits, irrespective of any moral imperative. While recognising that this is a 

very simplistic outline of a complex array of economic mechanisms, one other issue that may limit the growth of a national 

economy might be outlined in the form of global exchange rates. Broadly, a fiat currency is simply an IOU backed by a national 

government, which has some nominal exchange rate with all the other fiat currencies around the world. If the national 

economy is initially perceived to be strong, then the value of the fiat currency increases in value relative to other currencies. 

However, this has two effects on the national economy, for while it makes imports cheaper, it makes exports more expensive 

against other currencies. When strong, the exchange rate may lead to a fall in exports, which might result in an increase in 

unemployment, if the profits of exporting businesses are adversely affected, Of course, any increase in unemployment might 

also imply an increasing government cost in social benefits at a time when tax revenues could be falling. On the other hand, 

while a weak currency might help exports, assuming this is a major component of the economy, it also implies increased import 

costs that can also have negative effects on a national economy. 

 

Note: While beyond the scope of this outline, it might be realised that the ability of any national government to recover 

economic growth may be severely limited, if the recession is being caused by a global slowdown, which many are now 

arguing is happening today.  

 

So, while recognising the limitations of this outline, we might now question whether the cyclic recessions seen in all economies 

around the world over the last 100 years are man-made. If so, are they simply a question of the ignorance of the complexity 
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involved, such that nobody is controlling these events or, as suggested by the earlier Wall Street Journal quote, they are 

compounded by financial crimes that go unpunished. In practice, it is difficult to be absolutely judgmental on such issues, as 

there may be an element of truth in both perspectives. Therefore, it might be more productive to return to a wider issue.  

 

Does the moral imperative depend on the economic wealth of the nation? 

 

While it might be naïve to assume that improving human welfare will not require money, there are aspects that may be 

addressed by other means. Of course, it is possible that this idea may still run into problems, when considered in terms of the 

human condition. For while it would be wrong to describe the human condition only in negative terms, as there is much moral 

compassion in the world, we also need to consider that individuals, businesses and governments often have to limit their 

generosity to what they can afford, while also taking into account the possibility that the consequences of any ‘moral action’ 

might adversely affect them personally. If so, we might perceive two effects of any moral action, i.e. cost in terms of money and 

the consequences to people and society. While, we might readily accept that there are many problems in the world that might 

be help by moral action, it might be more useful to consider a specific issue, e.g. mass migration.  

 

Note: While many people may accept that helping others is a moral imperative, the idea of allowing mass immigration 

into ‘their own backyard’ can trigger an emotive sentiment, when it affects either their way of life or their standard of 

living. The branding of these people as racists or bigots by those often living far away from the social implications of 

mass immigration is not necessarily helpful or correct.  

 

While the idea of a world without borders might appear morally attractive to some, it might be argued that it is being wilfully 

naïve of the political, economic and social problems it can create for the existing population with its own distinct national or 

cultural identity. Of course, we might readily understand why people, suffering from poverty and repression, might seek a 

better life in some other prosperous country, especially if the government is required to extend social services and benefits to 

all immigrants, irrespective of whether they enter the country illegally. However, to assume that an ‘open border’ policy might 

provide a practical solution to this problem may be overly idealistic, when considered in terms of the potential number of 

economic immigrants that might enter through this open border. Of course, raising concerns about the idea of ‘open borders’ 

does not mean a ‘closed border’ policy is being proposed, but rather consideration of a ‘controlled border’. 

 

Note: It might be conceptually argued that the scope of a ‘controlled border’ should be determined via a democratic 

majority of the people, who live within this border. However, in reality, politicians and any number of interest groups 

that live or operate beyond the national border may attempt to ignore the national majority for self-interests that do not 

align with those of the national population. 

 

Currently, Africa’s population has grown to over 1 billion with estimates that it will double by 2050, where 40% of the current 

population may be living below the poverty line. A relatively new statistical method for estimating historic migration flows 

between countries, uses a ‘pseudo-Bayes approach’ that shows migration is higher than previously thought and estimated to 

involved over 1% of the global population between 1990 to 2015, e.g. 70 million people. It was also estimated that 45% of this 

number may have returned to their home countries. However, a more recent UN statistic in 2018 suggested that there were 

over 240 million migrants living in a country other than where they were born, which was a 41% increase since year 2000, but 

where the potential number of migrants worldwide may exceed 700 million in future years. Whether such numbers can be 

peacefully accommodated in the limited number of destination countries might be debated, but it seems naïve to assume that 

human migration does not, will not, strain the social infrastructure and resources within many national borders. Therefore, the 

self-interest of the local population is a natural consequence of the human condition, which should not be ignored, or 

demonised as racist bigots, by those who assume the moral high-ground, but invariably never have to live with the negative 

consequence of their often-abstracted morality. However, as defined, a control border does not mean a closed border, such 

that we might consider the criteria of entry. 
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Note: For the purposes of this discussion, we might cite four basic causes behind mass migration, i) survival, ii) 

persecution, iii) wars and iv) opportunity. However, while the first three might clearly involve life-or-death situations, the 

issue of opportunity is often economic in scope. It is believed that most of the numbers associated with mass migrations 

into Europe or the US fall into the category of economic immigrants. 

 

Based on the assumption that most people involved in mass migration seek economic opportunity, then moral sentiment might 

give priority to on the smaller number of people seeking asylum because their lives are at risk. Of course, this position does not 

negate the urgency that others will pursue their hope for a better life, only that this urgency has to be considered in terms of 

the wider social and economic implications on an existing population.  

 

Can mass migration lead to unintended consequences? 

 

While we might initially assume that those who argue for open borders, even to illegal immigrants, do so for the best interest of 

others without any self-interest of their own, this is possibly too naïve. However, irrespective of the motives, they are clearly 

encouraging potential immigrants to embark on a journey towards these open borders with the hope that the ‘streets will be 

metaphorically paved with gold’. This phrase has its origins in the King James version of the Bible, i.e. Revelation 21:21, which 

holds out the hope of a place where living is easy or, at least, better. Unfortunately, many who participate in illegal migrations 

expose themselves, and their families, to many potential dangers, including the exploitation by criminal gangs, who self-interest 

is obvious. Of course, there are many other unintended consequences on both illegal immigrants, and the indigenous 

population, should they survive all the potential dangers on-route. 

 

Note: A clear distinction needs to be made between legal and illegal immigration. For the purposes of this discussion, we 

will assume that legal immigration through a controlled border can mitigate most of the unintended consequences and 

lead to a positive outcome, especially in terms of economic growth. See the history of US immigration for more details.  

 

However, uncontrolled mass migration, of any type, tends to impact the population in urban cities by changing the 

demographics in terms of its cultural, economic and social structures. Unfortunately, many of the people in these areas are 

already struggling to cope with the pressures of city life and the rapid influx of immigrants with potentially very different 

cultural values, which compound the difficulty of integration. As a consequence, many become resentful of this change, such 

that communities can be fragmented into separate cultural and ethnic ghettos.  

 

Note: It might be realised that there can be economic, as well as cultural consequences. While considerable care is 

required not to simply characterise the impacts as negative, as there is a positive side, many of those directly affected 

attribute unemployment and lower wages to mass immigration. However, without being able to cite accepted statistics, 

this issue will not be pursued. However, it might be generally accepted that mass immigration can put increased 

pressure on social services, especially education and health services.  

 

Another unintended consequence of mass migration is that the country from which migrants are escaping often represent the 

brightest and best, such that it makes it increasingly difficult for these countries to build a better society. Of course, it has to be 

recognised that this home-grown development process might begin slowly and measured in relatively incremental 

improvements to food and water supplies, then education and health services, where the goal is orientated towards 

self-sufficiency rather than dependent charity. However, we might recognise that this process might benefit from a moral 

sentiment directed towards helping the economic growth of a developing national economy, which then allow other 

improvements to be financed.  

 

Note: This discussion cannot really begin to discuss all the details by which a developing economy might be helped. 

However, we might identify many areas in Africa, Asia and South America, whose economies might benefit from a 

genuine moral sentiment that helps both economic growth and political stability. Without being too specific, we might 

recognise a need to maximise the use of any natural resources for the benefit of the local economy and not just foreign 
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investors. Likewise, internal developments also require the local population to have access to better education and 

health services, which often go unfunded to make debt repayments. We might judge the debt problems by the fact that 

Sub-Saharan Africa receives $10 billion in aid, but pays out $14 billion in debt interest. Finally, developed economies 

might help exports in developing economies by reconsidering their own import tariffs towards these countries.  

 

While the issue of political stability can be of critical importance to the sorts of developments as outlined above, what form of 

governance these countries should adopt may have to be a decision left to the local population and given time to develop. For 

while Western societies may have a moral preference for democracy, it is unclear whether this would always be a good choice, 

if there is no tradition or nationwide infrastructure to support the needs of the people. However, in the end, we possibly need 

to consider the final question: 

 

Are ethical laws, policies and regulation better than moral sentiment? 

 

While the title of this discussion hinted to the limits to morality, the actual discussion has suggested that morality of an 

individual can still be a critically important first step in the eventual drafting of ethical laws, policies and regulations. However, 

we might reflect on the question above by considering another issue of the time of Adam Smith.  

 

Note: Historically, it has to be recognised that the slave trade transformed the Americas in three ways. First, a large 

amount of land had been seized from Native Americans, also of questionable morality, which could not be utilised by the 

small initial populations. Second, many Europeans were looking for new way to get a return on their investments 

without necessarily any consideration of morality. Third, cheap labour in the form of slavery effectively allowed the 

Americas to be transformed into a new booming economy. From 1500 to 1860 it is estimated that around 12 million 

Africans were enslaved and by the 17th century it is estimated that a slave costing £3 in the UK could be sold for £20 in 

the Americas. By the 1760s, annual exports from the West Indies alone to Britain were worth over £3 million, 

approximating to about £250 million today. 

 

However, in 1787, just 28 years after the publication of the ‘Theory of Moral Sentiment’, twelve men of various Christian faiths 

assembled in a printing shop in the City of London and formed the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. This moral 

crusade was conducted using a multitude of publications, i.e. sermons, pamphlets, narratives, articles, reports and petitions. 

Within twenty years of that first meeting, the slave trade had been abolished throughout the British Empire. Then, in 1833, 

after the greatest mass petitioning campaign in British history, parliament abolished slavery itself in all British dominion. Five 

years later, in 1838, the slaves were emancipated and by the 1880s, slavery had been outlawed in the southern United States 

and much of the rest of the world. When the philosopher John Stuart Mill reflected on the abolition of the slave trade, he 

concluded that it happened not because of any significant change in financial self-interest, but by the spread of a moral 

conviction that slavery was simply wrong. So, in conclusion, while a moral sentiment may be both emotive and subjective, it can 

still have the power to initiate positive change. However, this said, we cannot necessarily depend on individual morality to 

ensure the collective morality of society without enforcing the legal consequences of moral wrong doing into ethical laws, 

policies and regulations. 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_for_Effecting_the_Abolition_of_the_Slave_Trade
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Stuart_Mill


The Mysearch Website 

 

27 
 

1.1.4 Consensus and Climate Change 
 

The debate surrounding ‘Climate Change’ has previously been discussed and 

may provide an appropriate starting point for some readers. While research into 

this debate started by making reference to an assumed weight of authority, i.e. 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a subsequent duty of 

inquiry became increasingly sceptical of some of its scientific arguments, such 

that this discussion may also come to question its moral position. Again, as 

further background reading as to what is implied by scepticism and ethical 

morality – see ‘The Role of Scepticism’ and ‘The Limits of Morality’ discussions. 

However, we will start with a very generalised summary of the IPCC’s position.  

 

The fifth IPCC report, published in 2013, claimed 97.5% of scientists were 

certain that humans were the dominant cause of global warming and 

that greenhouse gas emissions, predominately carbon dioxide (CO2), produced by humanity since the industrial 

revolution were the root cause of global climate change. They were also certain in their predictions that global warming 

would lead to a series of disastrous global climatic changes in a matter of decades.  

 

Based on the summary above, we possibly need to consider the issues of both consensus and certainty. Voltaire warned of the 

absurdity of certainty as early as the 18th century, while Michael Crichton later warned of scientific consensus as being a 

‘pernicious development’. As the idea of a scientific consensus is somewhat central to this discussion, the context of Crichton’s 

warning reproduced in the quote below. 

 

“I want to pause here and talk about this notion of consensus, and the rise of what has been called consensus science. I 

regard consensus science as an extremely pernicious development that ought to be stopped cold in its tracks. 

Historically, the claim of consensus has been the first refuge of scoundrels; it is a way to avoid debate by claiming that 

the matter is already settled. Let’s be clear: the work of science has nothing whatever to do with consensus. Consensus is 

the business of politics. Science, on the contrary, requires only one investigator who happens to be right, which means 

that he or she has results that are verifiable by reference to the real world. In science consensus is irrelevant. What is 

relevant is reproducible results. The greatest scientists in history are great precisely because they broke with the 

consensus. There is no such thing as consensus science. If it’s science, it isn’t consensus. Period. In addition, let me 

remind you that the track record of the consensus is nothing to be proud of.” 

 

Even so, given the implied weight of authority of the IPCC and 97.5% of scientists, the scepticism alluded to in the opening 

paragraph might not only be perceived as inappropriate, but dangerous if it argues against any of the proposed urgent action 

now considered necessary to ‘save the planet’ from all the predicted disasters.  

 

Note: While this discussion will not directly discuss the validity, or absurdity, of the certainty of 97.5% of scientists, it may 

be appropriate to cite two critical references. The first is a 6-page summary entitled ‘Heartland’s Claim Against the 97% 

Climate Consensus’, which is essentially advertising a 135-page report entitled ‘Why Scientists Disagree About Global 

Warming’. Now might also be an appropriate point to reference a page entitled ‘The Scientific Debaters’ that lists 

scientists, who either question the accuracy of climate science or argue that many of the mechanisms cannot be directly 

linked to CO2 emissions or that the causes of climate change are still not fully understood. However, it is highlighted that 

nobody ‘denies’ that climate change is happening, such that the debate centres on different causes and effects.  

 

Before we jump to any conclusions, one way or the other, we possibly need to step back to review the weight of authority 

assumed by the IPCC. As a very brief potted history, the IPCC was established in 1988 and published its first assessment report 

in 1990, the second in 1995, the third in 2001, the fourth in 2007, the fifth in 2013 and the last in 2019. Over this 30-year 

period, the general position outlined in the first note above has not really changed, although the nature of the debate has 

become much more antagonistic, which might also be questioned along with the science.  
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Note: While the full IPCC reports can be over 7000-pages, most people only focus on the 30-page summary intended for 

policy makers and media soundbites. As such, this summary tends to headline the results in terms of potential extreme 

weather events and effects, e.g. world’s major cities to be under water by 2100.  

 

While there are many different types of inputs into the IPCC reports, it is probably fair to say that its predictions of future 

climate change rest on the validity of various climate models, which attempt to model 1) temperature rise with and without 

greenhouse gases, 2) predict changes in extreme weather events and 3) reverse-engineer current data back to align with 

pre-industrial data. Of course, as in all fields of science, models are by definition a simplification of the real world and this might 

be especially true for all climate models given the obvious complexity of the Earth’s climate systems – see Climate Models, 

Climate Mechanisms and Model Assessment for more details on these issues.  

 
As cited in the Climate Mechanisms discussion, the two graphs above compare the predictions of the various climate model 

forecasts with historical observations of global temperature change. On the left, we see a graph produced by John Christy, a 

climate scientist, and on the right, a graph produced by Gavin Schmidt, a climate scientist, which suggest two different pictures 

of the state of climate change. Of course, when different authorities disagree, this creates a problem for any general duty of 

inquiry. Without going into all the technical details needed to really understand the graphs above, we might initially assume 

that John Christy’s graph is relatively unambiguous, if only comparing the historical temperature against what were originally 

future predictions of the various climate models.  

 

Note: For those interested in more detail, an article by Pat Michaels and Chip Knappenberger entitled ‘Climate Models 

versus Climate Reality’ has been posted on the Judith Curry website. It might be highlighted that the basic conclusion of 

this article is not that some future global warming will not occur, only that the rate will be substantially lower than that 

predicted by current climate models, such that we might question the impact of climate change. The interested reader 

might also want to consider some of the 244 comments at the end of the article, both for and against, which might also 

highlight the need for ongoing open debate. 

 

Of course, there is another perspective that might be used to explain the discrepancy between the two graphs above, which is 

that the historical data used to draw the graph on the left was wrong. However, before we pursue this issue in terms of just the 

last 40 years or so, we might first attempt to establish a ‘bigger picture’ of climate change over the last 2000 years, as depicted 

in the following charts. Based on the top chart, we see an average temperature change of +0.6oC in the Medieval Warm Period 

falling to -0.6oC change in the Little Ice Age, both of which predate any increase in man-made CO2. However, this temperature 

change is missing in the lower ‘hockey stick’ chart, which was first published in 1998 and featured prominently in the third 

(2001) IPCC climate report and Al Gore’s 2006 film ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ 
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So, which of the graphs shown right should we believe? 

 

It is believed that most reasonable people, on both sides of 

the climate debate, accept that the Michael Mann ‘hockey 

stick’ graph was wrong in its presentation of the historic 

temperature record. However, whether the production of 

this graph simply represented a mistake or was more akin to 

scientific fraud is still a matter of ongoing debate. In a recent 

2019 lawsuit case against Tim Ball by Michael Mann, Ball’s 

legal defence argued that the hockey stick was a deliberate 

fraud, which could be proved if given access to Mann’s 

original data and calculations. However, because Mann 

refused to produce this data, as ordered by the court, the 

court dismissed his case and Mann was order to pay all legal costs. However, if we ignore the legal implications of this decision, 

we might still worry that Mann’s hockey stick presented a false picture of temperature change that persisted from its first 

publication in 1998 and given further worldwide publicity via Al Gore’s 2006 film. Of course, we might wish to assume that th is 

was simply one unfortunate mistake, i.e. the exception not the rule, by which climate change science is being conducted.  

 

The Climategate controversy came to light in 2009 with the copying of thousands of emails and files from the Climatic 

Research Unit (CRU) at the University of East Anglia. These emails and files suggested that some scientists were 

manipulating climate data and attempting to suppress critics, although some have tried to argue that this information 

was taken out of context.  

 

As there are many references discussing this controversy, both for and against, this discussion will not pursue the details, 

although it might summarise some of the accusations. 1) prominent scientists central to the global warming debate were 

concealing rather than disseminating information, 2) some of these scientists appear to view global warming as a ‘political’ 

rather than ‘scientific’ issue and 3) many of these scientists appeared to admit the evidence was weak, such that the case for 

climate change required a manipulation of facts and data. So, having highlighted some concerns that the case for climate 

change has not always been conducted in the ‘spirit’ of impartial science, we might return to the issue of whether John Christy’s 

graph was based on incorrect historical data. Again, this discussion will only outline some of the basic issues surrounding the 

historic temperature records, which the graph right only 

attempts to summarise. The plot shown in blue represents the 

original US measured temperature record, while the plot in red 

represents a revised US temperature record, which some claim 

has been adjusted downwards so that it supports the idea that 

temperature has been steadily rising, as predicted by climate 

warming, throughout the 20th century. 

 

Note: The global temperature record for the 20th century 

is very limited, primarily restricted to the US and western 

Europe. It might also be realised that the temperature 

may change in different regions of the world due to 

many factors associated with physical geography and 

ocean currents. As such, the historic global temperature record is quite speculative. Today, the official US temperature 

record is controlled by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which is also actively involved in 

predicting future change using climate models, which appear to be pessimistic when compared to actual temperature 

measurements, as suggested by John Christy’s graph. 
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While there are legitimate reasons for adjusting historic temperature records, e.g. geographic change from rural to urban 

surroundings, there is much anecdotal evidence that the US climate in the 1930’s was subject to many more extreme weather 

events, such as dust storms, tornadoes, hurricanes and wild fires, than today. As such, this may lead us to question whether the 

adjusted temperature in the previous graph is really telling the whole story, especially in terms of CO2 being the primary cause 

of climate change as predicted by the climate models.  

 

Note: It is now generally accepted that there has been no significant change reported in surface temperatures since 

2000. If so, we might reasonably question the scope of global warming and the role of CO2 as a primary cause. In 2015, 

just weeks before the Paris Conference and the US presidential election, NOAA produced a ‘scientific paper’ that 

suggested the pause in temperature, since 2000, was an illusion, while the National Climate Data Centre (NCDC), part of 

NOAA, published a paper in Science magazine that attempted to explain away the existence of the temperature pause 

and went to great lengths to promote the paper.  

 

It might also be highlighted that while some temperature warming may exist in the surface records, it is far from obvious that 

there is any evidence in the atmospheric records, such that the predictions of climate models, based on increasing CO2, also 

leads to further questions. While possibly promoting an opinion that is both sceptical and biased, might we have to also 

question whether some of these government organisations have an agenda that extends beyond scientific debate. So, returning 

to the accuracy of the John Christy and Gavin Schmidt graphs, it is accepted that it may not be an appropriate way to judge the 

two authoritative opinions, but it is not necessarily unreasonable to highlight that John Christy is a professor of atmospheric 

science and has worked with Roy Spencer, who also has an academic background in atmospheric sciences and meteorology, to 

develop a global temperature dataset from satellites. In contrast, it appears that Gavin Schmidt is primarily a mathematician, 

whose work is more focus on climate modelling and who presumably does not question NOAA’s temperature revision. 

 

Note: While this discussion does not assume any weight of authority, it is entitled to carry out its own duty of inquiry, 

which may be biased towards or away from the assumed 97.5% consensus. It is clear that this discussion is sceptical of 

many of the arguments said to be supported by this consensus. Therefore, it is important to provide reference to more 

authoritative sources that support a similar scepticism, but based on more accredited scientific analysis. 

 

We shall proceed by referencing 3 sources of information in  

chronological order of publication, starting in 2018, with a 42-minute 

video featuring Nir Shaviv entitled ‘The Cosmic Ray Climate Link’. This 

video provides its own explanation of this climate mechanism, as only 

illustrated right and outlined as follows: 

 

The cosmic ray link between solar activity and the terrestrial 

climate. The changing solar activity is responsible for a varying 

solar wind strength. A stronger wind will reduce the flux of 

cosmic rays reaching Earth, since a larger amount of energy is 

lost as they propagate up the solar wind. The cosmic rays themselves come from outside the solar system. Since cosmic 

rays dominate the troposphere ionization, an increased solar activity will translate into a reduced ionization, and 

empirically, also to a reduced low altitude cloud cover. Since low altitude clouds have a net cooling effect, and their 

‘whiteness’ is more important than the blanket effect, increased solar activity implies a warmer climate.  

 

The next 42-page reference was published in 2019 by the Global Warming Policy Foundation entitled ‘The Sun’s Role in Climate 

Change’ by Henrik Svensmark. The following is an abbreviated synopsis of the executive summary. 

 

An important scientific task has been to quantify the solar impact on climate. Over the 11-year solar cycle the energy 

variation that enters the Earth’s system is of the order of 1.0–1.5 W/m2. This is nearly an order of magnitude larger than 

what would be expected from solar irradiance alone and suggests that solar activity is getting amplified by some 
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atmospheric process. To-date, 3 theories have been put forward to explain the solar–climate link: 1) solar ultraviolet 

changes, 2) atmospheric-electric-field effect on cloud cover and 3) cloud changes produced by solar-modulated galactic 

cosmic rays. This theory suggests that solar activity has had a significant impact on climate, which is in contrast to the 

official consensus from the IPCC, where it estimated the change in solar radiative forcing between 1750-2011 to be 0.05 

W/m2, a value which is negligible relative to the effect of greenhouse gases, estimated at around 2.3 W/m2. However, 

the existence of an atmospheric solar-amplification mechanism would have implications for the estimated climate 

sensitivity to CO2, suggesting that it is much lower than currently thought. In summary, it is concluded that the impact of 

solar activity on climate is much larger than the official consensus suggests. 

 

The third 6-page reference was also published in 2019 and titled ‘No Experiment Evidence for the Significant Anthropogenic 

Climate Change’ by Kauppinen and Malmi. Again, this discussion will only make reference to the following abstract. 

 

In this paper we will prove that GCM-models used in the fifth (2013) IPCC report fail to calculate the influences of the low 

cloud cover changes on the global temperature. That is why those models give a very small natural temperature change 

leaving a very large change for the contribution of the greenhouse gases in the observed temperature. This is the reason 

why the IPCC has to use a very large sensitivity to compensate a too small natural component. Further they have to 

leave out the strong negative feedback due to the clouds in order to magnify the sensitivity. In addition, this paper 

proves that the changes in the low cloud cover fraction practically control the global temperature. 

 

Of course, as might be expected, there are many counter-claims regarding the scope of the various solar forcing mechanisms 

outlined in the references above. However, the central argument of this discussion is not that these references are necessarily 

right, but that they represent the ongoing need for open and honest debate about other potential mechanisms, which might 

also be influencing climate change, other than CO2 emissions caused by human activity. Of course, this would be especially true 

if human CO2 emissions are not the primary factor driving climate change.  

 

Note: This might be a good point to inject a somewhat different perspective into this discussion. A human population of 

7.7 billion, see Global Clock for the latest figure, combined with accelerating technology is clearly creating many global 

problems that require solutions. However, what is far from clear is whether simply proceeding to impose a potentially 

radical solution, such as the ‘green new deal’ being proposed by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of the US Democratic Party, 

represents the best or even a viable solution. For in reality, much of the global population cited above still live in energy 

poverty and therefore the issue of energy development requires a practical and affordable solution, which might best be 

addressed by first trying to mitigate the worst effects of pollution associated with the mining and burning of fossil fuels, 

not simply assuming that they should be banned in favour of renewable sources, which are unproven on a large-scale 

24/7 basis and may well turn out to be more expensive, especially in developing economies. 

 

At this point, we might move the discussion in a different direction to consider the history of the climate change debate, i.e. the 

last 50 years or so, in order to review some climate predictions, most of which have proved to be incorrect. As such, it might be 

argued that the accuracy of the climate models, which supported many of these predictions, might also need to be questioned 

along with the effectiveness of any action predicated on the reduction of CO2 emissions in isolation. Of course, over the years, 

the media have helped perpetuate a variety of impending disaster predictions ranging from global cooling to global warming, 

which then lead to famines, droughts and rising sea levels, should we failed to act on climate change.  

 

So, might we try to assess the accuracy of these predictions from a position of hindsight? 

 

Without being too rigorous or detailed, we might consider a few examples along a 50-year timeline of climate change. In 1970, 

a US newspaper ran the headline predicting a new ice age by the 21st century. In 1974, a UK newspaper warned that space 

satellites showed a new ice age was starting. In 1978, Time magazine declared that another ice age was imminent. Strangely, in 

the timeline under discussion, the contradictory idea of global warming was already being developed, which might be reviewed 

under the heading ‘Scope of Climate Change’. However, in 1988, the IPCC was formed to collate and assess evidence on climate 
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change and, in 1990, it released its first assessment report that concluded that temperatures had risen by 0.3oC over the 

previous century and that humanity was the main contributor to a ‘greenhouse effect’ leading to global warming. 

 

So, how did prediction change at this point? 

 

In 1988, James Hansen testified before the US Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources and stated that he had a 

high degree of confidence, implying certainty, in the cause-and-effect relationship between the greenhouse effect and global 

warming. This testimony was to become instrumental in igniting the climate change debate that continues to this day and may 

yet come to define future energy policy and development.   

 

Hansen’s testimony also forwarded three possible 

future predictions related to CO2 emissions. a) Was 

described as ‘business as usual’ that maintained 

the accelerating emissions growth of earlier years 

and would result in global temperatures increasing. 

b) Setting emissions lower would lead to the 

prediction of a 0.7oC increase. c) Assuming lower 

CO2 emissions by 2000, temperature rise would be 

limited to 1/10’s of a degree before flatlining after 

the year 2000. 

 

In the 30-years since Hansen outlined the 3-potential 

scenarios, as outlined above, global surface temperatures 

have not increased significantly since 2000. While this 

situation might appear to align with the prediction of 

option-3, the chart above shows that a doubling of CO2 emissions has occurred over this time, mainly attributed to China, 

which is outside of the control of the US senate. Of course, it was not only Hanson who got it wrong, as the IPCC climate models 

also predicted twice as much warming as has been observed since global satellite temperature monitoring began 40 years ago. 

However, undeterred by the failure of earlier predictions, in 2007, Hansen predicted that most of Greenland’s ice would soon 

melt, raising sea levels 23 feet over the course of the next 100 years. In 2016, he predicted that hurricanes were getting 

stronger, although satellite records dating back to the 1970’s suggests no obvious correlation between the global surface 

temperatures and the frequency of stronger hurricanes, which appears to be equally true for tornadoes. 

 

But surely, we might simply accept that most predictions are unreliable? 

 

This seems to be a relatively uncontentious assumption, especially in reference to longer-term predictions, e.g. 100 years, and 

therefore it might be assumed that while they might cause a little embarrassment to the originator, little harm is done. 

Unfortunately, people like Hanson and the IPCC infer a weight of authority that can influence the next generation , who possibly 

acquire an increased zeal and certainty of their ‘worldview’, which can then become problematic to open debate.  

 

Might this discussion forward an example of this problem? 

 

Michael Mann, who created the ‘hockey stick’ graph, first published in 1998, and then featured prominently in the third (2001) 

IPCC climate report and Al Gore’s 2006 film ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, has apparently demanded that the climate debate be 

ended and that ‘sceptics’ simply submit to the ‘scientific consensus’. For Mann is another ‘certain’ of his assumptions and 

conclusions, which when supported by a 97.5% consensus, proves he is right and that sceptics are simply ‘deniers’ of an obvious 

truth. In this context, Mann and others have made it clear that they perceive any climate-change sceptic as ‘traitors’ to their 

righteous cause to ‘save the world’ and therefore appear to have no qualms in trying to silence individuals, and institutions, by 

almost any means, e.g. lawsuits, loss of academic funding and even the loss of their jobs.  
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Note: The level of intransigence appears to have now infected the political debate, where the US Democratic party has 

stated that it is committed to a national mobilization and to leading a global effort to mobilize nations to address this 

threat on a scale not seen since World War II, presumably spearheaded by the ‘green new deal’. 

 

Like Hanson before him, Mann will undoubtedly influence another generation of activists, who may possibly be even more 

certain of a climate crisis that is about to inflict disaster on their generation unless radical action is taken immediately. Of 

course, at this point, you might reasonably start to wonder whether this discussion is forwarding a conspiracy theory that has 

no basis in reality. However, we have recently seen the spectacle of a 16-year old schoolgirl, who is possibly psychologically 

‘fragile’ with only a very limited understanding of climate science, invited to give a speech at the UN, which is now sending 

shockwaves around the world that few politicians will openly criticise. An example of her fragile state of mind might be 

perceived in the following quote: 

 

"This is all wrong. I shouldn’t be up here. I should be in school on the other side of the ocean. Yet you come to us young 

people for hope. How dare you. You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty words." 

 

These words are sad, not only because they presumably reflect a genuine anguish, but because they are based on questionable 

assumptions that seem predicated on ideological belief rather than scientific understanding of the issues. However, in a wider 

context, it appears that children are now being ‘groomed’ to become the new face of a climate change movement, who are 

apparently capable of filing lawsuits, organising walkouts and lobbying lawmakers. However, many are now questioning 

whether these children are being motivated or simply being manipulated for reasons that have nothing to do with the scientific 

debate. As far back as 2012, there is evidence that some climate activists wanted to involve children in a legal and civil offensive 

against the fossil fuel industry, which would include worldwide marches from the youth climate movement. So, while this 

discussion started out by only outlining some of the issues of scientific concern, it is now alluding to the possibility that some 

organisations, and individuals, may have additional political and economic agendas. If so, then it is not unreasonable to suggest 

that scientific opinion in support of global action against climate change might never have achieved its current status of a 

’97.5% consensus’ without the support of political and economic interests that extend well beyond the climate change debate. 

However, while the next question will be tabled it will not be addressed as the reader possibly needs to consider the many 

implications on future generations for themselves. 

 

What, if any, are the political and economic motivations supporting the climate change agenda? 

 

It is also recognised that this discussion did not address the issue of increasing energy needs around the world. However, this 

requirement might simply be characterised in the following quote taken from a 2014 report entitled ‘Our High-Energy Planet’.  

 

“Today, over one billion people around the world, five hundred million of them in sub-Saharan Africa alone, lack access 

to electricity. Nearly three billion people cook over open fires fuelled by wood, dung, coal, or charcoal. This energy 

poverty presents a significant hurdle to achieving development goals of health, prosperity, and a liveable environment. 

The relationship between access to modern energy services and quality of life is well established. Affordable and reliable 

grid electricity allows factory owners to increase output and hire more workers. Electricity allows hospitals to refrigerate 

lifesaving vaccines and power medical equipment. It liberates children and women from manual labour. Societies that 

are able to meet their energy needs become wealthier, more resilient, and better able to navigate social and 

environmental hazards like climate change and natural disasters. Faced with a perceived conflict between expanding 

global energy access and rapidly reducing greenhouse emissions to prevent climate change, many environmental groups 

and donor institutions have come to rely on small-scale, decentralized, renewable energy technologies that cannot meet 

the energy demands of rapidly growing emerging economies and people struggling to escape extreme poverty. The UN’s 

flagship energy access program, for example, claims that ‘basic human needs’ can be met with enough electricity to 

power a fan, a couple of light bulbs, and a radio for five hours a day. A reconsideration of what equitable energy access 

means for human development and the environment is needed.” 
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1.1.5 Degrees of Freedom 
 

Generally, we all like the idea of ‘freedom’ as its definition, as a word, implies the absence of coercion or constraint, such that 

we might conceptually be free to say or do anything. Of course, in reality there are many constraints, some necessary, which 

limits the degree of freedom we might have as an individual. However, before proceeding, it might also be useful to introduce 

the term ‘degrees of freedom’. From a somewhat abstract perspective it might be said to represent the number of independent 

ways in which a system might change without constraining other freedoms. Of course, how this definition might be interpreted 

in mathematics or engineering differs when applied to the social sciences, where freedom 

has to be considered in terms of an individual within a collective society. While we do not 

always think about a ‘society’ as a system, in reality, this seems a reasonably appropriate 

way to summarise the sum total of all the various interactions that take place, i.e. social, 

economic and political. However, within this system of interactions, the desire for absolute 

freedom, as an individual, often runs into conflict with the goals of a collective society, such 

that society invariably limits the degrees of freedom of an individual. 

 

Note: In the discussion ‘The Limits of Morality’ reference was made to the work of 

Adam Smith, first in terms of the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and then Wealth 

of Nations (1776), where the Moral Sentiment first introduces the idea of an ‘invisible hand’ at work within society, 

which then found application in the Wealth of Nations. However, while Smith was an advocate of what is now called 

‘free market economics’ driven by self-interest, he also recognised the need for constraints to be placed on excessive 

self-interest when detrimental to collective society. However, it was later argued that while some individuals might be 

constrained by a personal morality, collective institutions were essentially amoral, such that they had to be constrained 

by ethical laws, policies and regulations.  

 

So, based on this general introduction, it might be accepted that irrespective of the exact nature of the institutional systems 

that surround us, individuals are invariably constrained in some way in what they can say or do. While it might be suggested 

that such constraints are often imposed for the common good, history also suggests that many of the constraints imposed by 

society have only serve to benefit a smaller minority. So, the question that this discussion seeks to consider is: 

 

Is there an optimal limit to freedom that best serves the individual and society? 

 

From a historic perspective, the governance of a society, encompassing its political, economic and social institutions, was 

invariably founded on authoritarian control. However, the essence of such control was that it was centralised and prioritised 

the goal of a small minority. Of course, the idea of authoritarian governance can also be considered in a future context, as 

reviewed in the opening discussion of ‘Brave New Worlds’ that considers some of the implications, and differences, between  

the novels of Aldous Huxley and George Orwell, which while both authoritarian in scope, differed in style. However, in both of 

these fictional cases, we might question whether an individual would perceive this type of governance as a utopian ideal or 

dystopian nightmare, irrespective of their position within such a society, as both clearly placed severe constraints on individual 

freedom. Of course, given the negative connotations of the previous description, we might wish to consider the idea of minimal 

governance, which we might initially characterise as libertarian in style. However, while there are many criticisms of 

libertarianism, we might initially judge a libertarian society, not so much on a person’s position in some limited social hierarchy, 

but rather on their natural ability to succeed. For it is clear that all are not equal in ability, such that individual morality and 

institutional ethics would still require that even a libertarian society might need to put constraints of individual self-interest, if 

detrimental to social stability. 

 

Note: In the current context of discussing freedom, the idea of authoritarian or libertarian governance is not making 

direct reference to any specific political system, see Scope for Political Evolution or Political Addendum for wider details. 

Likewise, while some may perceive democracy as an alternative to authoritarian governance, a democratically elected 

party in power may not necessarily aspire to deliver greater individual freedom, especially when democratic choice is 

effectively limited to one of two political parties – see Post-Democracy and the Populists for more details. 
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In the same year, 1776, that Adam Smith published the Wealth of Nations, the United States of America pronounced its 

freedom in a Declaration of Independence. The authors of this document believed that freedom, both of the state and 

individuals, was of such importance that much of the second paragraph of this declaration articulates what it declares to be 

‘self-evident’ truths. 

 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness - that to secure these rights, 

Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed - that whenever 

any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 

institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them 

shall seem most likely to affect their Safety and Happiness. 

 

However, it might be noted that the word ‘freedom’ does not actually appear in the text above. In fact, it does not appear 

anywhere in the declaration of independence. However, we do see the use of the word ‘liberty’ and ‘rights’, although it might 

initially be assumed that liberty is synonymous with ‘freedom’. Even so, in the context of this introduction, we might seek some 

further clarification of the semantics of such words. While not necessarily rigorous, it will be suggested that ‘liberty’ is more 

associated with the ‘rights’ of an individual within a collective state, such that we might see the connection with 

‘libertarianism’, which seeks to maximise individual freedom within the collective state. However, the idea of ‘freedom’ is not 

really defined by the institutions of government, as it possibly expresses the more fundamental idea of being free from any type 

of constraint, be it psychological or physical in nature. Therefore, in terms of 

the declaration of independence, we might infer that it is the new 

government of the collective state, which defines the scope, and limits, of 

liberty and therefore the rights of its citizens in law.  

 

Note: The semantics of words may only have substance, if supported 

by deeds of individuals and governments, where it has been 

suggested that only individuals might be guided by personal 

morality, while governments are guided by institutional ethics, i.e. 

laws. In this context, we possibly need to remind ourselves that slavery in America was not abolished until 1865, some 89 

years after the declaration of independence was written. For while many of the founding fathers opposed slavery from 

the outset, it was recognised that considerable political and economic obstacles would have to be overcome before this 

particular aspect of equality could be realised – see The Limits of Morality for wider discussion.  

 

As outlined, it is possible that the concept of freedom has often been tempered by pragmatism, which is not necessarily a ‘bad 

thing’. However, today, we might reflect on the state of American politics given 250 years of hindsight and question the current 

state of its founding idealism and ask whether this is a ‘good thing’. Of course, we might recognise that social attitudes have 

undergone considerable change over this time, although we might question whether the separation between idealistic 

principles and pragmatic implementation is now too wide. So, within this developing framework, some attempt has been made 

to outline the conceptual idea of ‘freedom’ and its limitations in terms of ‘liberty’ and ‘rights’, when both are increasingly 

defined and controlled by the institutions of a collective state. 

 

But what about the future? 

 

While many aspects of the Mysearch website have indulged in all manner of predictions, it has always tried to highlight that 

most, if not all, predictions turn out to be wrong or, at least, wide of the mark in the substance of their detail; especially when 

extended ever further into the future. However, this discussion will continue to argue that the future will still be defined by 

‘winners and losers’, which may be further compounded by both population growth and increasing resource demands. Of 

course, while advances in technology may mitigate some of the impacts surrounding the issue of sustainable growth, it may 
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also create new problems in terms of automation, which may increasingly aggravate the issue of unemployment within the 

expanding urban populations around the world.   

 

But how are such issues directly relevant to freedom? 

 

While we might accept that freedom in the modern world is constrained by collective governance, we might still perceive some 

of the benefits associated with the ‘freedom of choice’, which can obviously encompass an individual preference about how we 

want to live our lives. Of course, choice also depends on opportunity and opportunity often depends on the state of the world 

into which we are born and the ideas that have shaped it. While the US declaration of independence might possibly be 

described as idealistic, it nevertheless contains some important moral truths that are still worthy of consideration. This idealism 

is captured in the assumption that humanity has ‘certain unalienable rights’ that lead to ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness’ and that ‘all are created equal’. 

 

Note: Please accept that the statement above is not an argument against the ideals expressed, simply the acceptance of 

a pragmatic reality of a finite physical world and the sum total of human demands on such idealism. See the ‘Nature 

versus Nurture Debate’ and ‘Brave New Worlds’ for wider discussion of these issues. 

 

For the moment, let us simply accept that the physical world does not understand the concept of an ‘unalienable right’ to life or 

happiness, as these are essentially conceptual ideas to which humanity might strive. Of course, we might hope that human 

society will continue to develop according to a moral code, which it seeks to embody in the institutional ethics of society, 

although this cannot necessarily be taken for granted. For, as reflected in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, much of humanity 

continues to fight for survival on a daily basis, while only being able to hope for a better life. Today, the world population is 

approaching 8 billion with a projection of a possible peak of 11 billion by 2100, although subject to some considerable variance. 

However, by 2100, it is projected that much of this global population will be concentrated in Asia, India and Africa, which 

currently have the lowest standard of living that might be better characterised as abject poverty.  

 

Note: Today, more than a billion people live on less than $1 per day, while a further 3 billion people, i.e. 39% of the 

current global population, live on $2 per day. It is estimated that 450 million children are underweight, while nearly 900 

million adults are illiterate, two thirds being women. Every day, it is estimated that 30,000 children under the age of 5 

die from avoidable diseases, while another billion people do not have access to healthy water, a major cause of disease. 

Over one billion people do not have access to electricity, while three billion people still cook over open fires fuelled by 

wood, dung, coal, or charcoal, another major cause of disease. 

 

At this point in time, it is far from clear how technology will solve all of these problems by 2100, especially if compounded by a 

further population increase of 3 billion, especially when located in the areas of the highest existing poverty. Based on this 

assessment, probability suggests that a large percentage of this global population will not have any real ‘freedom of choice’, 

even if we assume that the global economy can provide the resources to keep them all above the poverty line. While it is 

realised that such facts paint a depressing picture of the future, it is one that possibly puts the issue of freedom into better 

perspective before we consider the ‘degrees of freedoms’ to which we, in more developed societies, might still aspire. 

 

So, what degrees of freedom might we wish for? 

 

Before attempting to address this question, let us table some assumptions on which we might proceed. First, we shall assume 

that most developed economies require the infrastructure of a collective nation state, which may be authoritarian or 

democratic in nature, although the scope of democracy might be questionable in many instances. Second, we shall assume that 

the majority of the population in developed economies will be concentrated into urban areas, which requires individual 

freedom to be subject to the rule of law imposed by central governance. Third, we shall assume that these urban societies 

cannot maintain stability without technology of all kinds and a functioning economic system to provide resources. At face value, 

these assumptions do not appear that controversial, such that they might provide a reasonable framework in which the 

freedom of an individual might be further discussed. However, we might add one further assumption of a more controversial 
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nature by suggesting that many people within these urban societies will accept draconian restrictions on their freedom, as 

individuals, if it maintains their basic survival needs. If so, it leads to another question that possibly requires some initial 

consideration. 

 

What priority do people put on freedom? 

 

We might extend the history of the original Declaration of Independence, written in 1776, by highlighting that independence 

was not formally realised until 1783. Likewise, independence only secured the freedom of a new nation state, not necessarily 

the freedom of the people from the dictates of government. However, the US constitution, written in 1789, has been 

subsequently amended 27 times, which has allowed the idea of the ‘inalienable rights’ of the American people to certain 

freedoms to be clarified. As previously outlined, while these freedoms might be assumed, they still have to be granted by the 

government that determine the laws of the land. Recognising this issue, the founding fathers of the American constitution also 

developed the 1st amendment, written in 1791, which restricted the government from making laws that affected the freedom 

of religion, speech and the press plus their right to assemble peacefully or to petition the government for redress of grievances. 

Subsequently, the 2nd amendment, also in 1791, added the right for individuals to ‘keep and bear arms’, which while possibly 

understandable after the fight for independence might appear more questionable today. 

 

Note: While there are other nation states that have a written constitution, the US constitution was a new and radical 

idea at that time. For the 1st amendment consolidated the idea of freedom and the secular nature of government, even 

though most people held strong religious beliefs at that time. However, the belief in some ‘higher authority’ still 

underpins the constitution, and its amendments, by stating that the ‘rights of the people’ are granted by ‘a Creator’, not 

by the state, and therefore it is the people that grant rights to government. While this concept would be far-reaching, we 

might still have to question its validity in today’s world.  

 

So, returning to the question above, the history of the US tells us that its people, from many regions of the world, were 

prepared to fight and die for the freedoms expressed in its constitution. However, it appears that many of today’s 190+ nation 

states do not necessarily accept such ideas and actively restrict the freedom of its citizens – see State of Global Politics for more 

details, especially when it comes to the issue of the freedom of speech granted to its citizens.  

 

Note: In China’s view, it is the patriotic responsibility of its citizens and the media to promote positive propaganda, such 

that public opinion must be ‘supervised’. In 2017, this idea took the form of an official directive to ‘strike hard’ against 

what the government defined as online rumours, harmful information, fake news, news extortion, fake media and fake 

reporters - see Freedom of Speech for more details. 

 

However, it is not just authoritarian centralised nation states that question the right to individual freedom, as many Islamic 

states classify blasphemy as any impious utterance or action concerning God, Muhammad or practically anything considered 

sacred in Islam, which then restricts the freedom of speech of others. However, many sections of western societies are now 

also trying to restrict the freedom of speech of anything that does not conform to the possibly subjective and expanding 

definition of ‘political correctness’. In this context, freedom of speech is considered secondary to the political stability of the 

nation state, the religious certainty of a belief or the righteous certainty of political correctness held by different sections of 

society. Given this state of affairs, we possibly need to consider a more contentious question concerning freedom.  

 

Does everybody require freedom in the pursuit of happiness? 

 

While the question above may appear relatively innocuous at first glance, it can lead to some contentious issues, especially 

when viewed from the perspective of political correctness. The first issue is simply the inference that only some smaller 

percentage of the population need or value freedom, which then leads to the second and more contentious issue as to why. On 

the first issue, it has been argued that, in practical terms, there are only degrees of freedom, if collective society is to protect its 

citizens from the excesses of self-interest of others. Therefore, despite the ideals of the various constitutional principles 
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outlined, governments can, and do, restrict individual freedom, but not always for the best of reasons. Likewise, some 

authoritarian governments actively suppress individual freedom based on the argument that the stability of the state takes 

precedence over individual freedoms. Of course, it might also be highlighted that the argument surrounding the ‘stability of the 

state’ may only reflect the self-interests of a small minority of the population. However, based on the previous introduction, it 

has been argued that nobody has, or has ever had, complete freedom, only the liberties and rights bestowed by some form of 

collective state, and not a creator, although Islamic governments might try to debate this last point. 

 

But what of the second issue as to why everybody might not require freedom? 

 

While the question above is not suggesting that most people do not conceptually desire some degree of freedom to live their 

lives in a certain way, it is clear that most societies impose many restrictions, i.e. political, economic and social. As such, most 

people have to simply adjust their ‘pursuit of happiness’ to conform with the collective norms of the society into which they are 

born. However, it is possibly premature to assume that even those living 

within authoritarian political system have to be unhappy, if we reflect on the 

fact that ‘happiness’ is not necessarily a priority within the lives of many, 

when viewed from the perspective of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. While the 

previous link explains the nature of these needs in more detail, the diagram 

right provides a visual reference to the inference that the bottom three needs 

are more to do with basic survival. Of course, if these needs are satisfied, the 

emotion of happiness might still result and while, the top two needs can also 

infer happiness, if achieved, this emotion is probably not the primary 

motivation in the pursuit of such needs. In addition, economic poverty of the 

state or the individual can also severely restrict the freedom to pursue 

happiness, if we accept that much in the modern world now requires some level of financial wealth, at least, not to be unhappy. 

In this respect, we might perceive a dichotomy in that freedom from financial debt and the 9-to-5 routine does not necessarily 

equate to happiness in most cases. However, while poverty can be imposed on some for no fault of their own, it is clear that all 

are not born equal in ability, even if having been given equal access to opportunity, which the ‘Nature versus Nurture Debate’ 

has already discussed.  

 

What has nature and nurture got to do with freedom? 

 

Up until this point, most of the arguments being forwarded for discussion have not really been that controversial, although 

some might disagree with many of the underlying assumptions. However, the last few questions have only really skirted around 

the issue of freedom from the perspective of whether everybody needs freedom in their everyday lives, such that some 

possibly controversial ideas about nature and nurture need to be considered. By way of an initial anecdotal story, it is said that 

if you have 100 prisoners of war, observation may identify only 5-10% with the necessary ability to escape. On a similar, but 

more extreme line of thought, the idea of Price’s Law might be raised, which suggests that the square root of any population is 

responsible for 50% of the results in any domain. In a small population of 9, this law suggests that 3, i.e. 33.3%, will produce 

50% of the results. However, in a larger population of 900, this law suggests that only 30, i.e. 3.33%, will produce 50% of the 

results. While we should not necessarily extrapolate this law too far, especially in terms of a entire national populations, there 

still a suggestion in both examples that not everybody in a population has the ability to maximise all or any of the freedoms 

granted by their government.  

 

Note: Sigmund Freud also characterised the need for freedom by stating that most people do not really want freedom, 

because freedom involves responsibility, and most people are frightened of responsibility.  

 

While this may be true in some cases, it may also have to be accepted that many people simply do not have the ability or 

inclination to use freedom, even if available, for much of their lives is pre-occupied with other priorities, which in many cases 

around the world is simply basic survival. 
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OK, if we were to accept all these limitations, is freedom still important? 

 

Strangely, given all the limitations outlined, this discussion will now argue that certain individual freedoms are essential to the 

future development of humanity. For if all individuals are denied certain degrees of freedom to ‘think outside the box’ and 

express new ideas that mainstream society might initially reject, and therefore try to suppress, progress runs the risk of slowing 

or even grinding to a halt.  

 

Note: Earlier in the discussion, three types of restrictions on freedom of speech were briefly outlined, i.e. authoritarian 

governance, religious dogma and excessive political correctness. While none of these restrictions may necessarily halt 

innovation, it is far from clear that they facilitate developments outside what might be perceived in the self-interest of 

some collective worldview. Freedom of speech can also impact science, as reference to the Consensus and Climate 

Change discussion, which highlighted that a minority claiming to represent an apparent consensus of 97.5% of scientists 

want to end debate and implement a range of radical energy and environment policies, which many others believe will 

not solve the problems and only lead to higher energy costs, which developing economies cannot afford.   

 

If such arguments have any validity, the idealism of various freedoms historically expressed in the 1st amendment not only have 

practical validity today, but may be essential to the long-term ‘vitality’ of any society, even though such freedom may only be 

utilised by a small minority of any population. However, it is possible that this perspective is rushing to a premature conclusion 

that western democracies present the best compromise between individual freedom and the constraints of government, such 

that we need to table another question. 

 

How might we assess effective freedom? 

 

While it has been suggested that not all in any population will use the liberty and rights allowed, a smaller minority of this 

population need these freedoms to develop the ‘wealth of a nation’ hopefully to the collective benefit of all. However, the 

accumulation of national wealth can have many facets and take many generations to accumulate and therefore possibly 

reflects the effort and freedoms of the past. As outlined, there are many 

different types of conceptual freedoms, which may be both constrained and 

redefined as liberty and rights in laws controlled by government. Based on this 

outline, we might initially consider whether the effectiveness of freedom might 

be measured in terms of the wealth or Gross Domestic Product GDP of a nation, 

which in 2019 might be summarised as shown right. So, despite the many issues 

of concern about human rights in China, it seems that its economic wealth has 

improved much over the last 30 years, possibly because it has allowed greater 

economic freedom, at least, to selected entrepreneurial citizens. 

 

Note: The link above regarding human right suggests that the Chinese government imposes many restrictions on 

individual and institutional freedoms involving free speech, the media in all forms, movement and travel, religious 

beliefs, political choice plus many other areas of political and social life.   

 

Again, we might question whether all these freedoms are really a necessity for economic prosperity, while also reflecting on 

whether the democratic model in the West provides true democracy to its people and whether those elected are the best 

representatives of the people. 

 

Note: The Chinese system clearly opposes the idea of electoral democracy as the means of selecting political leaders at 

its higher levels of government. Instead, it states a preference for a ‘meritocracy’ where its political representatives are 

selected and promoted having first demonstrated above average ability in terms of both formal examinations and 

performance evaluations at lower levels of government. Of course, it might be recognised that this system also demands 

allegiance to its political ideology, although corruption can and does undermine this meritocracy system at all levels.  
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So, at one level, we might start to wonder which system is best for the population as a whole, if much of the population does 

not have the ‘ability or inclination’ to use freedom in its many forms. However, this might also be a premature conclusion as the 

suppression of freedom can lead a society down a path towards Huxley’s ‘Brave New World’ or, worse still, Orwell’s ‘Nineteen 

Eighty-Four’ dystopian nightmare.  

 

Note: While reference to what are fictional novels might appear tangential to the freedoms in the real world, the reader 

might wish to review two videos, which possibly present a very worrying development to all. The first produced by the 

Wall Street Journal called ‘Life Inside China's Total Surveillance State’ details the ever increasing presence of domestic 

surveillance in China, which possibly needs to be considered in terms of the wider discussion of ‘Information Control’ and 

China’s Social Credit System, see diagram below, which will in late 2019 require its citizens to submit to facial 

recognition before they can access China’s already restricted internet. However, if these references might appear 

worrying developments, the discussion in the next video entitled China vs U.S. - Trade War to Cold War? are far more 

alarming in scope. 

 
 

While this discussion has criticised aspects of democracy, it is also accepted that the freedoms expressed in the American 

constitution allow such criticisms to be openly expressed and discussed, such that improvements might be developed over 

time. While such developments may not necessarily be of particular interest to many in these democratic societies, they are still 

the beneficiary of these freedoms being given legal status as human rights under international law. So, while China’s 

government may claim to be acting on behalf of its people, we might wish to simply ask why it refuses to give its people the 

freedom to decide on its own future. As such, this discussion will end by suggesting a revised wording for a constitution, which 

might be more applicably for the modern world.  

 

“We declare that all are created equal in law and human rights, which includes the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness. Governments must derive their powers from the consent of the governed and whenever any form of 

government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new 

government. Based on such principles, those bestowed with the power of government should prioritise the safety and 

happiness of its people, not the pursuance of its own self-interest.” 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Brave_New_World
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Nineteen_Eighty-Four
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Nineteen_Eighty-Four
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OQ5LnY21Hgc
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/241.Control.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Credit_System
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kl5279dWqGs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights


The Mysearch Website 

 

41 
 

1.1.6 Prevention versus Cure 
 

The idea that ‘prevention is better than cure’ is often attributed to Erasmus, (1466-1536), who was a Dutch philosopher. This 

idea was later restated by Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) in the form ‘an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure’, 

although in this case he was using the idea in the context of house fire prevention versus the cost of rebuilding. However, we 

might accept that it makes general sense, in any area of life, to prevent a problem rather than to let it happen, only then to 

incur the cost of fixing it. This can be especially true in the field of medicine, where 

even the simplest preventive strategy, e.g. washing your hands, may prevent many 

diseases from spreading. We might broadly attempt to initially summarise the 

benefits of prevention rather than cure in terms of the chart right. 

 

So, is this apparent wisdom accepted by all? 

 

While it might be initially assumed that there would not be much of a debate about 

prioritising prevention over cure, we might still need to consider whether business 

interests could have a different perspective, if it affected the ‘bottom line’ profits. 

While we do not normally think of our primary medical services as a ‘business’, we 

might realise that these services are surrounded by commercial interests, such that this essay will consider the idea that much 

of medical research is focused on cure rather than prevention, simply because it is more profitable to ignore prevention in 

some business models, such as the pharmaceutical and food industries.  

 

Note: The pharmaceutical industry is responsible for the development, production and marketing of medications. In 

2014, the total pharmaceutical revenues worldwide were estimated to exceed $1 trillion for the first time, where US 

pharmaceutical companies accrued the largest percentage of this global revenue. In contrast, the packaged food 

industry is estimated to be worth almost $1.6 trillion, although the World Bank in 2006 estimated the combined food 

and agriculture sector to be worth about 10% of the global gross domestic product (GDP), which in 2017 was estimated 

to be in the region of $80 trillion. 

 

Without getting too preoccupied with actual figures, we might simply accept that these industries have enormous importance 

to the GDP of many nations and, as such, can wield considerable political influence on governments, who then define the laws, 

policies and regulations governing these industries. However, let us first consider the possible business rationale of the 

pharmaceutical industry, which may naturally want to increase the sales of its pharmaceutical drugs as a treatment for various 

diseases and, in some cases, may want to highlight new diseases to which an existing drug might be used. Within this business 

model there may be little incentive for the pharmaceutical industry to eradicate a disease, if in so doing, they possibly destroy 

an existing billion-dollar market. Likewise, even developing a one-off drug that might cure a disease could limit the long-term 

profitability of a drug that cost billions to develop. In this context, we might perceive why certain sectors of the pharmaceutical 

industry might favour developing drugs that may only relieve symptoms rather than offer an actual cure. 

 

Note: While the summary above may appear to be a little too Machiavellian, the pharmaceutical industry has often been 

accused of suppressing or obstructing any perceived medical breakthroughs in order to make sure that diseases continue 

to provide profit revenue for existing drugs for as long as possible. Again, drug development can require years of profit 

to offset such costs, measured in billions of dollars. For these reasons, some claim that it explains why there have been 

so few genuine breakthroughs related to major diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, heart 

failure, diabetes, cancer and osteoporosis. 

 

Of course, we might assume that morality of the people, who work in the pharmaceutical industry, would never condone the 

suggestion in the note above, although much of human history suggests that this is possibly a naïve assumption – see Limits to 

Morality for more details. However, while accepting the speculative nature of some of these claims, history also appears to 

support the idea that many pharmaceutical companies are reluctant to disclose full information about drug trials, especially in 

regard to the risks and side effects, which are inherent in almost all drugs. Likewise, it is also clear that the pharmaceutical 
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industry employs many lobbyists, who try to influence legislation being developed by the various regulatory agencies 

worldwide, although redirection might be a more accurate description. Finally, there is the more covert and worrying issue of 

the manipulation of medical research and education.  

 

Note: In a 2018 article entitled ‘Medical Research in US Today’ it is claimed that an estimated 60% of biomedical 

research and development in the US is now privately funded, and two thirds of academic institutions have equity ties 

with outside sponsors. As such, universities and other academic institutions are relying evermore on funding from the 

pharmaceutical industry with estimates suggesting that over half of medical research conducted at universities is done 

with funding that comes from the pharmaceutical industry. However, see video ‘Financial Conflicts of Interests and the 

End of Evidence-Based Medicine’ for more details about the scope of this problem. 

 

If we use the US as our example population of the implications of modern life, then it appears to suggest a growing health crisis, 

which is then fuelling a need for ever more drugs being supplied by the pharmaceutical industry. For statistics suggest that 

nearly 70% of adults are overweight or obese, which then leads to an increased risk of type-2 diabetes, heart disease, high 

blood pressure, fatty liver disease, osteoarthritis, cancers and strokes. Again, the incentive for the pharmaceutical industry is 

possibly more orientated to produce drugs that only treat the symptoms of these problems rather than the cause. 

 

Note: It is estimated that the total 2017 spending on prescription drugs in the US by the government, consumers and 

insurers was $333 billion. The estimate in 2007 was $236 billion suggesting a 41% increase over the previous decade. By 

way of an additional footnote, it is estimated that the global spending on prescription medicines will reach nearly $1.5 

trillion by 2021. 

 

However, there are many ideas forwarded as to why people have become so unhealthy, especially in more developed societies, 

over the last 50 years. Typically, the focus is directed to the more sedentary life-styles of both adults and children with the 

suggestion that this situation has been compounded by the availability of higher calorie foods now on offer from the processed 

food industry. While we might initially assume that each individual within any population is responsible for their own health, we 

might also consider the phrase ‘you are what you eat', which is first attributed to Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin as long ago as 

1826. Even in this historic context, Brillat-Savarin was highlighting a need for a low-carbohydrate diet as he believed that sugar 

and white flour to be the root cause of most obesity and argued for a diet that avoided starch, grains, sugar and flour, while 

recommending meats, root vegetables, cabbage and fruit. To quote his words: 

 

Carnivorous animals never grow fat. Herbivorous animals do not grow fat easily, at least until age has reduced them to a 

state of inactivity; but they fatten very quickly as soon as they begin to be fed on potatoes, grain, or any kind of flour. 

The second of the causes of obesity is the floury and starchy substances which man makes the prime ingredients of his 

daily nourishment. As we have said already, all animals that live on farinaceous food grow fat willy-nilly; and man is no 

exception to the universal law. 

 

If we follow this general line of thought, we might start to question what has changed leading to the alarming suggestion that 

nearly 70% of US population are either overweight or obese. While the pharmaceutical industry may have only been profiting 

from this effect without necessarily being the cause, we might still question its role in formulating the US dietary 

recommendations over the last 50 years. However, at this point, we will turn our attention to the other focus of this discussion, 

i.e. the food industry.  

 

So, where does the incentive of the food industry fit into this argument? 

 

Again, we might start with the fairly obvious fact that the food industry also needs to make a profit to stay in business. 

However, before pursuing this line of questioning, we possibly need to briefly outline what we mean by the word ‘food’, which 

at a very basic level is what we, as humans, ingest to provide the necessary calorific energy to sustain life. We might then 

extend this description by highlighting that the nutrition value of food can be subdivided into 3 primary classes known as 
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carbohydrates, fats and proteins along with a multitude of vitamins and organic minerals. Of course, this outline does not really 

explain what food has got to do with the prevention or cure debate, although we might extend this technical outline by 

providing a basic definition of a drug as a natural or synthetic substance, which when taken, affects the functioning of the 

body’s metabolism. While illegal stimulant or narcotic substances might be included in this description, they are not the focus 

of this discussion, although we might realise that many legal drugs, prescribed for medical reasons, may also contain stimulant 

or narcotic substances, which can cause addictive and harmful side effects. However, within this broad description of a drug, it 

might be accepted that all foods affect the functioning of our metabolism in that they act as a source of energy that keeps us 

alive. While the sum total of all the processes associated with food digestion in the gut and subsequent absorption into the 

blood stream is well beyond the scope of this discussion to even summarise, let alone detail, many foods can be addictive and 

harmful to our metabolism. Of course, we might realise why the food industry might not necessarily want to highlight such 

problems, especially if it could hurt the profitability of some products. However, before addressing which types of food might 

be harmful to human health, we possibly need to have a wider perspective of the various diets recommended in the past.  

 

Note: While not directly relevant to this discussion, we know that profound changes started to occur in the human diet 

over 10,000 years ago associated with both agriculture and animal farming. In many respects, these dietary changes 

were in conflict with our original hunter-gather biology, although subject to many generic variations due to regional and 

cultural differences. These changes affected a number of crucial nutritional factors in our diet, which are simply listed for 

reference: glycaemic load, fatty acids, macronutrients, micronutrients, acid balance, sodium-potassium ratio and fibre 

content. 

 

Of course, most of us do not perceive food in such historic or 

technical terms, but rather as the things we enjoy eating, which 

might then be moderated by what we believe are medically 

recommended. However, in the 1970’s, the US government 

began promoting a change to the American diet based on the 

belief that saturated fats should be drastically reduced, based on 

the assumption that cholesterol caused heart attacks. However, 

as a consequence of this change, they also  recommended that 

the shortfall in calories could be replaced by eating more 

carbohydrates, e.g. flour and sugar, and that natural animal fats 

should be replaced by vegetable oils, which later turned out to contain trans-fats. The basic composition of this diet is shown 

above. 

 

Note: It might be recognised that this diet is in almost complete contradiction to the recommendations of Brillat-Savarin 

given over 100 years earlier. So, whether by accident or design, we might see that the American diet is dominated by 

what are essentially processed foods, e.g. bread, cereals and pastas, all products of the food industry. This diet also led 

to an increased consumption of trans-fats, which are produced in an industrial process that adds hydrogen to vegetable 

oil, such that it becomes a solid at room temperature. These vegetable oil products originally form the basis of most 

margarines that started to replace the animal fats in the form of butter. However, it was the increase in carbohydrates, 

especially in the form of sugar, which would have the most far reaching effects on health. 

 

For the moment, we might assume that the American diet was simply a well-intentioned, but misguided government 

recommendation. However, it is not unreasonable to highlight that the American food industry was, and still is, the world’s 

biggest producer of soya bean oil, which started to replace animal fats. It might also be highlighted that many process food 

manufacturers saw the use of vegetable oil as a way of producing lower-cost products with longer shelf life. However, what 

now appears certain is that this American diet led to increasing health problems in the form of obesity, diabetes, hypertension, 

high cholesterol, heart attacks, strokes, which are the primary causes of premature deaths. In addition, despite much research 

over the last 40 years highlighting these health problems, the main recommendations of this diet did not really change, 

although it appears that the portion size was allowed to grow ever larger.  
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Note: Today, many are now more critical that this diet was the deliberate product of misinformation, which was 

compounded by a flood of dietary books and food supplements, often sponsored by various sections of the food industry. 

Of course, at the same time, the food industry also lobbied government to allow unsupported dietary claims in respect to 

super foods, probiotics, herbs, exotic juices and vitamins. As a consequence, the public were denied clear and accurate 

guidelines that could have prevented many health problems that have now reach epidemic proportions. 

 

While the debate concerning what exactly constitutes 

a healthy diet continues, there does seem to be a 

growing convergence towards low-carbohydrate, 

high-fat diets, as illustrated right. 

 

Note: One of the assumptions of the original  

American diet was that many deaths from 

heart disease could be linked to animal fats, 

which leads to an elevation of cholesterol in 

the blood. Therefore, if not regulated by a 

low-fat diet, cholesterol could narrow and 

block arteries preventing blood from reaching your heart, brain, or other organs. Ultimately, it was assumed that this 

condition could lead to strokes, heart attacks, or even heart failure. However, see video ‘The Cholesterol Conundrum’ for 

more details of the cholesterol metabolic process. 

 

This discussion will also reference the work of Dr Jason Fung, who published a book entitled the ‘The Obesity Code’ in 2016 in 

which he describes obesity as a hormonal disorder of fat regulation linked to insulin. The role of insulin is often described in 

terms of it being the fat storage hormone associated with 

any excess of glucose in the blood. While there can be 

multiple causes of obesity, it is now known that 

carbohydrates, specifically sugars, can cause elevated 

levels of glucose in the blood, which over time can lead to 

insulin resistance – see video ‘A New Paradigm of Insulin 

Resistance' for more details.  

 

Note: The chart right shows the relative levels of 

insulin in response to food types, i.e. 

carbohydrates, protein and fat along with an 

insert graph of the elevated level of insulin as a function of time associated with a normal metabolism as opposed to 

insulin resistant or type-2 diabetic. Without insulin returning to near zero, fat loss cannot occur. See video ‘The Story of 

Fat: Why we were Wrong about Health’ for more background information. 

 

Again, this discussion cannot detail all the actual complexity of all the human metabolic systems regulated by hormones – see 

list of human hormones for an overview of this complexity. However, it might simply be said that a ‘hormone’ is a molecular 

string, typically in the form of a protein, produced by one organ or gland as a signalling mechanism that invokes action in other 

cells and organs of the body. While many of these signalling hormones can be produced by certain mental states, e.g. stress, 

many others are triggered by the types of food we eat, e.g. sugar causes the pancreas to secrete insulin. Therefore, the public 

might rightly expect that their government would endeavour to provide open and transparent access to the latest medical 

research without commercial bias. Whether this assumption is true, even today, might be questionable, as open and 

transparent information does not appear to be in the interest of many business models. Of course, even if some of these 

criticisms were accepted, the general public might still want to table a question for the experts: 

 

Is there a prevention that might circumvent the need for a cure? 
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Based on the general outline provided, it may not be unreasonable to proceed on the assumption that neither the 

pharmaceutical or food industries are necessarily going to help the general public answer the question tabled, if it affects the 

profitability of their business models. However, despite some of the negative connotations of this discussion, there are many 

dedicated researchers now attempting to prioritise prevention by looking for some of the possible root causes leading to many 

of today’s most serious diseases, e.g. heart attacks, strokes, type-2 diabetes, dementia and even cancer. As a result, there is 

now much research looking at the role of inflammation being 

caused by our modern lifestyle, which we might attempt to 

illustrate in terms of the diagram right. While there are many 

potential causes for all types of inflammation in the body, this 

discussion will only attempt to outline a few possibilities, but first 

we need to clarify what is implied by the word ‘inflammation’. 

Normally, we perceive inflammation as an external redness or 

swelling, although it might be better described as the result of the 

body’s natural defense system against viruses and bacteria. It 

might also be highlighted that there are two basic types of 

inflammation, i.e. acute and chronic, where the former is 

essentially short-term and the latter much longer term. However, from a preventive perspective we need to consider whether 

there might be any underlying root cause to the inflammation being suggested, such as unhealthy diets. As already outlined, 

when we eat food, it sets in motion a very complex chain of metabolic reactions, which involve both the immune system and 

various hormone actions and responses.  

 

Note: Again, it might be highlighted that research has now identified certain types of foods that can trigger 

inflammation, e.g. trans-fats, hydrogenated fats, sugar, refined carbohydrates, processed foods, toxins, pollutants and 

stress. However, another cause of inflammation can often be traced to an imbalance of bacteria in your gastrointestinal 

tract and food allergies – see The Gut Microbiome in Health and Disease for more details. 

 

While there are many potential causes for inflammation in the body, this discussion will only attempt to outline a few 

possibilities. First, by way of summary, each of the line items listed below is linked to a video that provides a wider overview of 

some of the technical issues that may cause various types of inflammation in some individuals due to both diet and genetic 

makeup. 

 

• Insulin Resistance 

• Gluten Sensitivity 

• Lactose Intolerance  

 

As such, this discussion will not attempt to replicate any detailed information, but simply state that what we eat, i.e. our diet, is 

potentially the root cause of many diseases because it can trigger an inflammation response within our body. So, while in 

reality, there are a multitude of potential causes leading to disease in any given individual, the idea of the Pareto 80/20 

principle might simply suggest that changing to a sensible low-carb, high-fat diet could be a very good preventive strategy for 

many people. 

 

Note: As on all matters, this discussion does not claim to have any authority to make recommendations about dietary 

health. However, as this discussion has simply tried to point out, the recommendations issued over the last 50 years by 

what might have been assumed to be authoritative sources have failed to provide good health advice to the general 

public. As a result, health services around the world have seen an increasing level of chronic diseases affecting the wider 

population, which while possibly profitable to the pharmaceutical and food industry is bankrupting the national health 

services. Therefore, to close, the reader may wish to extend their own research by reviewing the information in the 

following videos ‘Dietary Guidelines’ and ‘Intermittent Fasting & Losing Weight’ 
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1.1.7 The IQ Controversy  
 

There are a number of reasons why the measurement and interpretation of a ‘Quotient Intelligence (IQ)’ is controversial. Some 

believe that the measurement of IQ is unreliable in that it does not necessarily represent the true nature of human intelligence. 

Others for reasons that might be described as political correctness believe that it may fuel racism that could ultimately lead to 

the dark idea of eugenics.  

 

Note: At the start of this discussion, it will be stated that while an IQ score may 

give an indication of general intelligence, it does not necessarily provide an 

accurate or complete measure of the complexity of all human thought 

processes. Without being too detailed at this stage, there are aspects of 

intelligence related to short-term memory, reasoning skills and verbal ability, 

which IQ tests may not accurately assess. Likewise, we might cite other abilities, 

such as creativity, emotional sensitivity or even social awareness, which are also 

not included in most IQ assessments – see The Theory of Multiple Intelligence 

for more details.  

 

While this introduction may appear to throw doubt on the very concept of IQ as a measure of intelligence, we know from 

everyday experience that we can often make a general assessment of a person’s intelligence, which while possibly subjective 

and not very scientific, turns out not to be so wide of the mark. However, the accuracy of such judgement implies some 

probability, e.g. we are usually 60% right and 40% wrong.  

 

Note: The issue of probability needs some understanding of mathematical statistics, although this discussion will not 

directly address this complication. However, the interested reader might wish to review an earlier discussion entitled 

Introduction to Statistics, which also considers the issue of Distribution and Standard Deviations plus Correlations and 

Regression. The reader might also want to review the discussion entitled ‘Social Evolution’ by way of initial background 

to the IQ debate to follow. 

 

The idea of ‘correlation’ can be particularly important as it can often help quantify an association between two observations. 

For example, any measure of intelligence may not necessarily be correlated to whether a person has a ‘kind personality’, but 

may have a stronger correlation to whether a person will be ‘successful in life’. Of course, at a general level, we realise that 

when we infer a statistical probability, this is not certainty, especially when discussing the probability curve of an entire 

population. By way of an initial example, the following chart suggests a correlation between job types and cognitive 

intelligence, which while not implying certainty in any individual case may be generally accurate as a statistical probability. 

 
 

Note: While there are any number of different types of distribution curve, the curve shown above corresponds to a 

gaussian function, which is sometimes called a ‘bell curve’, because of its symmetrical shape. In this type of curve, the 

majority of the population sample is centralised around the peak, where IQ is lower on the left and higher on the right.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligence_quotient
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eugenics
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/113.Theories.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/243.Stats.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/244.Distribution.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/245.Correlation.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/245.Correlation.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/202.Social.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Correlation_and_dependence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaussian_function


The Mysearch Website 

 

47 
 

So, while this discussion has highlighted a certain amount of caution about reading too much into an IQ score without context, 

the scientific field of psychometrics has focused much attention on assessing skills, knowledge, abilities, attitudes and 

personality traits and correlating these factors against educational achievement. In the context of this research, the idea of a 

general intelligence factor, or g-factor, was first proposed by psychologist Charles Spearman in the early 20th century. This idea 

was originally based on the performance of children across a broad range of subjects and indicated a positive correlation to a 

general assessment of mental ability. Later research then suggested that the g-factor also appeared to show a positive 

correlation with an individual's performance across most cognitive tasks.  

 

Note: The terminology of IQ, general intelligence, general cognitive ability, general mental ability or simply intelligence 

are often used interchangeably, although the g-factor targets a more specific measure of general intelligence. Empirical 

research on the nature of the g-factor has also involved much research into cognitive psychology, brain physiology, 

molecular genetics and primate evolution. Today, the g-factor is generally assumed to be uncontroversial in the field of 

science, irrespective of whether controversy exists in the social science when viewed in terms of political correctness. 

 

Today, much of the controversy surrounding the issue of intelligence is often characterised in terms of the ‘nature versus 

nurture’ debate. Of course, while we might reasonably assume that most skills have to be learnt, such that they might be 

categorised as nurture, we might also recognise that different individuals may have genetically inherited a higher cognitive 

ability that allows them to learn more quickly. 

 

Note: At this point, the previous introduction has not really touched on anything that might be considered too 

controversial. Clearly, some individuals are smarter than others in the same way as some are taller or smaller. However, 

the nature of the controversy starts to become more obvious when we attempt to apply a probability distribution to an 

entire population, although the level of this controversy often depends on the trait in question. For example, nobody 

really questions that some populations may have differences in physiology, i.e. taller or shorter, but extending this idea 

to suggest that some populations may be statistically more intelligence is an entirely different matter. Of course, the 

primary issue of debate is whether these population differences are caused by nature or nurture. 

 

We might now attempt to characterise the controversy in terms of two publications, which were both heavily based on the use 

of statistical analysis but were quickly perceived to have far wider political and economic consequences that many simply 

dismissed as politically incorrect, if not racist in their conclusions.  

 

• 1994: The Bell Curve by Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray  

• 2002: IQ and the Wealth of Nations by Richard Lynn and Tatu Vanhanen, 

 

While this discussion cannot address the full scope of the Bell Curve book, we might still outline its scope without initial 

reference to the controversy that can polarise opinion. The book as cited above was published in 1994 and attempted to 

explain the variations in intelligence in US society and warn of some of the consequences. From a social research perspective, 

the book also attempted to forward some potential social policies that might help mitigate the worst of the consequences 

stemming from the IQ distribution that appear to exist in the US population. For the purposes of this discussion, we will only list 

the assumptions the authors claimed to be statistically relevant – see 1994 interview with Charles Murray for more details. 

  

1. There is a difference in the general cognitive ability of humans. 

2. All tests measure this general factor to some degree, but IQ tests designed for this purpose are most accurate. 

3. IQ scores match, to a first degree, what people generally understand by the word ‘intelligence’. 

4. IQ scores are stable, although not perfectly so, over much of a person's life. 

5. Properly administered IQ tests are not demonstrably biased against social, economic, ethnic, or racial groups. 

6. Cognitive ability is substantially heritable with a correlation no less than 40% and no more than 80%. 
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Note: The correlation range of inheritance is often disputed and therefore considered further later in this discussion. 

However, the authors also warned of inferring things about individuals based on the data presented, as they suggested 

that intelligence is only one of many valuable human attributes and one that might possibly be overrated. 

 

The Bell Curve consists of 4 sections, where the first 2 might be accepted as relatively uncontroversial, but where section-3 

entitled ‘The National Context’ starts to raise some very contentious issues under the 4 sub-section headings listed below: 

 

• Ethnic Differences in Cognitive Ability 

• Ethnic Inequalities in Relation to IQ 

• The Demography of Intelligence 

• Social Behaviour and the Prevalence of Low Cognitive Ability 

 

Now, we might immediately perceive how these titles might give rise to controversy, irrespective of whether the statistical data 

was correct or not. However, at this point, we shall only quote the introduction to the first section listed above and suggest that 

the interested reader review the book in full before jumping to any conclusions. 

 

“We now turn to the national scene. This means considering all races and ethnic groups, which leads to the most 

controversial issues we will discuss: ethnic differences in cognitive ability and social behaviour, the effects of fertility 

patterns on the distribution of intelligence, and the overall relationship of low cognitive ability to what has become 

known as the underclass. As we begin, perhaps a pact is appropriate. The facts about these topics are not only 

controversial but exceedingly complex. For our part, we will undertake to confront all the tough questions squarely. We 

ask that you read carefully.” 

 

The second book entitled ‘IQ and the Wealth of Nations’ was published in 2002 in which the authors also forwarded the 

suggestion that there are different IQ distributions between national population caused by both genetic and environmental 

factors. They then go on to argue that the difference in IQ can result in a lower GDP, where the wealth of the nation, or lack of 

it, might in-turn result in lower than average IQ. At first glance, this argument does not appear to refute the argument that both 

nature and nurture can affect IQ, although it forwards the more controversial idea that a statistical average of IQ can not only 

vary between nations, but different ethnic groups. See video featuring Dr. Lynn & Dr. Rushton in 2002 for more detail. 

 

Note: However, if we simply ignore those who might wish to promote racism or the unethical ideas often associated with 

eugenics, we might then be able to consider the reality of whether the combination of nature and nurture might lead to 

a statistical spread in the IQ distribution between nations and ethnic groups. As a general comment, political correctness 

does not seem to object to the observation that African ethnic groups appear to dominate many athletic sports, which 

we might assume has more to do with nature rather than nurture. If this is true, then the idea that IQ might vary due to 

both nature and nature hardly seems controversial, such that the real issue of debate comes down to the quantifying of 

the correlation of IQ associated with both nature and nurture.  

 

Having provided the framework in which this discussion wants to proceed, it will be suggested that IQ variation does exist 

across different populations, although its correlation in terms of both nature and nurture might still be debated. We might also 

have to accept that the measurement of intelligence is not an exact science, but the idea of an IQ score is not an unreasonable 

proxy measure, which might then be aggregated as the average IQ for some population. However, as always, it will be stressed 

that a statistical average cannot be applied to any specific individual within any population. In the case of ‘IQ and the Wealth of 

Nations’, the authors forward a finding that suggested a statistical correlation coefficient between 0.50–0.75.  

 

Note: For the purpose of this discussion, it will simply be stated that a correlation coefficient is a measure of the 

relationship between two variables, e.g. IQ and nature or IQ and nurture. The correlation coefficient is measured on a 

scale between [-1] and [1], where the absence of any correlation is represented by [0]. 
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So, a correlation between IQ and the wealth of a nation in the range 0.5-0.75 might be interpreted as ranging from moderate to 

strong, although it needs to be highlighted that this correlation is making no reference as to whether IQ is caused by nature or 

nurture. However, the authors did infer that intelligence is biased towards nature rather than nurture, which many have 

subsequently questioned and criticised. One of the common criticisms is that IQ tests favour western cultures, such that a 

specific culture or ethnicity group might be disadvantaged plus it ignores the potential impact of malnutrition and other forms 

of deprivation, e.g. lack of education, which might bias IQ results against impoverished nations. In this context, we might wish 

to question variations of IQ scores across European populations, if we make the reasonable assumption that these populations 

would have the same essential genetic makeup, If so, then we would have to question the genetic interpretation inferred by 

the authors based on the populations of West and East Germany. In this case, the IQ results for West Germany suggested IQ 

scores in the range 99–107, while the equivalent IQ score for East Germany, prior to unification, was estimated to be as low as 

90. However, similar studies just a few years later, after reunification, suggested IQ scores for East Germany in the 97–99 range, 

which appear anomalous, if based solely on the genetic nature rather than the change in the nurturing environment. Therefore, 

at this point, we possibly need to provide some clarity on the genetic nature of IQ and the concept of heritability. 

 

What might be inferred by the heritability of IQ? 

 

The measurement of IQ in people that are related can provide some insight as to the IQ associated with nature, i.e. genetics, as 

opposed to nurture, i.e. environment. As such, heritability defines the genetic contribution associated with specific traits within 

a population, which might then be statistically quantified with a value between [0] and [1]. The study of twins, as reflected in 

the chart right, shows the correlation of IQ scores, not actual IQ scores, 

with the relationships between sibling types plus the parent/child 

relationship. In the first column, we see that identical twins living together 

have a higher IQ correlation than twins living apart. In the next column, we 

see that fraternal twins of the same gender have a higher IQ correlation 

than fraternal twins of opposite gender. In the third column, we see 

siblings living together have a higher IQ correlation than siblings living 

apart. Finally, in the last column, we see that children living with their 

biological parents will have a higher IQ correlation than children living with 

foster parents. However, the bullet points below highlight some additional 

comments on each variation.  

 

• In the case of fraternal twins that share almost identical DNA, the 

very high correlation of IQ seems to suggest the importance of their inherited DNA, which is slightly reduced if these twins 

are reared apart, which appears to suggest that nature dominates nurture. However, what is not obvious is the degree of 

difference between the two ‘reared apart’ environments, which conceptually range from first world to third world. While 

the innate intelligence of both identical twins might be similar, it would seem possible that if one twin was reared in a third 

world environment, the acquired knowledge and skills may be severely compromised.  

 

• In the case of the fraternal twins, who may have significantly different DNA, the correlation of IQ is much lower, although 

possibly still significant. However, this correlation is slightly further reduced, if the twins are of different gender. Here the 

IQ difference between fraternal twins of different gender may simply be reflecting the general IQ differences between 

genders – see link entitles Sex differences in Intelligence for more details on this specific issue. However, this group still 

suggests the role of nature.  

 

• In the case of normal siblings, we might question why IQ is any different to fraternal twins given that both cases imply 

different DNA makeup. One possible reason may be linked to the fact that fraternal twins are identical in age and 

therefore will probably have very similar nurturing environments, while normal siblings with a significant age gap may be 

subject to differing nurturing environments at home and at school, although this is just speculation at this stage. In this 

group, we might see a stronger argument for the role of nurture. 
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• Finally, in the case of the parent child relationship, the child growing up with natural parents has to some extent inherited 

aspects of their DNA, while a fostered or adopted child will not. Again, the difference might be suggesting the role of 

nature over nurture, although we might assume that both are factors. 

 

Again, it needs to be highlighted that correlation coefficients have to be interpreted with some care for two basic reasons. First, 

they only infer a statistical relationship between the variables selected and, second, high correlation may not always be linked 

to a direct causal relationship. In this context, aspects of the nature versus nurture debate are not necessarily conclusive, so 

while it might reasonably be assumed that genetics plays an important role in inherited intelligence, nurture must still have a 

role to play in the acquisition of knowledge and skills. This is possibly of more importance when considering the average IQ 

scores for different ethnic groups, where malnutrition and poor education may be significant. 

 

Note: The Wilson Effect suggests that environmental factors can dominate the measure of IQ in early years, when 

genetic factors may only have a 20% influence, but grows during adolescence such that genetic effects may come to 

account for 80% of an IQ score in adulthood. As such, this suggests a correlation weighting biased toward the underlying 

genetic nature of intelligence in adulthood.  

 

The following graph has been produced from the data listed in the website WordData.info. It is stated that the IQ data for the 

110 countries is the average of 9 international studies and compared to the average income and government expenditures on 

education for the years 1990 to 2010. While the average income has changed in recent years, especially in many developing 

countries, we might simply view the data as a snapshot by which to consider the correlation of IQ with income and education. 

 

 
 

In the chart above, we see that income per capita, shown left in red, and the expenditure on education, shown right in black, 

appears to have a very high positive correlation. We might reasonably assume that income per capita is probably reflective of 

the national GDP and the wealth of the nation, such that wealthier nations can afford to spend more on their education 

programs. Of course, the key point of interest is how these two variables are correlated with the IQ of each nation. While the 

actual countries are listed in the link above, the horizontal axis plots the average IQ of each nation against income in red and 

education in black, but appears to ‘paint’ a more complex picture of the relationship between these variables. Without 

attempting to be too rigorous in the analysis of this chart, the correlation of IQ in some countries with income appears weak, 

although there does appear to be a trend suggesting that IQ is generally higher in wealthier nations. Of course, there are 

undoubtedly a myriad of other factors, both nature and nature, which influence these results that this graph is simply not 

taking into account, as such, the point of this graph is simply to highlight that caution in any interpretation is necessary. 

 

So, can any sort of conclusion be reached about the IQ controversy? 

 

Clearly, this type of general discussion cannot resolve the controversy debated by so many authoritative sources, although it 

might attempt to rationalise a position on the nature versus nurture debate in terms of a number of incremental assumptions. 

First, it is assumed that nature and nurture are both contributing factors to what we perceive as human intelligence. Second, it 

is assumed that IQ tests provide a reasonable first-order measurement of intelligence in a given individual. Third, an aspect of 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wilson_effect
https://www.worlddata.info/iq-by-country.php


The Mysearch Website 

 

51 
 

this intelligence is an innate ability based on genetic makeup. Fourth, innate intelligence without a nurturing environment 

cannot develop.  

 

OK, but can the correlation coefficients for IQ against nature and nurture be accurately determined? 

 

If the four assumptions were generally accepted, we might also accept that most of the controversy centres on the question 

above, because determining the statistical accuracy of these correlation coefficients are not only complex, but possibly 

somewhat subjective. For example, various sources suggest anywhere between 50-500 genes that might contribute to 

intelligence. 

 

Note: In 2018, researchers at UK Biobank compared the DNA of more than 240,000 people. This research identified 538 

potential genes linked to intellectual ability in 187 regions of the human genome associated with thinking skills. 

However, many of these genes are also linked to other biological processes, such that correlation is very difficult to 

evaluate. However, as outlined, twin studies suggest that inherited intelligence is highly dependent on genetics, possibly 

in the 40-80% range, although still dependent on a good nurturing environment. 

 

While more anecdotal in scope, parents who have had more than one child quickly come to realise that their children can have 

very different personalities from the outset and, while having very similar nurturing environments, end up with very different 

intellectual abilities. While this seems to also bias the correlation factors towards nature, it is clear that nurture is important, 

but often difficult to quantify in terms of a correlation factor. However, this issue has been much studied from the perspective 

of behavioural science and amassed considerable evidence that intelligence can be negatively influenced by a poor nurturing 

environment, where some examples are simply listed below.  

 

• Malnutrition at any stage of life but particularly in early development can lead to lower IQ. 

• Exposure to toxins, trauma, stress or illness during critical developmental periods can all affect IQ. 

• insufficient education can also lead to lower IQ has it hinders cognitive development. 

• Other factors include low socio-economic status with the additional inference of poor parenting.  

 

While we will not necessarily pursue these issues, section-2 of the Bell Curve entitled ‘Cognitive Classes and Social Behaviour’ 

provided the following correlation factors to IQ that might also be seen to be reflective of the nurturing environment.  

 

IQ  <75 75–90 90–110 110–125 >125 

Population distribution  5 20 50 20 5 

Married by age 30  72 81 81 72 67 

Frequent Unemployed  12 10 7 7 2 

Divorced in 5 years  21 22 23 15 9 

Live in poverty  30 16 6 3 2 

Ever incarcerated  7 7 3 1 0 

Welfare recipient 31 17 8 2 0 

High school dropout  55 35 6 0.4 0 

 

But what about the contentious issue of IQ distribution across different populations? 

 

We might start by first considering a conceptual distribution of IQ across two different populations, i.e. yellow and red, which 

also makes reference to the training and career potential within these distributions. Clearly, the inference is that individuals in 

the red distribution have a higher statistical probability of getting a better paid job, which in-turn will have an impact on their 
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socio-economic success in life. At this stage, we need make no inference about what separates these two populations, only that 

the IQ disparity shown does exist. 

 

 
 

What might result from this difference in IQ distribution? 

 

Again, we might stress that there are individuals in each population across the entire IQ range, although we have to accept that 

the actual numbers in each IQ range differ for each population. If so, then probability suggests that there will be a greater 

number of individuals in the yellow population, who may struggle for socio-economic reasons. If this greater number of lower 

IQ individuals then have children, heritability of IQ statistics suggest that these children may not only have a lower IQ due to 

genetics, but are probably more likely to suffer from the problems of a nurturing environment as outlined in the previous table.  

 

But how might we group and separate different populations?  

 

It might be realised that political correctness might refute the very basis of this question, if the assumption is that there cannot 

be any differences. However, it is difficult to refute that people within the same population do not have different IQ, otherwise 

there would be no IQ distribution curve. Likewise, it is difficult to refute that there are no physical differences between 

different populations across the world, as statistics appear to show that African populations dominate in many fields of sport. 

Of course, if you accept these physical differences and the brain is a physical construct, then simply refuting the very idea that 

differences in IQ exist between different populations becomes problematic. However, even if we accept such assumptions, we 

have to return to the issue of whether any IQ difference is caused by nature or nurture, although this issue does not prevent 

the measurement of IQ at any point in time.  

 

Note: What is often forgotten in the IQ controversy is that the original purpose of the IQ tests, as developed by Alfred 

Binet in 1904, was to facilitate a method of evaluating children who required, and would benefit from, special tutoring – 

see IQ Tests for more details. Likewise, much of the focus of the research in the Bell Curve was orientated towards 

developing more effective social policies to help different groups in the US.  

 

Let us proceed on the assumption that individual IQ can be measured as a first-order approximation and then broadly collated 

to represent different population groups without necessarily knowing the correlation weights of nature or nurture. If so, then 

these IQ statistics would still be representative of the general IQ status in a given population, which if suffering from any of the 

problems identified as being affected by nurture might then be addressed. While sources and metrics for IQ differ, the general 

trend in the chart below might be considered generally reflective of IQ when separated into different population groups, 

although some may undoubtedly contest these results based on 2015 SAT scores. 
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Note: The chart above was presented in an article by Reeves and Halikias in 2017. They explain that, in the US, SAT 

scores are considered critical in identifying when a student is ready for college. From a statistical basis, these scores are 

representative of 1.7 million students in 2015. The mean score on the math section of the SAT for all test-takers is 511 

out of 800, while average scores for different population groupings were listed as blacks (428) and Latinos (457), which 

were significantly lower than those of whites (534) and Asians (598).  

 

As previously highlighted, these scores do not tell us whether they reflect nature or nurture, only that they appear statistically 

representative of different groups within the US population in 2015. Of course, we might reasonably assume that the students 

in these different groups may have grown up in very different socio-economic environment. However, the following chart also 

showing SAT scores, but dating back to 1995, might question whether economic income is a root cause for while SAT scores 

improve with income, the differentials between the various population groups appears to remain fairly consistent. 

 

 
 

If you accept that this discussion has NOT been driven by a racist agenda and has simply tried to present some of the statistical 

data that is readily available from many different authoritative sources, then simply suppressing the discussion of the issues 

outlined will not allow the underlying problems to be addressed. In part, an aspect of this position was addressed in 2005 in a 

paper entitled ‘Thirty Years of Research on Race Differences in Cognitive Ability’ by Rushton and Jensen. While the link allows 

the paper to be reviewed in full, the following quote is representative of the closing comments under the heading ‘Conflicting 

Worldviews’. 
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A prevailing worldview throughout history has been that economic, cultural, and other environmental forces are the 

preeminent causes of group and individual behaviour. Modern social science has typically taken this perspective and 

promoted the idea that all babies are born more or less equally endowed in intelligence and learning ability. It followed 

therefore that inequalities were the result of social, economic, and political forces. This worldview generated many 

strategies for intervention in the home, the workplace, the mass media, the criminal justice system, and even the entire 

social–economic system. Some have been effective and are almost universally accepted, whereas others have failed and 

produced only shattered expectations, resentment, and inter-ethnic hostility. The major policy implication of the 

research reviewed here is that adopting an evolutionary genetic outlook does not undermine our dedication to 

democratic ideals. As E. O. Wilson aptly noted: “We are not compelled to believe in biological uniformity in order to 

affirm freedom and dignity”. He went on to quote the sociologist Bressler: “An ideology that tacitly appeals to biological 

equality as a condition for human emancipation corrupts the idea of freedom. Moreover, it encourages decent men to 

tremble at the prospect of ‘inconvenient’ findings that may emerge in future scientific research”. Denial of any genetic 

component in human variation, including between groups, is not only poor science, it is likely to be injurious both to 

unique individuals and to the complex structure of societies. 

 

Unfortunately, this discussion of the IQ controversy seems to reflect a modern-day aversion towards many ‘inconvenient 

truths’, whether in the field of social science or climate science. In this context, we might see parallels in the last sentence 

above and the words of William Clifford in his essay entitled ‘Ethics of Belief’ from which the following quote is taken. 

 

The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it should 

become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them, for then it must sink back into savagery. 

It may matter little to me, in my cloud-castle of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it matters much to Man that I have 

made my neighbours ready to deceive. The credulous man is father to the liar and the cheat.  
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1.1.8 The Trouble with Generations 
 

We should possibly start with a basic definition of what might normally be inferred by a ‘generation’, i.e. a group of people born 

and living within a certain period of time. While fair enough, it leads to an obvious follow-on question: 

 

What period of time are we talking about? 

 

This question is also integral to the idea of a generation, because it defines the time separation between two generations, i.e. 

parents and children. This period of time is often estimated to be about 20 years on the basis of the biological time taken to 

reach adulthood and the physical ability to procreate another generation. However, over successive generations, the world has 

placed different pressures on potential parents, which has delayed some from having children. The following chart simply 

attempts to characterise some general trends separating different generations.  

 

 
 

While this discussion will not consider all the inferences in the chart above, we might initially highlight the issue of family 

finances becoming a barrier to having children, which may also be correlated to educational attainment – see Personal Finances 

and The IQ Controversy for more background on these issues. Today, the average age of women having a baby, in the US, 

statistically depends on her education status; for women with a college degree it is 30.3 years, but falls to 23.8 years for women 

without a degree. However, in contradiction to this trend, the following table suggests the period between the generations, at 

least as defined, is shorter not longer, although we might realise this chart makes no direct reference to having babies. 

 

Generations Start End Period Youngest Oldest 

Baby Boomer  1946 1964 18 55 73 

Gen-X  1965 1979 14 40 54 

Gen-Y 1980 1994 14 25 39 

Gen-Z 1995 2012 17 7 24 

 

Note: An anomaly might be highlighted in the table above based on age overlap between the youngest and oldest in 

each generation. For example, the youngest baby-boomers, born in 1964, would not be having children until 1980+, such 

that their children would be born into a world defined by Gen-Y, not Gen-X. 

 

So, what can really be inferred from these definitions? 
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As the links in the table provide the details assumed to describe these various generations, this discussion will only be briefly 

outlining a few characteristics for general reference. However, it might be readily accepted that each generation is born into a 

world defined by both time and place, where ‘time’ quantifies the progressive development of society and ‘place’ the cultural 

variance that may differ by geography. If so, we might table another question.   

 

Does a society shape successive generations or do generations shape society? 

 

Before we attempt to answer this question, it needs to be highlighted that any discussion of an entire group within a population 

has to be subject to statistical variance, such that any summary cannot apply to all individuals in that group. Even so, let us 

quickly review some of the key assumptions used to describe each of the generations above. The ‘baby boomer’ generation 

were the children and grandchildren of earlier generations, born before the second world war. As such, they were born into a 

post-war world, where the memory of earlier hardships had started to fade and optimism in the future was increasing. As such, 

this generation is often characterised as the primary beneficiary of a post-war world growing in prosperity, which was given 

access to better education and health services plus the hope of long-term job security, often with a pension with ‘defined 

benefits.’. Therefore, as a very broad generalisation, many baby-boomers were able to secure an income that allowed them to 

buy their own homes and, in so doing, accumulate personal wealth in the form of increasing house equity. However, the next 

generation, often labelled Gen-X, were subject to changing circumstances, especially in terms of increasing financial demands 

that required both parents to work, which may partially explain the increasing divorce rates. So, along with a multitude of other 

social changes, children born into this world started to have a different and possibly less optimistic outlook on life than their 

parents. However, there is somewhat of a contradiction in the previous description of Gen-X, which also applies to Gen-Y, 

because when first born into the world, these generations were also the beneficiaries of the prosperity being accumulated by 

their parents, i.e. the baby-boomer generation. The definition of Gen-Y is also characterised in terms of a variety of social and 

economic changes, although the more significant change might be linked to the developments of the Information Age, i.e. the 

internet, the Web and social media. However, the full impact of the technology developments being suggested would really 

only come to affect the world defined by Gen-Z, i.e. after 1995. Of course, this is a grossly simplified summary of the names and 

characteristics that might be used to described these generations, but may be sufficient to support the general assumption that 

each generation is a product of ‘time and place’, which comes to define them more than they necessarily come to define their 

own future. If so, it leads to another question. 

 

Is humanity now a product of its own technological invention?   

 

While this question is orientated towards recent developments some wider aspects have been previously discussed under the 

heading of Human Evolution and Brave New Worlds. So, as outlined, each generation is initially defined by its starting point in 

time, i.e. when they are born, but then are subsequently ‘indoctrinated’ into a culture defined by social, economic and political 

developments now being primarily driven by technology. Of course, we still need to recognise that people born in different 

places, within the same time period, do not necessarily share the same worldview, when subject to a myriad of different 

religious, social, economic and political institutions often rooted in a long history. While these cultural differences still exist in 

the world, the global impact of the Second World War had a profound effect on almost all societies, which in the post-war years 

have also been affected by the near ubiquitous spread of technology developments. However, we might now turn our attention 

to another key issue that affects all generations, i.e. aging. While the following table obviously provides a very crude definition 

of the different roles associated with just 4 age groups, it may still provide a starting point for general discussion, where these 

age groups are also equated to 20-year periods for simplicity.  

 

Age Group Role Description 

0-20 Education This group do not necessarily have an active role in society 

20-40 Innovation This group often want to push their new ideas into society 

40-60 Influence This group has reached positions of power and influence 

60-80 Reflection This group loses power on retirement, but can reflect on change 
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While this table might be questioned on many levels, statistically it may still generally reflect a changing role in society as we 

age, although some clarifications are possibly in order. First, the 0-20 age group is only intended to be indicative of a period of 

formative learning, when we are required to accept, but not necessarily to question everything we are told. This said, some 

distinction needs to be made that separates the earliest formative years from the later adolescent years, as the earliest years of 

a child's life are focused on more basic learning and development, i.e. both physical and mental. However, from the perspective 

of the nature versus nurture debate, the impact of these earliest years can continue into adolescence and adult life. In contrast, 

while education is still a key factor of the adolescent years, it is invariably dominated by puberty, which then leads to adulthood 

and an increasingly active role in society. At the other end of the table, many may rightly challenge the idea that everybody in 

the 60-80 age group will be retired and therefore refute the implication that the role of this age group in society is in any way 

diminished, especially in economic terms. We might also recognise that many continue in political life into their 70’s and 80’s 

and therefore may continue to have both power and influence. This said, statistically we might question whether the 60-80 age 

group has the same power and influence when compared to those populating the 40-60 age group. Therefore, the two 

remaining age groups, i.e. 20-40 and 40-60, have been shown to be associated with two key roles in society, described in terms 

of innovation and influence. Within this very generalised summary, it is suggested that the younger age group 20-40 are 

responsible for the majority of new ideas encompassing all aspects of development, especially in terms of championing the 

adoption of new technology. In contrast, it is assumed that the 40-60 age group have had the time to gain experience and to 

elevate themselves into positions of authority across the social spectrum. 

 

Note: As described, we might recognise that the role of each generation has to change with time as each generation 

transitions through these age groups. As such, we might recognise that those who now occupy the 60-80 age group, i.e. 

the baby boomers, are now retiring and having to leave the role of innovation and influence to younger generations. It 

might also be pointed out that while parents of any generation may be involved in the education from the moment they 

are born, they do not ‘talk’ as adults until the child is 20 and the parent is 40, where both now play potentially different 

roles in society. 

 

In order to consider the implications of the previous note, we might replicate aspects of the first and second table, but now 

focused on baby-boomers as they transition through each age group. As such, the baby-boomers will have played all the roles 

in society outlined along with another statistical assumption about their relative wealth as a function of age. 

 

Start End Period Youngest Oldest Role Wealth Debt 

1945 1965 20 0 20 Education None None 

1965 1985 20 20 40 Innovation Low Rising 

1985 2005 20 40 60 Influence Rising  Falling 

2005 2025 20 60 80 Reflection Highest Lowest 

 

As we have made some justification of the age roles in the table, let us turn the attention to the implied level of wealth and 

debt, specifically in the case of the baby-boomers as they transition through the various age groups. The first assumption is that 

when in the age group 0-20, most will not have accumulated any wealth or debt. However, as they transition into the 20-40 age 

group, their wealth starts off being low and their debts, primarily in the form of a mortgage, start to increase. 

 

Note: In the time period 1965-1985, credit cards are not yet ubiquitous and student loans are uncommon for the reason 

that much of higher education is either free or simply not an option. Likewise, in this period, the average age of a person 

applying for and getting a mortgage was about 30. As such, the option to accumulate excessive debt in this time period 

was limited by today’s standard.  

 

On the assumptions outlined in the note above, the baby-boomers transition into the 40-60 age group with wealth in the form 

of increasing house equity and mortgage debt falling as a percentage of their increasing income. Therefore, as the 

baby-boomers transition into the 60-80 age groups, we might make the very general assumption that most have paid off their 
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mortgage debt and secured a reasonable pension income on which they might retire. It might also be highlighted that many 

baby-boomers were the beneficiary of inheritance from their parents, who were also beneficiaries of a post-war prosperity.  

 

Note: We might realise that subsequent generations will not yet have transitioned through all the different age groups 

to allow direct comparison with the baby-boomers. However, we might attempt to summarise some of the changes in 

modern society, which may have affected the wealth-debt profile of successive generations. 

 

As another broad generalisation, it appears that subsequent generations have accumulated debt at ever earlier stages in life 

and in greater amounts – see Credit, Debt and Interest and Debt Dynamics for wider details. Today, you still need to be, at least, 

18 years old to get a credit card or to apply for a loan and most reputable lenders still require the borrower to have a 

reasonable source of income to pay back the loan-debts. However, this caveat does not directly apply to student loans, where 

the average debt accumulated is in the order of $30,000 providing the student has the right qualifications for an accredited 

course. While many take out such loans on the assumption that it will lead to a better job and higher income, this is an 

assumption, not a guarantee, which turns out not to be true in many cases. This said, we might attempt to better characterise 

the scope and level of different types of debt in the modern world against different age groups, as shown in the chart below.  

 

 
 

However, this chart does not really quantify the risk associated with the level of debt, which has to be equated against job 

security that provides the long-term income to pay off these debts along with some consideration of any other additional 

outgoings. Clearly, job security has become more of a problem as the economic cycles between boom and bust appear to get 

ever shorter – see Cyclic Dynamics for more details. These economic cycles have also change the nature of pensions on offer, 

which initially in the post-war era, were often described in terms of a defined benefit pension plans, which in some cases 

initially guaranteed an indexed linked income of 2/3 of an employee’s final salary on retirement. Today, such schemes have all 

but disappeared and replaced by defined contribution schemes. 

 

Note: See Pension Models for a comparison of these types of pension schemes suggesting that future generations may  

not have an adequate pension on which to retire at any age. Whether future retirees will even have a job due to 

developments in AI Automation is yet another issue.  

 

Therefore, we might perceive how some of the changes being outlined may affect the aspirations and attitudes of the different 

generations being discussed, which might be summarised in just two rows taken from the first chart presented.  
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Again, the previous chart suggests that the characteristics of any ‘generation’ will change over time. However, the real issue 

currently be considered is not just whether each generation come to influence events in the world in a different way, but rather 

whether each generation is simply adapting to the changes in society imposed on them. 

 

So, what changes in society are we talking about? 

 

Again, without attempting to address all the diverse details of social, economic and political change that have taken place in the 

post-war years, we might use other sections of the first chart to suggest how the different generations now perceive technology 

developments and the impact it has had on their lives.  

 

 
 

Of course, this chart is only representative of just a fraction of the technology developments that have come to dominate life in 

the modern world. However, at this point, we might highlight that the discussion, so far, has only considered the potential 

causes of change in the different generations born in the 20th century, i.e. the last 100 years or so. Therefore, we possibly need  

to consider human evolution in a wider context, such that we might realise that the scope of any 20th century generational 

change has to have taken placed outside of any substantial genetic evolution.  

 

Note: By way of general reference, human genetic evolution is usually considered in terms of heritable characteristics of 

a population over many successive generations. As such, genetic changes are passed from parent to offspring and then 

subject to further changes and adaptation to the environment. While there is much complexity in trying to determine the 

rate of genetic change in humans, it might be generally assumed that no significant genetic change will have occurred 

over the 20th century – see recent and current human evolution for more general details.  

 

On the basis of the references given above, it would appear that the generational differences outlined in this discussion, i.e. 

limited to the 20th century, cannot be explained by genetics, or epigenetics, although the latter might be more of a factor, such 

that we might return to the arguments of the nature versus nurture debate, as summarised below.  

 

The increasing rate of human development can possibly be linked to a growing ability to share and distribute 

information. Ten thousand years ago, information sharing was restricted to the spoken word and confined to very 

localised regions. The development of the written word was a step change in this ability, although the means of 

distributing the information to a wider population was still limited. Therefore, we might recognise the invention of the 

printing press as another step change, which not only allowed the information to be replicated in volume, but also 

distributed across a much wider geography. Today, information transfer between, and within, generations is supported 

by computer processing, global communication networks and a multitude of graphic and application interfaces, e.g. 

social media. It might be recognised that social media may not always be adopted by older generations for a variety of 

reasons. 
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If we take the previous limited potted history of human development at face value, we might realise that initially there was 

little significant development between generations, although these generations may still have had different outlooks on life due 

to their age groups and role in society. However, the inference of occasional, but significant step-change developments clearly 

could have created wider generational schisms, which would separate past and 

future worldviews even within a given society. Today, we might understand how 

occasional, but accumulating step-changes in development in a very different 

light when considered in terms of the chart right – see Technology Catalysts and 

AI-Robotic Developments for more background details. Likewise, in the 21st 

century, we are also recognising how the scale and scope of human activity is 

fundamentally and radically changing the environment in which we all live, not 

always for the better – see Population and Resources for more details. For it is 

estimated that humanity has now directly affected over 80% of the planet’s 

viable land surface as well as other components of the ecosystem, i.e. 

atmosphere and ocean. As a consequence, the current epoch of Earth’s history is 

now being described in terms of a new geological epoch called the Anthropocene, 

where ‘anthropo’ means human and the suffix ‘cene’ denotes an epoch in geologic time. Of course, such an introduction might 

appear to suggest that the Anthropocene epoch has to be on course to end in some form of apocalyptic disaster that will affect 

all of humanity. Therefore, some counter-balance to this position is possibly required. 

 

Note: Steve Pinker has provided some statistical evidence suggesting that the world has actually become a much better 

place for many, especially over the last 100 years – see video entitled ‘Is the world getting better or worse’ for an 

overview. While this discussion accepts the statistical accuracy of the data presented and the need for some optimism, 

the fragility of human progress still needs further consideration in terms of sustainability. Another alternative to the 

apocalyptic vision, often forwarded by climate activists, is provided by Alex Epstein, see video ‘The Moral Case for Fossil 

Fuels’, which outlines the benefits that the development of coal, oil, and natural gas have had on mankind, including 

improved health, increased lifespan, and expansion of material welfare. Again, the main arguments presented by 

Epstein are also accepted, although his ideas about ‘human flourishing’ might still have to be questioned in terms of 

sustainability of a growing global population – see Human Footprint and ‘The Social Endgame’ for more details. 

 

Today, it is not easy to predict how different generations will react to the rate of change being described. In the context of so 

much rapid change, the ‘trouble with generations’ is that they are, at best, statistical generalisations of certain sections of the 

population to which too many exceptions apply. In past, when the rate of technological change was relatively low, the division 

between the generations may have been better characterised in terms of their age groups and role in society. While these age 

divisions still exist, it does not mean that there is any obvious consensus on the most important issues facing humanity even 

within a given generation. While some may assume that older generations do not care about the future that will not affect 

them, this is clearly not the case, as parents and grandparents also have an important ‘investment’ in this future.  

 

Note: While generations born at different times will initially be educated into different worldviews, which are rooted in 

the environment of their formative years, older generations have time to ‘acclimatise’ to the ‘brave new worlds’ of 

subsequent generations. So, while the baby-boomers may remember the analogue Bakelite telephones of their 

childhood, this does not mean that they all reject the benefits of today’s smartphones.  

 

So, on reflection, individuals of all generations may come to have very different opinions on all of the different issues discussed 

in this section, i.e. Scepticism, Nature & Nurture, Morality and Ethics, Climate Change, Freedom, Healthcare, IQ Controversy. 

However, it is hoped that all of the generations alive today might, at least, consider the wisdom of an earlier generation in the 

following words of William Clifford before assuming righteous certainty about any of the key problems facing humanity.  

 

It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence. 
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1.1.9 The Things We Believe  
 

While the definition of an agnostic can vary by degree, this position might be reduced to 

simply stating that absolute knowledge about certain ‘things’ is limited. This website has 

discussed many things where certainty appeared questionable and therefore used a 

quote by Voltaire to highlight this issue. 

 

“Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.” 

 

Of course, it might be recognised that many people believe in things, which empirical 

evidence suggests cannot be true. However, there are other things that people believe 

that are more problematic because they encompass ideas that exist beyond physical 

verification, although we might still make some subjective judgment based on 

probability. In this context. We might accept that believing in a deity of some description is often a matter of faith, which may 

be psychologically important to an individual, or society, such that any criticism of their faith is often suppressed. However, this 

website has often referenced an essay by William Clifford entitled ‘The Ethics of Belief’ because it highlights a danger to society 

when we simply believe in things without sufficient evidence. 

 

"The danger to society is not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it should 

become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them, for then it must sink back into savagery. 

It may matter little to me, in my cloud-castle of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it matters much to Man that I have 

made my neighbours ready to deceive. The credulous man is father to the liar and the cheat."  

 

Today, there are a myriad of beliefs that underpin the modern world, although we might start by recognising that this world 

was built on two central, but often opposing, belief systems, i.e. religion and science. As such, we might start by attempting 

some review of the beliefs that underpin these two different worldviews. While this discussion is not specifically about religious 

belief, it will initially question whether the foundations of belief underpinning three major religions, i.e. Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam, simply reflect human beliefs, which while possibly understandable in an uncertain world may be founded on either 

unsupported scriptures, superstition or even simple falsehood. Of course, from an agnostic position, it has to be accepted that 

the issue of whether some form of deity plays, or has played, a role in the universe is something that cannot necessarily be 

proved one way or the other, although the laws of physics might still question the probability of such beliefs. Even so, it might 

still be assumed that people have the right to believe in a deity of their own choice, especially if it brings solace or meaning to 

their lives. This said, we might realise that this personal choice is invariably biased by cultural upbringing, which some might 

described as education and others as indoctrination. So, while uncertainty must exist about the exact nature of the deity 

assumed by these religions, an earlier discussion entitled ‘The Probability of God’ attempted to consider some of the evidence 

for God's existence and the potential nature of God’s character.  

 

Note: While the discussion cited is obviously biased towards an agnostic perspective, it is not unreasonable to question 

why the description of God in the Torah of Judaism, the Bible of Christianity or the Quran of Islam all appear to described 

‘their’ God as having such a parochial preference for ‘a chosen people’ and what might also be described as a limited 

understanding of not only the workings of this world, but of the wider universe.  

 

Of course, this is a personal perspective and therefore also a subjective belief, which does not necessarily reflect the influence 

that religion still has in the modern world. However, given the spectrum of religious beliefs, we might appreciate that people 

have come to believe in ideas that not only contradict each other, but also appear to contradict almost everything we now 

believe to be true about the physical world. Of course, religious beliefs were, and are still, powerful ideas that can influence 

people not only to believe in things, but to do things, which in retrospect we might seriously question in terms of any concept 

of morality. 

 

Might we be more specific about such a suggestion? 
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By way of a historic timeline, witchcraft was made a capital offence in Britain in 1563, although it was deemed to be heresy 

from much earlier times. It is estimated that in the period 1484-1750 some 200,000 witches were tortured, burnt or hanged in 

Western Europe. Most of the accused witches were usually old women, invariably poor, who possibly fitted the stereotype of 

being crone-like, where simply owning a cat was also seen as circumstantial evidence. Of course, today, we realise that the 

belief in witchcraft was very real to many at that time, such that the accusation of witchcraft invariably led to the victims being 

hanged or burnt after undergoing appalling torture without their accusers being able to produce any real tangible evidence.   

 

But surely this example has to be understood in terms of ancient history? 

 

In 1991, the Roper Poll estimated that possibly four million Americans believed that they had been the victim of some sort of 

alien abduction – see article Abduction by Aliens or Sleep Paralysis? for more details. While this discussion will not challenge the 

accuracy of this poll, as subsequent analysis suggests it is over estimated, it appears that personal accounts of alien abduction 

started to increase after the publication of two books entitled ‘Missing Time’ in 1981 and ‘Intruders’ in 1987, which in-turn 

created wider media and public interest. In terms of the American population, 4 million would translate into 1 in every 80 

Americans and while this phenomenon was not unique to America, or the English-speaking world, only 1 in a million of the 

Spanish-speaking world have made similar claims. While this discussion will not pursue this issue, it does suggest that people in 

the modern world are still susceptible to beliefs that are very questionable.  

 

OK, but how are these examples reflective of the 21st century?  

 

In order to start considering this question, we possibly need to switch the focus to other issues, which we might believe to be 

true, although possibly still surrounded by uncertainty. So, while we might understand that religious belief may be something 

that has to be accepted as a matter of faith, we do not normally expect this attitude to apply to science. However, we might 

also initially examine some aspects of theoretical science, which like faith, transcends our ability to directly verify and, as such, 

people may come to believe that some scientific theory has to be true and, in so doing, create a consensus that over time 

becomes mainstream acceptance. As a broad generalisation, theoretical physics may take two fundamentally different 

approaches in how it attempts to describe reality. First, it may try to describe phenomena from the relative perspective of an 

observer. Second, it may try to explain the nature of phenomena based on some form of cause and effect, which exists and 

operates independent of the observer. 

 

What might be the consequence of the first approach? 

 

Today, theoretical physics requires the velocity of light [c] to be relative to every observer in any coordinate system. In terms of 

special relativity, this required the laws of nature to be relative to an observer within an inertial frame of reference, while 

general relativity extended this idea to any observer, whether the frame of reference was accelerating or rotating. 

Subsequently, quantum theory would build on the idea that the most fundamental laws of nature were relative to an observer 

in the sense that the interaction of an observer within a quantum system would bring about its own reality. While this summary 

is obviously overly simplistic, there is a suggestion that the laws of nature depend on the measurements of an observer. 

 

So, what might be wrong with this approach? 

 

As outlined, there appears to be some ambiguity about the physical reality of the universe, if we remove the observer frame of 

reference. This approach can also lack an obvious cause and effect description, which might explain why light propagates with 

velocity [c] regardless of the velocity [v] of its source. We might also want to question why matter has inertia and cannot 

propagate at velocity [c]. Likewise, we might seek a better causal explanation of gravity, time dilation, length contraction and 

the fundamental nature of energy, which do not always appear to be fully explained by either relativistic or quantum theories. 

 

So, how did we come to accept the relative approach? 
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Initially, from a historical perspective, science did seek causal explanations, even if in retrospect they were shown to be limited 

or simply wrong. By way of an example the model of the solar system was initially assumed to be described by the Ptolemaic 

system, where an Earth-bound observer was the centre of the universe. Subsequently, the Copernican system would create a 

frame of reference that was essentially independent of any observer. Later, Newton would define the basic laws of classical 

physics in which all matter had a velocity [v] relative to physical space and not just an observer, while Maxwell would model the 

phenomena of electromagnetism as a wave propagating with velocity [c] through physical space, as initially described in terms 

of a luminiferous aether. Lorentz also believed that light propagated with velocity [c] with respect to the ether and produced his 

transformations on the assumption that they might help explain the failure of the Michelson-Morley experiment due to a 

physical length contraction in the direction of motion. However, at this point, we possibly need to make some reference to the 

opposition of the Catholic church to the ‘beliefs’ of both Copernicus and Newton, as the development of classical physics was 

seen to suggest that God could be replaced with a description of cause and effect. This 

said, there has always been a philosophical opposition to a purely causal description of 

the universe, which might simply be highlighted in terms of the prime-mover argument.  

 

So, when did modern physics start to believe in the relative approach? 

 

While predating 20th century science, Bishop Berkeley (1685-1753) forwarded an 

argument, which was possibly both religious and philosophical in scope, suggesting that 

motion was not absolute, or even necessarily real, but rather a relative concept within 

our consciousness, such that time was also only a succession of events in our 

consciousness – see Relativity Arguments. However, in 1905, Einstein published his 

paper on special relativity and the photoelectric effect that extended Planck’s earlier idea of energy quanta to include light 

quanta before the word ‘photon’ was in use. While conforming to the scientific method, special relativity was essentially a 

mathematical model that introduced the idea of a relative frame of reference of an observer, where time and space might also 

be unified. In this context, the idea of universal time and space was side-lined along with the idea that space had any physical 

reality as electromagnetic waves were now simply assumed to be capable of self-propagating between two mathematical 

coordinate points. However, this approach appeared to be supported by the null results of the Michelson-Morley experiment, 

which suggested that the classical ether of space did not have any physical reality, at least, as a wave propagation media. While 

this might still be the mainstream consensus, the idea of a physical wave propagation media never really disappeared. For 

example, one of the postulates of special relativity was that light always propagates with velocity [c] in all frames of reference, 

such that a light shone from a spaceship travelling at near light speed would still perceive this light moving away with velocity 

[c]. While this discussion will not attempt to explain all the various arguments surrounding this idea, we might realise that light 

as a wave propagating through a physical media, e.g. space, would have a velocity [c] defined by that media. If so, light would 

always propagate at velocity [c] irrespective of the source, as required by special relativity, although we then have to confront 

the issue as to why the measurement of [c] does not change based on the velocity of motion [v] of the observer – see Doppler 

Effects and Other Transforms for more details. Relativity also describes time dilation as a relative phenomenon within the 

moving frame of reference of an observer, which then leads to a number of issues. For example, if two twins were travelling at 

near light speed in separate spaceships, but in opposite directions, might both assume that the other twin had to be 

experiencing time dilation. Of course, if the velocity of both twins could be measured against some cosmic reference frame, 

each twin would experience the same time dilation relative to this cosmic frame, not their relative observer frames. However, 

even after the publication of general relativity, in 1915, Einstein’s subsequent statement in 1920 appears quite ambiguous on 

the issue of physical reality of the ether. 

 

“We may say that according to the general theory of relativity, space is endowed with physical qualities; in this sense, 

therefore, there exists an Aether. According to the general theory of relativity space without Aether is unthinkable; for in 

such space there not only would be no propagation of light, but also no possibility of existence for standards of space 

and time (measuring-rods and clocks), nor therefore any space-time intervals in the physical sense. But this Aether may 

not be thought of as endowed with the quality characteristic of ponderable media, as consisting of parts which may be 

tracked through time. The idea of motion may not be applied to it.” 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
ustomer.heartinternet.co.uk/
ustomer.heartinternet.co.uk/
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/28.Copernicus.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/32.Newton.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/203.Classical.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/203.Classical.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/467.Maxwell.html
file:///C:/Users/Keith/Desktop/My%20Files/My_Webs/1-Source/4-Website4/1%20Dev/2%20Essays/8%20Physics/Luminiferous%20aether
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website3/html/96.Lorentz.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website3/html/95.Michelson.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/16.Prime-Mover.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Berkeley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Berkeley#Relativity_arguments
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/520.Photoelectric.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/519.Radiation.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientific_method
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/244.SpaceTime.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/473.Propagation.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website3/html/93.Ether.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website3/html/99.SR.html
Doppler%20Effects%20and%20Other%20Transforms
Doppler%20Effects%20and%20Other%20Transforms
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/249.Paradoxes.html


The Mysearch Website 

 

64 
 

While we might question the reality of a ‘ponderable media’, general relativity nevertheless suggested that gravity is not a 

classical force, but rather the effect of space curvature, which was later encapsulated in the adage of John Wheeler: 

 

Matter tells spacetime how to curve,  

and spacetime tells matter how to move 

 

However, this adage also appears to end up questioning its own premise, if we 

assume that space has no physical reality, such that we are left to wonder how the 

mathematical concept of spacetime might be curved. This issue then extends into 

modern cosmology, when described in terms of the Big Bang model, which 

requires the wholesale expansion of space within the universe to increase with 

time. We might also highlight that the concept of a black-hole also requires that 

the fabric of spacetime be distorted, such that the measurement of time and space 

become relative quantities defined by both the velocity [v] and position of an 

observer within the gravitational field.  

 

Note: While this discussion does not have the authority to refute these ideas, it is important that all are allowed to  

question whether there is an adequate causal explanation to support a theory that is often primarily based on the 

assumptions underpinning a mathematical model. So, while there may be some evidence to believe in certain things, we 

possibly need to remember that theoretical science is not necessarily discussing things of which it is certain.  

 

In the opening essay of website-4 entitled The Role of Scepticism, the following quote by William Clifford was cited as not only a 

justification for scepticism, but as a necessary component of the scientific method.  

 

`It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything on insufficient evidence`. 

 

Of course, while we may have to accept the weight of authority, if grounded in evidence at a given point in time, it does not 

mean that the duty of inquiry ceases to apply or that some reasonable limit to speculative inference should not be imposed. For 

if theoretical physics does not impose some constraint on the things it believes to be certain, then it may not be so different 

from the metaphysics of religious belief.  

 

So, what ‘things’ does modern physics require us to believe? 

 

While we might assume that Einstein believed in his own relativistic 

theory, even before there was any empirical evidence, he never really 

believed in the quantum model, where physical reality can disappear 

into the mathematical probability of a wave function and the 

philosophy of the Copenhagen interpretation. This said, today, most 

physicists presumably believe in the description of quantum reality 

that underpins the standard particle model, even though the idea of a 

physical particle is lost in the ambiguity of a wave-particle duality and 

a multitude of quantum fields. Despite this seemingly fundamental 

ambiguity, the particle model of the 20th century grew to consist of over 200 particle types, although most were variations of 

just 17 fundamental particles, i.e. 6 quarks, 6 leptons, 4 force-carrying bosons plus a Higgs boson, where each has an associated 

anti-matter counterpart.  

 

Note: There is obviously much evidence in support of the atomic model, especially as its scales into the domain of 

chemistry. However, there are clearly open issues with the particle model as we adventure ever further into the 

sub-atomic domain described by quantum theory.  
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Again, it may be argued that we have a choice in what we believe physically exists in the quantum domain. Historically, there 

was the idea of waves propagating in the ether of space, which was originally rejected on the apparent evidence of the 

Michelson-Morley experiment and then further refuted by relativity. As such, the consensus in earlier 20th century physics was 

to reject the idea of a fundamental wave model in preference for the atomic particle model, even before the quantum model 

had been establish. However, this consensus was problematic to the initial development of quantum mechanics, where 

deBroglie was to establish the idea of matter waves and Schrodinger would forward the idea of a wave equation. 

 

Note: See the history of quantum mechanics for how Heisenberg translated Schrödinger’s wave function into the 

mathematics of matrix mechanics and Max Born later interpreted the wave function as a mathematical probability 

density in a given region of coordinate space. 

 

While, today, there are many interpretations of quantum theory, it might be argued that any belief might be separated into one 

of two philosophical positions on the wave function collapse. The first position might be described as ontological in scope and 

assumes that the wave function must have some form of physical existence, which is independent of any observer. The second 

and generally accepted position is described as epistemological in scope and assumes the wave function is not ‘real’ and 

therefore has no physical existence, it is simply a mathematical construct for determining probability, as per Born’s probability 

density description. Today, these original ideas appear to have been subsumed into Quantum Field Theory, which in-turn is 

subdivided into three distinct developments, i.e. Quantum Electro-Dynamics (QED), Quantum Chromo-Dynamics (QCD) and 

Electro-Weak Theory (EWT).  

 

So, does anybody still believe in an ontological wave model? 

 

While this discussion will not pursue this question, it will make reference to website-3 that reviews a number of different wave 

models and outlines the timelines and sources for these models. However, in the context of this discussion, the primary 

purpose was simply to highlight that we may believe in many things, in both religion and science, which go beyond our ability to 

prove beyond doubt, which is not necessarily a problem as long as we do not 

assign certainty to these beliefs.  

 

Note: While the ‘beliefs’ of modern cosmology are too numerous to 

detail, reference can be made to an earlier discussion of the many 

issues within cosmology. Further reference might also be made to 

Cosmic Speculation and The Plasma Model for alternative ‘beliefs’. 

 

So far, simply by way of example, the discussion has briefly touched on two 

‘things’, e.g. religion and science, in which we might believe without necessarily knowing whether there was sufficient evidence 

for these beliefs. Of course, people can believe in many things, which others might question, if there appears to be limited 

empirical verification of the facts to support a certain belief or idea. However, there appears to be enough circumstantial 

evidence to suggest that a lack of factual evidence does not stop some from being certain about their beliefs, such that they will 

seek to establish and build a consensus by which they might promote their beliefs. Therefore, at this point, the discussion will 

change direction by asking a question. 

 

What is the relationship between a consensus and an ideological belief? 

 

We might recognise that many people are so certain about their beliefs that they integrated them into some overarching 

worldview, which might also include other ideological beliefs ranging across politics and economics. However, we might 

recognise that the influence of a single individual is limited, irrespective of the certainty of their beliefs, such that they might 

seek to build a wider consensus to support a specific ideological worldview. Of course, if this ideology is not initially accepted by 

a society, then we might perceive why a minority worldview might seek to develop a consensus, which may not only influence 

society to tolerate their worldview, but ultimately be forced to accept it.  
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Note: As a generalisation, both religion and science might be described as an ideological worldview, which were not 

initially accepted by society. However, at different times, each established a consensus that was able to influence the 

political governance of society to first tolerate its beliefs and then accept them as a new social norm. 

 

Of course, not every idea gains the acceptance of society, such that its supporters may either have to abandon the idea or 

restructure its ideology, such that it might rebuild a different type of consensus. In terms of an example of ideology with both 

political and economic dimensions, we might consider the case of Marxism, which appeared to fail in the 20th century, but 

which may possibly be restructured in order to build a new consensus in the 21st century. 

 

Note: There are obviously many sources of information about Marxism that can be referenced, such that it need not be 

repeated here. However, for continuity of the discussion, Marxism might simply be described in terms of a class struggle 

between the proletariat, i.e. working class, and the bourgeoisie, i.e. upper class, where the latter, not the former, owns 

the means of production and therefore acquires a disproportionate percentage of the wealth of a nation – see The 

Limits of Morality for wider details. As another generalisation, Karl Marx might be best described as an academic, whose 

ideas developed as an ideology encompassing both economics and politics. Only later did Lenin and Stalin in Russia and 

Mao in China use the Marxist ideology to create the socio-political revolution of communism, which would have a major 

impact on 20th century history.  

 

While there is much debate as to why Marxism failed in both Russia and China, especially as an economic ideology, Marx’s 

prediction that the working class would ultimately reject capitalism and take ownership of the means of production never really 

happen on a global basis. For history suggests that communist governance, based broadly on a Marxist ideology, proved less 

effective in comparison to capitalism, especially if the latter adopted various social policies to protect the collective-interests of 

society from the excesses of capitalist self-interests. So, while both Russia and China both continue to maintain a centralised 

approach to political governance, they were forced to adopt a more free-market capitalist approach in order to better compete 

in global economic trade.  

 

OK, so much for the past, what about the future? 

 

After the death of Mao Zedong in 1979 and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, many on the left of the political spectrum 

were forced to reassess some of their ideological beliefs, which we might initially described as Neo-Marxism. However, it was 

not obvious that a consensus could be built on just these ideas, such that they might appear more acceptable to western 

societies. Therefore, many continued to analyse the failure of Marxism and the prediction that the working class would 

ultimately rise-up and take control of the means of production, such that wealth could be redistributed on a more equitable 

basis.  

 

Note: It might be highlighted that equitable does not necessarily mean equal. For, in practice, there is little in the way of 

historic evidence that all in any society have truly been equal. As such, the aspiration of a fair society might simply 

attempt to ensure that all are equal in law and opportunity, but not necessarily achieve equality of outcome, as 

individual ability has always been a differentiator  - see IQ Controversy for more details. 

 

However, today, many have come to question the assumption that all are not born equal in ability – see Nature and Nurture for 

wider details. Likewise, many now argue that true equity in law and opportunity has not been achieved by a growing number of 

perceived minority groups in society, e.g. racial, gender and sexual. In addition, these minority groups continue to be victims of 

the wealth inequity inherent in the capitalist system, which the 2008 financial crisis simply aggravated.  

 

So, how might such beliefs forge a new and powerful consensus? 

 

What the history of Marxism might have highlighted for those seeking to change society is that the working class could not 

necessarily be relied on to help them. Therefore, the idea of a wider consensus might be perceived, which could include any 
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minority groups being characterised as victims of inequality along with those who might have environmental concerns related 

to nuclear energy and fossil fuels, which they believed to be the main contributor to climate change. However, at this point, it 

possibly needs to be highlighted that there is often a clear distinction in the objectives of an activist trying to forge this type of 

consensus and the objective of an activist within a minority group. As such, we might perceive two distinct types of activist, one 

who may be seeking to fundamentally change society, i.e. politically, economically and socially, and another who is simply 

advocating equality for some minority group. However, we might also recognise that some minority group activists often 

assume that they speak on behalf of all within a group. For example, feminism activists often assume that they speak for the 

equality of all women, while an activist for the LGBTQ community might assume that all the different forms of sexuality implied 

by this conceptual community must have a single goal for which he/she has somehow become the unelected spokesperson.   

 

But what has this got to do with the things we believe? 

 

We started out discussing religion and science in an attempt to show that both could be subject to beliefs that could not 

necessarily be verified, even though we might recognise that one is predicated on the idea of faith and the other on the 

assumption of facts. Of course, once we open up the conversation to discuss a wider range of ideological beliefs, the concept of 

verification can become almost entirely subjective and where open debate may often be suppressed by political correctness or 

the idea that some form of consensus somehow equates to certainty, such that further debate is unnecessary. 

 

Note: In part, many of the essays in website-4 are discussions of the implication of unjustified certainty, where anybody 

seen to be sceptical of the evidence is branded a denier of the truth established by a consensus. Within this context, the 

righteous certainty assumed to be conveyed by a consensus then feels justified in suppressing further debate and 

essentially denying freedom of speech, which so many have fought and died to attain and preserve.  

 

Of course, it has to be recognised that many issues are difficult to discuss in open forum, but this does not mean that they are 

not genuine issues that can simply be ignored because it does not fit within the belief of some ideology. For example, we might 

want to consider the equality of women in society, which is still a genuine issue in some cultures, although it might be 

suggested that this battle has been broadly won in most western societies. In the UK, women won the right to vote based on 

two laws passed in 1918 and 1928. While this is rightly seen as a landmark for the equality of women, it is not commonly 

recognised that most working-class men did not have this right much before this time, which was only granted in 1867 in urban 

areas, but delayed until 1884 in rural areas. However, there were still another 42% who were denied the right to vote, again 

until the 1918 act, because they were not householders, which included anybody living with their parents, servants in the 

homes of their employers or soldiers in barracks. In this respect, we possibly need to consider the fight for various rights in the 

context of historic developments and, at least, acknowledge that progress has been made in most areas. Of course, some may 

still rightly raise the issues of equality of pay and opportunity, which some appear to want to only attribute to an ongoing 

conspiracy by men in positions of power. However, while these issues do have historic roots that continue to persist in some 

professions, we possibly need to recognise that some attitudes were instilled in earlier generations and cannot immediately be 

changed overnight.  

 

Note: Another point of debate might be injected simply by way of reference. Today, there is much statistical evidence 

that many women may have very different life goals, when compared with men due to gender differences. However, it is 

highlighted that gender differences are a statistical generalisation, not an absolute stereotype that applied to all women 

or men. However, today, some will immediately challenge this position based on a belief that gender is not fixed but 

rather a matter of personal preference. A similar debate also centres around the issue of sexuality, which is a 

‘rabbit-hole’ that this discussion will not go down at this stage. However, see Nature versus Nurture Debate for more 

details of the potential impact of both genetic and environmental differences.  

 

While the mathematics of statistics can possibly provide some form of tangible evidence in support of certain beliefs, especially 

within the realm of the social sciences, such analysis has often been portrayed as an excuse to propagate a racist agenda 

against certain minority groups in society – see The IQ Controversy for more details. Again, it will simply be stated that there 
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might be any number of minority groups that today’s so-called social justice warriors might use in their campaign for change, 

some of which is undoubtedly justified, but in many other cases it can appear as either misinformed or simply used to advance 

a political narrative without necessarily having a true regard for the interest of these minority groups or even an understanding 

of the potential impact on society as a whole.  

 

Note: One potential impact of this activist-led consensus appears to be the increasing demand for ‘safe-places’ and 

‘no-platforms’, which was initially deem necessary within all educational institutions, but is now starting to restrict 

almost all forms of public debate. As a consequence, we may not only be losing degrees of freedom, but as Clifford 

warned, society will come to ‘believe’ wrong things and lose the habit of inquiring after the truth. 

 

Might we now return to a more specific example of consensus and ideology in action? 

 

In the last section of the discussion an attempt was being made to highlight how a ‘belief’ in a social ideology might attempt to 

get a relatively radical idea accepted by trying to create a wider consensus. In the past, this was difficult because the 

establishment invariably controlled access to the main forms of mass media, i.e. radio, television and newspapers. However, 

today, there are many forms of social media, which are proving particularly effective in influencing younger generations to 

accept and become part of a consensus without necessarily understanding all the ‘pros and cons’ of the issues involved. While 

we might understand that many of the ideological ideas being associated with the social sciences might be subject to statistical 

interpretation, the general assumption is that the physical sciences should be predicated on hard facts, which are subject to 

empirical verification. In this context, this website has attempted to consider the evidence surrounding the climate change 

debate in two previous discussions, see The Climate Change Debate and Consensus and Climate Change, such that this 

discussion will try not to replicate too much of this detail. However, we might consider the issue of climate change as an 

example where an assumed consensus is cited as a justification for radical action on the basis that this consensus beliefs that 

CO2 is the primary cause of an impending environmental 

disaster, unless CO2 emissions are reduced to zero within the 

next decade. 

 
So, what is the nature and scope of this consensus? 

 
At face value, those who have attempted to construct this 

consensus cite the support of 97% of scientists, which earlier 

discussions questioned on the basis of two references entitled 

‘Claim Against the 97% Climate Consensus’ and ‘Why Scientists 

Disagree About Global Warming’. However, for the purpose of 

this discussion, we might simply try to clarify two positions by 

first stating that both sides of the debate accept the reality of climate change, but differ in the cause(s) and scope of the 

change. Unfortunately, despite the need for clarity by qualified scientists, much of the subsequent debate has been reduced to 

name calling between the ‘climate alarmists’ and the ‘climate deniers’.  

 
But why can we not simply resolve the issues of concern by reference to known facts? 

 
The first issue of concern centres on the increasing concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere due to man-made industrialisation. 

Generally, there appears to be broad acceptance of the data that CO2 has risen from about 0.03% to 0.04% in the last 100 

years. Clearly, as an overall change in the makeup of the atmosphere this appears quite minimal, but may appear more 

dramatic if expressed as a 25% increase over the baseline 100 years ago. However, the implication of this increase, no matter 

how it is presented, requires a detailed understanding of the science of greenhouse gases, which this discussion will not 

address. However, it might still be highlighted that a greenhouse effect is often cited as a potential causal mechanism for a 

global temperature increase, which while still debated might be estimated to be ~ 0.7oC over the last 100 years. In this context, 

CO2 is only one of about a half dozen identified greenhouse gases, where water vapour is often estimated to account for 

between 36-70% of the greenhouse effect depending on atmospheric conditions, i.e. cloud cover.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_justice_warrior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Safe_space
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Platform
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/html/12.Freedom.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_media
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/145.Climate.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/html/11.Climate.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/pdf/Heartland%20claims%20against%2097.pdf
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/pdf/Why%20Scientists%20Disagree.pdf
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/pdf/Why%20Scientists%20Disagree.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenhouse_gas


The Mysearch Website 

 

69 
 

Note: To add to the confusion in the outline above, some argue that it is very difficult to be precise about the percentage 

of warming that can be attributed to anthropogenic CO2, i.e. man-made, as there is insufficient detailed understanding 

of all the interactions that might fully explain the effects. Of course, it might also be argued that greenhouse gases are 

but one of many potential mechanisms that may be causing climate change – see Energy from the Sun and Climate 

Change Mechanisms for more details. 

 

So, what conclusions can really be drawn from all the potentially conflicting facts. Well, one obvious, but simplistic assessment 

of the climate change might be that it involves numerous complex issues, such that certainty might appear to be an 

unreasonable conclusion either way. However, we might realise that those who want to create the impression of a 97% 

consensus did so for a reason, which we might speculate was to instil a sense of urgency, if not panic, such that radical action 

might be taken to minimise, halt or even reverse climate change.  

 
So, what action is being proposed and at what cost? 

 

First, we might recognise that climate change, irrespective of the cause, is a global issue. In this respect the current 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) recommendations might be described in terms of the 2017 Paris Accord, 

which has the goal of limiting the increase in the average global temperature below 2oC above that of pre-industrial levels. 

However, while it was assumed that most countries of the world had signed up to this goal, despite the US subsequently 

withdrawal, it would appear that few countries are living up to their commitments – see Climate Action Tracker for details. 

 

Note: Under the Paris agreement, developed countries such as the US originally pledged both funding and technical 

support to developing countries, such as India and China, to assist with emission reductions. India declared its goal to 

reduce emissions by 33% by 2030, but it was estimated that India might need $2.5 trillion to achieve this emissions 

target. China also declared a goal to reach peak CO2 emissions by 2030, while recognising that China is the world’s 

largest greenhouse gas emitter. Despite this goal, China increased its fossil-fuel consumption in 2018 leading to an 

estimated 2.3% increase in their CO2 emissions. Paradoxically, while China is the world’s largest consumer of coal, it is 

also the largest producer of solar technology, which some might suggest is a win-win for their economy. 

 

Of course, anybody over the age of twelve might realise that what politicians promised and what politicians deliver can be two 

very different things. Therefore, we possibly need to be more realistic in acknowledging that rapidly developing countries, like 

China and India, will have many competing issues, both political and economic, 

such that we may only speculate about the reality of their projected 2030 goals 

at this time. Likewise, reference to the Climate Action tracker suggests that no 

significant developed country is currently meeting its Paris Agreement target, 

although many politicians in these countries are now promising a plan to 

reduce CO2 emissions to zero by 2030.  

 

Might we, at least, consider one of these plans? 

 

Despite, the US withdrawing from the Paris agreement in 2017, the Democratic 

party has now launched its plan for a ‘Green New Deal’, which as a national 

plan has to be seen in context to the total global CO2 emissions of all the other 

countries, which are estimated in the pie-chart right. If we take the Green New 

Deal at face-value, its goal is to meet all of the US energy demands with 

renewables by 2030. As such, this plan would require a complete phase-out of fossil fuels, fracking of natural gas and nuclear 

power to be replaced by a mix of solar and wind energy. While the reader must makeup their own mind about the actual reality 

of this plan, various sources have estimated that it might cost anywhere between $50-100 trillion and may only help to reduce 

the global temperature by about 0.14oC by 2100. 

 

So, what are we to believe about climate change? 
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Despite the assumption of a 97% consensus, the science is still a matter of open debate, such that some commentary might be 

made on the issue of this consensus. We might recognise that the IPCC would have been central to this initial process since its 

creation in 1988 and therefore we might consider the implied ‘raison d'etre’ of its original charter.  

 

The IPCC is chartered to investigate whether certain human activities could change global climate patterns, threatening 

present and future generations with potentially severe economic and social consequences. It should also investigate 

whether continued growth in atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases could produce global warming with an 

eventual rise in sea levels, the effects of which could be disastrous for mankind if timely steps are not taken at all levels. 

 

Given this charter, some might question whether it was always biased towards a certain conclusion. Today, the IPCC has a 

financial budget of approximately $50 billion and considerable political influence, as an inter-government agency, to direct the 

focus of much scientific research. Within this framework, others such as James Hansen and Michael Mann also push the climate 

change agenda throughout the 1990’s, although primarily within the context of the scientific debate. At this point, the role of Al 

Gore might be highlighted in helping to influence the opinion of the wider public. In 2006, Gore released the global warming 

documentary entitled ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ for which he was later awarded the Nobel Peace Prize along with the IPCC. The 

film was to receive a positive, albeit understandably concerned reaction from the general public, who we might assume, like 

Gore himself, only had a limited understanding of the science underpinning the film’s apocalyptic predictions, which in 

hindsight have proven false along with the premise of Michael Mann’s hockey stick graph.  

 

Note: After Al Gore lost the 2000 US presidential election, he appears to have taken up a new role as a climate activist 

without necessarily having any obvious scientific qualifications. However, it is estimated that Gore's subsequent wealth 

went from $700,000 in 2000 to an estimated net worth of $172.5 million by 2015, primarily thanks to his new career as a 

climate activist and from a carbon trading company, which he co-founded. This financial return has to be considered in 

the light that much of what Al Gore’s document cited as ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ was later proved to be untrue, even 

though it undoubtedly influenced a new generation, such that some have come to believe that they are now destined to 

face an apocalyptic future that older generations simply wish to ignore.  

 

So, what are we to belief? 

 

This is now tabled as a rhetorical question as it alludes to all the ‘things’ we might possibly believe. So, in this wider context, the 

discussion has only attempted to illustrate, using just a few selected examples, the scope of various beliefs that can extend 

beyond the confines of religion into almost any aspect of the modern world. Of course, while the metaphysical aspect of 

religious belief may be relatively obvious, the reasons why some people believe in any particular religion, and others do not, 

can depend on a multitude of cultural influences. However, some attempt has also been made to illustrate how a scientific 

theory can quickly attain a wider consensus of support without necessarily any detailed understanding of the scientific 

arguments – see An Unqualified Commentary for wider discussion of some perceived problem areas. It might be suggested that 

the following quote by Einstein might also reflect a similar level of concern.  

 

"Concepts that have proven useful in ordering things can easily attain an authority over us such that we forget their 

worldly origin and take them as immutable truths. They are then rubber-stamped as a "sine-qua-non of thinking" and an 

"a priori given". Such errors often make the road of scientific progress impassable for a long time." 

 

While Einstein was making specific reference to science, we might realise that beliefs, which when engineered into a 

widely-held consensus can also block the road to real progress in almost any area of modern life. In this respect, the real 

concern is that a consensus may seek to silence any other viewpoint, such that society regresses towards censorship, which still 

exists in so many areas of the world. So, it is therefore suggested that we heed the words of Abraham Lincoln. 

 

Those who deny freedom to others, deserve it not for themselves. 
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1.1.10 The Nature of Life 
 

On the occasions we might reflect on the nature of life, it is often in the context of the ‘ups and downs’ of our own personal life 

rather than the more fundamental issue of how life came into existence. In many ways, this is possibly understandable given 

that science has not necessarily been able to provide a definitive answer and because ‘nature abhors a vacuum’ we might also 

understand why both religion and philosophy continue to fill this space. While this discussion cannot provide an answer, it 

might still attempt some review of the physical nature of life. However, at this point, many discussions simply focus on the idea 

of ‘natural selection’ without necessarily considering how life initially separated itself from inanimate chemistry or how the 

nature of each life is programmed into DNA. From a purely physical perspective, we might accept that all life has to be a 

construct of atoms and molecules, which might then be described in terms of inorganic chemistry. 

 

Note: As a general definition, inorganic chemistry involves the study of inorganic compounds, which is eventually 

described in terms of quantum chemistry. However, for the purpose of this 

discussion, we might simply consider inorganic chemistry to be the study of 

compounds that do not contain carbon-hydrogen bonds. 

 

While inorganic chemistry might be a starting point, life appears to transcend the 

inanimate nature of inorganic chemical structures, such that it seems to have 

‘evolved’ by way of an incrementally complex series of cause and effect. 

 

Note: Organic chemistry is defined as the study of organic compounds, which 

extends the study of inorganic compounds to include all carbon compounds, 

especially the hydrocarbons compounds. The simplest example of an organic 

compound is glucose (C6H12O6) and while organic chemistry considers the role 

of the atomic element of carbon, a compound that does not include hydrogen is not organic, such that carbon dioxide 

(CO2) is not an organic compound. 

 

Of course, there would still appear to be a ‘big jump’ in the basic definition of organic chemistry and the considerably more 

complex nature of cellular life, which this discussion will only briefly attempt to outline. We might start with an appropriate 

phrase, ‘in the beginning’, the Earth’s atmosphere was anaerobic in that it contained very little free oxygen, but was rich in 

nitrogen and ammonia along with appreciable amounts of methane, CO2 and hydrogen, although the lighter gases were 

subsequently lost from the lower atmosphere into the stratosphere.  

 

Note: While we know that water (H20) is defined by the combination of two atoms of hydrogen (H2) and one atom of 

oxygen (O), how water came to exist in the quantities needed to support life, even if restricted to organic chemistry, is 

also another fact that is still debated in science – see Origin of Water on Earth for more details. However, we do know 

that the chemical properties of water make it indispensable for life on Earth and without running ahead of the initial 

timeline, all life on Earth requires a membrane that separates its cellular structure from its environment. In this respect, 

water is essential because it is a liquid at temperatures found on Earth, such that it provided a mechanism by which 

materials can be transferred in and out of a cell. 

 

While the actual details are not yet fully understood, and far more complex than being suggested, we might assume that this 

outline is generally representative of the initial environmental conditions in which organic chemistry may have started to 

‘evolve’. However, at this point, organic chemistry is in a form that is possibly little more than a cause and effect activated by 

the energy associated with electrical charge and sunlight. If we initially accept the speculative nature of this process, we might 

also assume that hydrocarbon compounds combined with ammonia in the atmosphere to form ever more complex compounds, 

which ultimately led to the creation of the first primitive anaerobic cells. However, it has to be highlighted that the exact 

mechanisms by which all this happened is not really understood. 
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Note: Despite obvious uncertainties in this model, there is a reasonable amount of scientific evidence to support the 

assumption that the Earth is approximately 4.5 billion years old, although the details of events within the first 500 

million years are still speculative. However, this model does proceed on a tangible logic anchored in the physical reality 

of cause and effect rather than some form of miraculous creation, although some will still prefer the latter. 

 

Ok, but when did life in the form of an anaerobic cell first appear? 

 

Understandably, this is a matter of ongoing debate, but is generally assumed to have started about 3.8 billion years ago based 

on the principles embodied in inorganic and organic chemistry to create ever-longer carbon-based molecular chains. It is then 

assumed that these molecular chains slowly ‘evolved’ an ability to perform the basic functions that underpin the most basic 

definition of cellular life. In brief, these functions required an ability to store information and to catalyse a range of chemical 

reactions. Today, it is known that nucleic acids, i.e. DNA and RNA are capable of storing information, where proteins may be the 

key to catalysing specific reactions. For while it is generally assumed that RNA must have preceded DNA, the structure of RNA is 

still very complex, such that many remain sceptical that RNA could have been the basis of the earliest cellular-like processes. Of 

course, a discussion of this general nature cannot resolve this debate, such that it has to jump to firmer ground based on two 

known types of cells called ‘prokaryote’ and ‘eukaryote’ cells that now form the basis of all life on Earth. The first prokaryote 

cells are assumed to have evolved some 3.8 billion years ago and are comparatively simple small cells, i.e. 1-10 microns, which 

have no internal nucleus or complex organelles. In contrast, the structure of eukaryote cells are relatively large and complex, i.e. 

10-100 microns, which started to appear about 1.5 billion years ago, i.e. 2.3 billion years after the earlier prokaryote cells first 

appeared. As such, we might assume that evolution was in no particular rush to create life as we know it today.  

 

So, do prokaryote cells still exist? 

 

Very much so, in the form of bacteria found in virtually all biospheres on Earth. It is estimated that there are about 5*1030 

bacteria living on Earth, including the human gut, where bacteria outnumber human eukaryote cells by about 10:1. However, 

while possibly the most abundant and successful form of life on planet Earth, this discussion is more interested in the evolution 

of the eukaryote cells, which now make up the taxonomy of all other lifeforms 

on Earth. Eukaryote cells differ from prokaryote cells in that they contain a 

nucleus, which holds the genetic information in the form of DNA and, have 

additional internal cell-based regions called organelles, which act as containers 

within the eukaryote cell that perform other specialized functions, e.g. 

mitochondria and chloroplasts, again, see The Structure of Cells for more details. 

 

Note: The function of mitochondria is cell respiration, which is the 

process by which cells use oxygen to turn `food` into useful energy. In 

contrast, chloroplasts are organelles found in plants that capture energy 

from sunlight. All multi-cellular organisms, including humans, are eukaryote, although many still exist as single-cell 

organisms, such as yeasts and paramecia. The taxonomy of life based on eukaryote cells is sub-divided into four 

sub-classes: animals, plants, fungi and protists. 

 

So, while prokaryote cells continue to play an extremely important role in the biosphere of planet Earth, the complexity of life 

appears to have required the aggregation of simple cell functions to evolve within a more symbiotic relationship, as 

demonstrated in the eukaryote cells. So, the suggestion is that eukaryote cells started to evolve various collective functions via 

a process of natural selection, i.e. adapting to a changing environment. Later, within this process, the aggregation of different 

functions culminated in a viable self-replicating cell, which would become the blueprint of life over eons of time. As a 

consequence, the function of different prokaryote cells within some larger eukaryote cell began to evolve specialised functions, 

e.g. blood cells, brain cells etc., where basic replication eventually evolved into a reproduction mechanism, such that the 

taxonomy of life was able to ‘explode’ to fill an expanding ecosystem, which life itself was helping to create – see Cyanobacteria 

by way of an example. 
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But where does the emergence of sentient life fit into this model? 

 

So, the idea is that once life emerged from organic chemistry, evolution by natural selection was able to do the rest. However, 

within this model, it might also be suggested that the very idea of natural selection, i.e. survival of the fittest, requires some 

basic concept of 'self-awareness’ in order to protect that which seeks to survive. At the cellular level, this might be defined by 

the membrane of the cell, which reacts to ‘survival threats’ in a way that may be little more than cause and effect chemistry. 

However, this simple concept appears to have evolved, over eons of time, into something far more sophisticated in higher 

lifeforms. In evolutionary terms, we might first consider the distinction between predator and prey, where each needs some 

degree of self-awareness to help define its actions relative to the other. However, in higher lifeforms, e.g. humans, the idea of 

self-awareness is often extended to introduce the additional concept of sentience that describes an ability to feel, perceive or 

experience subjectively, which in turn may make reference to general intelligence.  

 

Note: We might recognise that life does not have to be very 

intelligent, such that self-awareness and sentience may be very 

limited. In contrast, intelligence only reflects a greater cognitive 

ability to learn, understand and solve problems, such that it does 

not necessarily infer an ability to feel emotion. Equally, while 

sentience may infer some emotional ability, it does not necessarily 

infer a high-level of intelligence. See discussion entitled Sentience 

& Self-Awareness for more details concerning the diagram right 

related to the possible thresholds between intelligence and 

sentience. 

 

However, for the purpose of this discussion, the inference being suggested is that relatively abstract concepts, such as 

self-awareness, consciousness and sentience may also have resulted from evolutionary developments attributable to survival. 

While supporters of `intelligent design` may disagree, there appears to be no obvious evidence of a guiding-hand within the 

evolutionary process such that it was destined to evolve towards increased intelligence and sentience. Even so, evolution has 

resulted in greater complexity, increasing from small simple prokaryote cells towards ever larger and more complex multi-cell 

organisms. Of course, while some may interpret this process as reflecting a ‘guiding-hand’, the process being described is  

anchored in organic chemistry, rather than as a single act of creation in 4004 BCE, where the timeline of the fossil record 

appears problematic to almost any creationist myth. As speculatively outlined above, self-awareness may have been a 

necessary evolutionary development of survival, i.e. self is that which has to be protected, which over time led to the more 

sophisticated forms of intelligent life with varying degrees of sentience. In this context, humanity is simply the current apex 

predator. Again, there are those who will continue to prefer the theological idea that the intelligence and sentience of one 

species, i.e. humanity, transcended the need for physical evolution, such that humanity simply sprung into existence at the 

whim of a deity. However, we might rightly ask whether there is the same level of empirical evidence to support such beliefs, as 

required and demanded of science.  

 

Note: While the previous outline is certainly not forwarded as a definitive argument for evolution, anchored to both 

inorganic and organic chemistry, it does appear to provide, at least, a plausible causal explanation that is supported by 

geological and fossil evidence. For wider discussions - see Human Evolution, The Role of Scepticism, Nature versus 

Nurture and The Things We Believe. 

 

Having now provided some initial and generalised arguments in support of evolution, we might now turn our attention to how 

life, in its many forms, appears to only require a blueprint stored in the form of DNA. However, we shall consider the complexity 

of this blueprint in the specific case of humanity, which like many lifeforms starts out as a fusing of two haploid gamete cells, 

i.e. sperm & egg, which create a single diploid cell, see Ploidy for details of haploid and diploid cells. This gamete cell then 

develops to become the `zygote` of a new foetus, which while initially looking almost identical to any other foetus in the animal 
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kingdom, contains all the information that will grow to form a human being. The development of this foetus proceeds on the 

basis of two cell processes called `meiosis` and `mitosis` - see Life Cycle of Cells for more details. At the end of this development, 

it is estimated that an average human adult will consist of some 30 trillion eukaryote cells, which are differentiated into about 

200 different types of cells. Each type of cell has a specialised function, which is determined by the blueprint information stored 

within its DNA, where the life cycle can differ for each cell type – see The Structure of DNA for more details. On average, the 

eukaryote cells in your body are replaced every 7 to 10 years, although there is a large variant in the lifespan of each cell type. 

For example, some types of white blood cell only last two days, while some cells in the eye and brain will last your entire life, 

such that the former category of shorter lived cells have to be continuously replaced by the process of mitosis.  

 

Note: To describe the process of creating 30 trillion cells consisting of over 200 

types as complex may be one of the most ridiculous understatements of all time, 

especially when recognising that some short-lived cells may have to be replaced 

over 13,000 times in the span of a single human life. However, the fact that one 

species has developed a level of intelligent self-awareness leading to sentient 

consciousness may only make this process appear so miraculous that some believe 

that this process cannot be explained by physical causal mechanisms alone. 

 

Given this understandable questioning of evolution, some further overview of the processes assumed to be at work is possibly 

necessary. As a broad generalisation, all the cells in the human body have the same DNA and genes, but as cells divide and 

grow, by mitosis, different genes are expressed that result in different cell types. Amazingly, the complexity being outlined 

starts with one gamete cell with only one copy of the DNA blueprint, as described by the process of meiosis. However, the 

human DNA blueprint consists of about 20,000 genes, although many are dormant, but where the activated genes are still 

capable of creating over 200 different cell types, which may produce over 100,000 different proteins and 20 different amino 

acids. Despite this complexity, the structure of DNA is defined by just 4 different base pairs, i.e. adenine (A) and thymine (T) 

plus guanine (G) and cytosine (C), which are encoded into specific sequences on strands of DNA.  

 

Note: At this point, it might be assumed that the outline above has only described 

yet more unbelievable complexity, which may then only throw further doubt on the 

idea that this process could have evolved without some form of intelligent design. 

However, those who turn towards some form of miraculous explanation only appear 

to be side-stepping the issue of complexity rather than addressing it. However, in 

contradiction to the overall complexity outlined, the variation of just four base-pairs 

appear all that was necessary to create all the life on planet Earth. 

 

So how might the DNA blueprint begin to explain this complexity? 

 

By way of an initial analogy that might be readily understood, the genes within DNA might be compared with computer code. 

Within this model, some of the DNA gene code is generic to a species, e.g. cat or dogs or humans, but where some gene 

sequences will be unique to an individual within a given species. Within this analogous model, DNA provides the codified 

information for life for both a species and an individual. It also contains the ‘code’ to produce RNA, which in-turn is used by 

ribosomes to make amino acids that form proteins that underpin the fundamental structures of life. While not wishing to 

overload this apparent complexity with yet more detail, it should not be forgotten that the cellular description, anchored to 

inorganic and organic chemistry, has also to be considered in terms of the physics of the atomic structures that exist at 

ever-smaller scales of physical reality. However, at this point, it is probably best if we focus on higher, not lower, levels of 

physical reality by asking a question. 

 

How does DNA know what type of cells to make? 
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Unfortunately to even start addressing this question some more detail is required. As already outlined, there are two cellular 

mechanisms described in terms of ‘meiosis` and `mitosis`, which are different processes associated with cell division. In reality, 

there are several additional sub-types of cell division that have evolved over time and involve a range of complex mechanisms. 

For example, simple single-cell prokaryote bacteria use a basic binary fission to replicate a new cell. In contrast, basic eukaryote 

cell division is described in terms of mitosis, while sexually-reproducing eukaryote lifeforms use a special form of cell division 

called meiosis, where each parent provides half of the required genetic material. However, the eukaryote cell has internal 

organelles and DNA contained in a central nucleus, which makes cell division more complex, such that these cells must first 

replicate their DNA, organelles and other cell mechanisms before dividing. However, it is highlighted that many of the internal 

organelles divide using a process that is equivalent to binary fission, which supports the idea that eukaryote cells were initially 

formed as an assimilation of smaller prokaryotes living inside of what would become an eukaryote cell, but only after 2.3 billion 

years of evolution. Therefore, only after the DNA and organelles are replicated within the eukaryote cell can it begin the 

process of mitosis. However, some additional clarification is possibly required as there are three types of fundamental 

eukaryote cells in the body that undergo different forms of mitosis:  

 

• Embryonic stem cells are the source of a supply of new cells for an embryo as it grows and develops as a foetus, which can 

change into any cell type required. As outlined, a zygote starts as a single cell that undergoes three initial divisions to form 

eight-cell structure called the blastocyst, which then undergoes ever more divisions within foetal development. 

 

• Somatic cells form the primary functions of the body, e.g. bones, muscle and organs, which all play a different function. 

However, once differentiated, these cells can only replicate as a specific cell type. As such, these somatic cells undergo 

mitosis, i.e. an asexual division, in order to replenish any cells that die by injury or lifespan – see The Nature of Cell Death.  

 

• Adult stem cells are undifferentiated cells, found throughout the body after development, which can multiply by cell 

division to replenish dying cells and regenerate damaged tissues of all required types. These stem cells do not initially 

undergo mitosis, but do so after they become specialized somatic cells of the body. 

 

For the purposes of this discussion, germinal cells of male sperm and female eggs only represent a small percentage of cells 

required for sexual reproduction, such that it might be recognised that the somatic cells essentially make up the entire 

physiology form of a species, including the brain, where each type of somatic cell has a different function and life cycle.  

 

Note: By way of another analogy to summarise, the lives of cells might be said to be similar to the lives of humans in that 

we all initially, i.e. as infants, have the potential to play a different role in a collective community. However, as we 

proceed down a certain path our options become constrained. 

Within this analogy, cells suffer a similar fate, where infant 

embryo stem cells have a latent ability to become any cell type 

required, but as the cell type is determined, it is subject to a 

process called cellular differentiation, such that it assumes a 

specialized role. 

 

So, having tried to provide some more detail concerning the physical basis 

of cellular development, albeit only in outline, we might return to another 

issue, which many assume cannot be explained in just physical terms, i.e. 

conscious sentience. For many argue that the sentience of the mind is 

more of a metaphysical concept, rather than a physical one. Again, it 

needs to be highlighted that this is an area of much speculative debate, 

not certainty, such that we will proceed by trying to introduce what scientific facts are generally accepted. First, we might 

forward a simplified model of the human brain separated into the cerebrum and cerebellum, where the cerebrum comprises 

the outer grey matter of the brain, containing an estimated 1011 neurons, which is believed to support the higher functions of 
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conscious thought. However, the lower cerebellum is estimated to consist of a comparable number of neurons (1010), which 

controls most of the motor reflexes of the body without necessarily any conscious interaction with the higher functions of the 

cerebrum. Within this evolutionary model, the lower cerebellum evolved first and may be assumed to have no obvious sentient 

ability, such that we might also assume that life appears to have evolved before the existence of a sentient mind. Of course, as 

previously speculated, this does not mean that some degree of intelligence and self-awareness did not exist within the 

predator-prey model from almost the outset – see Neuro-Physiology and Process of Cognition for wider discussions. At this 

point, we might consider whether the next question can provide some empirical evidence of the assumptions outlined above. 

 

What might be inferred from vegetative states and brain death? 

 

While this discussion will not attempt to review all the distinctions between 

these two conditions, see reference links in the question above for details, it 

might simply be inferred that the workings of a sentient conscious mind must 

either be impaired or lost all together in these conditions. If so, it appears to 

suggest that the sentient mind is dependent on the physical functioning of the 

brain, especially the cerebrum, even though other basic functions of life might 

continue. Again, in part, we might make reference to an earlier computer 

analogy that was used to outline how DNA appears able to encode ‘metaphysical’ 

instructions into a physical sequence of genes. However, in the case of a 

metaphysical mind model, we might extend the computer analogy to separate the functions of the computer into physical 

hardware and what might initially be described as metaphysical software. Of course, what we might first highlight within this 

analogy is that software developers do not attempt to write, or explain, the nature of their code in terms of the underlying 

physical hardware, such that the software code may appear to contain a form of intelligent logic that transcends the physical. 

However, this intelligence is simply codified human logic captured within some programming language and compiled to run on 

the specific configuration of the underlying hardware, i.e. there is no independent or artificial intelligence (AI) within this 

process. Likewise, nobody assumes that this logical separation into hardware and software actually allows the software to 

transcend its physical dependency on the underlying computer hardware, such that the word ‘metaphysical’ does not really 

apply. If so, then any assumed metaphysics of the human mind may simply reflect a lack of understanding of the workings of 

the brain as outlined in terms of the computer hardware-software analogy. 

 

Note: One of the fundamental issues with this analogous model is that we only know how computers work, both in terms 

of hardware and software, which cannot be said of the physical brain or the workings of conscious thought. However, 

while accepting that theology and philosophy may continue to debate metaphysical issues, it would seem that science is 

left with the more fundamental problem of trying to understand the complexity of the human brain, which contains over 

100 billion neurons along with possibly another trillion 

supporting cells. However, the full complexity of the 

brain lies buried in the inter-connection of these neuron 

cells, which may be in excess of 100 trillion (1014) 

connections. 

 

However, despite the enormity of the brain-mind problem 

space, science is making progress in understanding the 

mechanisms at work. Today, this progress is anchored to an 

increased understanding of a specialised type of eukaryote cell 

called a neuron, which provides the physical infrastructure of the brain and the wider nervous system. By way of a brief outline, 

neurons transmit information to other nerve cells, which exist throughout the nervous system as a whole using both chemical 

and electrical signalling mechanisms. However, like other somatic cells in the body, neurons come in many shapes and sizes, 

which carry out different specialized functions, e.g. storing memories or controlling muscles. Information signals are passed 

from one neuron to another neuron across a small gap called a synapse, where electrical signals are translated into chemical 
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signals in order to cross this gap, after which it returns to being electrical in nature. Within this general model, a transmitting 

neuron can connect to many receiving neurons and likewise one receiving neuron can connect to many transmitting neurons – 

see Connectionist AI model for more details. As indicated, a neuron is a eukaryote cell such that it has a basic nucleus and 

cytoplasm structure, which then has ‘extensions’ called dendrites that receive signals from neighbouring neurons. This signalling 

information is then passed to the cell body, called the soma, from there signals are passed along another structure called the 

axon leading to dendrites that transmit a signal to other receiving neurons. 

 

But how does this signalling mechanism work as a whole? 

 

As indicated, neurons can come in many shapes and sizes, the full details of which is beyond this general outline. However, by 

way of an example, a single sensory neuron in your fingertip has an axon that extends the length of your arm, while neurons 

within the brain may extend only a few millimetres. For the purposes of this discussion, we might outline three basic types of 

neurons as follows: 

 

• Sensory neurons carry signals from the periphery of the body to the central nervous system. 

• Motor neurons carry signals from the central nervous system to the periphery of the body. 

• Interneurons connect various neurons within the brain and spinal cord. 

 

One of the simplest types of neural connections is associated with reflex pathways, e.g. knee reflex, where receptors send 

signals into the spinal cord through sensory neurons. The sensory neurons then pass the signal to motor neurons that trigger a 

reflex in the leg muscles. However, it is highlighted that this reflex response happens so quickly that it does not involve any 

‘thought’ process within the brain. 

 

Note: Within the evolutionary model, the simplest lifeforms may only have a very basic nervous system, which is driven 

by cause and effect reflex pathways, such that they do not have a central brain. In this context, we might realise that 

some multi-cell life will not necessarily have any cognitive intelligence, let alone sentience. 

 

However, even this briefest of outlines might be used to suggest that neurons are just another evolutionary development of 

eukaryote cells that first emerged over 1.5 billion years ago. Within the taxonomy of life, the protist are single eucaryote cells, 

such that they cannot have even one brain neuron. Some of the simplest multi-cell organisms, such as flatworms, do have 

neuron cells that form a basic nervous system rather than a central brain. Likewise, many insects have a more complex nervous 

system, but where the concept of a central brain function is minimal at best. From an evolutionary perspective, it is assumed 

that the process of neuron aggregation and complexity 

continues in higher lifeforms with the development of the 

peripheral and central nervous systems. However, the 

evolution of even higher brain functions, as in humans, has 

a very long history, which this discussion will not address, 

although reference to the triune brain model, shown right, 

might be illustrative of the general process. Again, the 

evolutionary model supports the argument that cognitive 

intelligence and sentient self-awareness were the result of 

incremental developments, not instances of creation. 

Likewise, given the diversity of life, at all levels, can be 

traced through numerous fossil records, it also appears to 

provide considerable empirical evidence in support of the 

evolutionary nature of life. If this is the case, the fact that science cannot explain how the first prokaryote cell evolved from 

inorganic chemistry or how cognitive sentience emerges from physical signalling within the brain does not negate the entirety 

of the evolutionary model, only that more work needs to be done. However, within this simplified debate, we possibly need to 

consider another question. 
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Does the nature of life have a purpose? 

 

The question above has been initially phrase in a way such that it might be applied to all life, such that we might consider 

whether this ‘purpose’ is external to life, i.e. as a result of some intelligent design or the creative will of a deity. At the lowest 

level of life, we might reasonably assume that an eucaryote cell has no conscious purpose of its own, but where its purpose in 

some larger plan may be to come a building block for higher lifeforms. However, might we also question the purpose of the 

millions of species that have gone extinct along the evolutionary timeline. Did some higher cosmic intelligence perceive some 

purpose to their existence and would it have been accepted, even if each of these species had the intelligence to understand 

their fate. Of course, these examples eventually lead to humanity, 

which we believe have the sentient consciousness to seek a sense of 

purpose, both as individuals and collectively, such that we might 

now refine the question above. 

 

What is the purpose of human life? 

 

Naturally, an answer to this question has been sought throughout 

human history, although initially constrained to either philosophical 

conjecture or theological belief. Of course, much of this discussion 

has attempted to forward the scientific arguments in support of an 

evolutionary model along with some outline of the empirical evidence. However, it was always recognised that this discussion 

was never going to resolve the debate surrounding the nature of life, which like the wider universe has no obvious explanation 

for its existence. This is understandably unsettling as we all, irrespective of the nature of our beliefs, would like to think that our 

lives and the universe do have some larger purpose. From an agnostic perspective, the existence of some higher purpose is not 

necessarily refuted, although this position might still question whether the purpose of a deity would ever align with that of 

humanity. Of course, such questioning may only lead to further speculation, where a deity, capable of creating the universe and 

all life within it, may only perceive the purpose of humanity as another transitory development within the evolution of life 

towards some unknown higher purpose. However, it is unclear that such speculation really helps anybody, such that this 

discussion may simply confirm that doubt is indeed an unpleasant condition, but certainty in the face of such obvious 

complexity is absurd.  

 

Note: Of course, the issue of certainty also applies to science, such that it has to be accepted that science does not have 

all the answers. In fact, we need to accept that it does not yet even know all the right questions. Therefore, it should be 

highlighted that the implied determinism, inherent in the evolutionary model outlined, driven by only cause and effect 

has to breakdown at some point – see Prime Mover by way of a philosophical argument. Likewise, it has to be 

recognised that some people need to believe in some higher purpose as a psychological and emotional coping 

mechanism in order to confront the uncertainties of life. Whether this position reflects reality is possibly the subject of 

another discussion. 

 

So, despite some of the inferences in the note above, the argument being forwarded is that humanity is required to face up to 

the reality of life’s uncertainties. In this context, it seems the only pragmatic option open to collective humanity is to accept 

life’s purpose is ours to make. If so, this purpose requires us to pursue an honest duty of inquiry, for otherwise we will only live 

our lives believing in ‘wrong things’ and, in so doing, ‘sink back into savagery’. 

 

As far as we can discern, the sole purpose of human existence is to kindle a light in the darkness of mere being. 
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1.1.11 Belief and Dogma 
 

Given the title of this discussion, it is possibly sensible to start with some basic definition of the words: ‘belief’ and ‘dogma’. We 

might start by describing belief as the acceptance of ‘something’ without necessarily any supporting evidence and, in some 

cases, may actually be contradicted by empirical evidence. In contrast, dogma is more of an authoritative stance that might be 

associated with an institution rather than an individual, but like a belief it does not necessarily require evidence to support its 

position. In the context of religious faith, we might associate these words with the belief of an individual and the dogma of its 

religious institution.  

 

Note: The term dogma has been used by some religions to define their 

central or core beliefs. In this context, the term dogma is often used to 

represent the official doctrine of a religion, e.g. Catholicism. For 

example, the dogma of the Catholicism is defined as a truth revealed by 

God, which the institution of its church declared as binding. As such, this 

institution assumes an authority that ‘obliges’ all Catholics to adhere to 

the doctrines of its faith. 

 

Without being too precise about these words, this discussion wants to consider some specific issues associated with what 

people believe along with the formal dogma of various religions. In some ways, this discussion will start out as an extension of 

the previous Nature of Life essay, which considered evolutionary concepts from a perspective that would appear to deny the 

role of a ‘creator’, such that it might be seen to undermine the basis of religious faith. However, it also needs to be recognised 

that different religions described ‘their’ creator in many different and contradictory ways, such that it is not unreasonable to 

assume that all cannot be factual. Of course, while it is recognised that many people do not like ‘their’ religion being 

questioned, each religion implicitly questions all other religions from which it differs. This said, we might start with the 

assumption that all the religions in the world do have one common purpose in that they attempt to provide some sort of 

answer to questions that may not yet have an answer and possibly never will.  

 

Note: The introduction above reflects a somewhat basic agnostic position that devout believers within many religions 

will not necessarily accept. However, a definition of an agnostic might simply be that absolute knowledge about ‘life, the 

universe and everything’ is limited, therefore in the words of Voltaire, certainty is absurd. By way of reference, this 

questioning of ‘certainty’ has been one of the underlining themes of many of the previous discussions under the heading 

of Essays. It might also be highlighted that different aspects of religious belief have already been discussed in various 

sections of the Mysearch website, where the following two references simply provide a point of access to earlier 

discussions – see Theological Perspective, Human Beliefs and The Things We Believe. 

 

While, today, many assume that there can only be one true 'God', this is only applicable to those religions that are monotheist 

in their beliefs – see List of Religions for more scope. However, from a historic perspective, it is estimated that more than 2,500 

deities existed in earlier polytheistic societies, e.g. Hittite, Sumerian, Mesopotamian, which were later superseded by ‘The One 

True God’ of the major monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Whether the ‘God’ of these religions is actually 

the same god might be debated, as the beliefs and dogma that surround these religions are often very different in scope. Of 

course, this outline does not account for all the gods of Africa, pre-Islamic Arabia, Aztec, Babylonian, Buddhist, Canaanite, 

Celtic, Egyptian, Native American, Etruscan, Germanic, Greek, Roman, Persian, Polynesian, Shinto etc. We might also recognise 

that along the timeline of human history, religions of various levels of sophistication have existed long before the written word 

could record their details. Therefore, in this context, it is often difficult to be accurate about the role of a ‘creator’ as each 

religion can be subject to different teleological and theological conjecture, where the former might be described as being more 

philosophical in scope, while the latter is usually predicated on more fundamental beliefs. However, in all these religions, we 

might recognise some fundamental need to believe in ‘something’, which might also be discussed in terms of the Psychology of 

Belief and Maslow’s hierarchy of five human needs, as simply summarised below: 
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• Physiological: There can be an almost physical need, which often emanates from emotional grief, to believe that the loss of 

a loved one is not permanent. 

 

• Safety: There is an implicit sense of security in the belief that a god will look after you. 

 

• Social: Even before the formality of organised religion, spiritual belief manifested itself in ceremonies that socially bonded 

groups of people in a common belief. 

 

• Esteem: As the formal structure of religious organisations grew, esteem was bestowed on those who rose within the 

hierarchy of the organisation. 

 

• Self-Actualisation: Might be described as a sense of power or the ability to influence, which has clearly manifested itself in 

the history of many religious organisations and their influence on the socio-politics of many societies. 

 

Of course, these needs still exist in the modern world, which might explain why much of the global population may still 

associate with some specific religion, although we might sometimes question the sincerity of this belief within this hierarchy, 

especially in connection with the last two needs. However, irrespective of individual motivation, it has to be accepted that the 

institutions of religion, in many forms, continue to play an important role in the 

lives of many people and wider society. As such, these beliefs cannot simply be 

dismissed, although they might be questioned on certain matters of central 

importance, e.g. 

 

What is the meaning of life, the universe and everything? 

 

Although this question is a bit of a ‘cliché’, it may represent the nature of the 

questions that people perceive as possibly being unanswered by science. As the 

diversity of religious belief makes it difficult to generalise the response to this 

question, we might start by considering the general response of science. So, first 

and foremost, science obviously does not know everything about everything. 

However, on the issue of the universe, science forwards the idea our visible 

universe came into existence some 13.7 billion years ago. This said, how this actually happened is still questioned as it is unclear 

whether anything existed before this apparent point of creation – see the basic Big Bang Model and the current Concordance 

Model for more details. Despite doubts that might exist about its creation, we now live in an observable universe in which we 

know life emerged, albeit still confined to planet Earth. Again, science has attempted to address the creation of life in terms of 

an evolutionary model, starting some 3.8 billion years ago – see the Nature of Life, although the details are also subject to 

debate. So, as previous discussions have highlighted, there are still unexplained issues concerning the transition from inorganic 

to organic chemistry and the eventual emergence of cellular life. Likewise, many question whether a deterministic model based 

on cause and effect is really adequate to explain life, let alone intelligence sentience, without a ‘guiding hand’ – see Intelligent 

Design for reference. However, as already argued, while it is understandable that many seek answers to questions that science 

cannot answer, this does not mean that others cannot reasonably question the answers provided by religion. 

 

So, how might religion address the issue of creation? 

 

From a historic perspective, we know most cultures developed some form of creation myth to explain the origin of the world, 

but not necessarily the wider universe, which many did not understand even existed – see List of Creation Myths for the scope 

of conflicting ideas. However, as a broad generalisation, many of these creation myths assume the existence of some kind of 

divine power or deity, which was capable of creating the world and all life within it, but invariably only appeared to have a 

limited knowledge of the wider workings of the universe. However, others avoided the problematic issue of creation by 

assuming the universe to be eternal, such that it has, and will, exist forever. However, today, we might consider the story of 
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Genesis, which represents the creationist belief of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. As this discussion will only make reference to 

a few paragraphs from Genesis, a link to the full text is provided to complement the previous Wikipedia link.  

 

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was 

upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. 

 

While this statement makes clear that the universe, i.e. heaven and earth, were an act of creation by God, the scope of the 

universe is somewhat ambiguous. However, the story of Genesis continues to describe the act of creation as a process taking six 

days, although the idea of the first day in the next passage might be a somewhat abstract concept of time. 

 

And God said: 'Let there be light.' And there was light. And God saw the light, that it was good; and God divided the light 

from the darkness. And God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night. And there was evening and there was 

morning, one day. 

 

While Genesis continues to describe the act of creation in days 1 through 4, the description primarily centres on the separation 

of heaven and earth plus the division of the seas and land. However, on the fifth day, God creates life. 

 

And God said: 'Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures, and let fowl fly above the earth in the open 

firmament of heaven. And God created the great sea-monsters, and every living creature that creepeth, wherewith the 

waters swarmed, after its kind, and every winged fowl after its kind; and God saw that it was good. And God blessed 

them, saying: 'Be fruitful, and multiply, and fill the waters in the seas, and let fowl multiply in the earth.' And there was 

evening and there was morning, a fifth day. 

 

Now many have argued that the creation sequence of life in the passage above appears to broadly align with Darwinian 

evolution, which is often thought difficult to explain in terms of the knowledge known at the time Genesis was first written. 

However, we will come back to this issue below after completing the story on the sixth day and the creation of man and 

woman, presumably as fully form intelligent sentient beings. 

 

And God said: 'Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, 

and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon 

the earth.' And God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He 

them. 

 

From the perspective of historical evidence, the story of Genesis is one of the 

`Five Books of Moses`, which contains Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy. Collectively these works are also known as the `Pentateuch`, 

coming from the Greek word meaning `five containers`, possibly in reference to 

the containers in which the original scrolls were contained. However, in totality 

the Torah consists of 24 or 39 works, depending on the numbering system being 

used, and should not be thought of as a single document. These scriptures are a 

collection of works written in several languages over a period of more than nine 

hundred years, based on the oral traditions of a nomadic people. Not 

surprisingly, over this amount of time, some of the works may have been 

adapted or completed in accordance to the requirements or interpretations of 

the day. Current evidence suggests that the initial work on these writings began 

around 1100BCE. 

 

But did a creation story exist before Genesis? 
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There is anecdotal evidence that the original desert dwellers, in what is present-day Israel, told an oral story about the creation 

of the first man and first woman, which was passed on to future generations. The essence of this story forwards the idea that a 

creator forms a man from the dry desert dust and breathed life into him and placed him in a beautiful oasis-like garden with an 

abundance of fruits and later created a companion for man in the form of the first woman.  

 

Note: While we might recognise the basis of the story of Adam and Eve, this story like many others appears to be 

predated in earlier cultures. For example, the story of Moses in a basket is predated by the story of Sargon of Akkad, 

while the story of Noah and the flood follows the story of Gilgamesh flood myth. As such, care is needed when trying to 

cite the source of oral stories, which existed long before the written scriptures.  

 

As an initial comment, it might be highlighted that none of these stories, oral or written, appear to provide any real explanation 

as to why God created the world or life. Of course, while it may have been impolite to ask God for a reason, we might also 

reasonably assume that this was simply another detail that the originators of these stories could not have possibly known. 

Some have also questioned the story of Genesis on the basis that it actually consists of two different creation narratives, where 

in the earliest story, Adam and Eve are not named and God simply creates humanity in his own image, even though God is later 

assumed to have no physical form. Only in later versions is Eve named and created from one of Adam's ribs to be his companion 

– see Adam and Eve for more details. We might also perceive some possible contradictions within the story of Genesis 

regarding the order of creation, where in the six-day creation version, the order of creation is plants, birds and fish, mammals 

and reptiles, and finally man, while in the Adam and Eve version, the creation order is reversed, with man coming first, then 

plants and animals. However, neither really aligns with the order or timeline of the evolutionary model. Likewise, in the six-day 

version, the creation of humanity occurs as a single act and the creator is described being more of a cosmic-deity than anything 

that would resemble humanity. In contrast, the Adam and Eve version appears to describe the creation of man and woman as 

two separate acts, where God is present in a possibly more human-like form. 

 

Note: It might be highlighted that before the story of Genesis was formulated, other cultures and religions appeared to 

show little interest in explaining the origins of the cosmos and life on Earth and, in this respect, it might be said that 

Hindus, Buddhists and Confucians all look inwards for the meaning of life. However, the story of Genesis invited 

speculation as to the nature of humanity within the universe, which had a beginning and will have an end, such that it 

was taken as a matter of faith that God created the Earth and humanity as well as guiding the course of history.  

 

At this point, it might be highlighted that any questioning of religious doctrine is quite a recent development, which in earlier 

times would not have been tolerated, as all were required to be certain of the beliefs and dogma of their religion. For example, 

James Ussher was Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of All Ireland between 1625 and 1656, who determined not only the year, 

but the date and time of the creation to be around 6pm on 22 October 4004 BCE. 

However, it needs to be highlighted that Ussher was an intelligent man of his 

time, although possibly having only limited access to information as he was 

submerged in a society where belief in Christian scriptures was essentially 

mandated. We might cite the case, in 1328, of Adam O'Toole, who was burned 

alive in the centre of Dublin for alleged heresy and blasphemy. In later times, the 

penalty for a first offence of blasphemy was an unlimited fine and imprisonment 

or banishment for a second offence. In 1703, Thomas Emlyn, a Unitarian minister, 

was fined £1,000 and imprisoned for one year for denying the Divinity of Christ. 

Of course, today, many may consider this to be ancient history, such that a later conflict between religion and science might be 

highlighted in terms of the Scopes Trial, where in 1925, a school teacher was accused of violating the Butler Act, which had 

made it unlawful to teach human evolution in any state-funded school. While Scopes was found initially guilty and fined $100, 

the verdict was later overturned on a technicality. However, the trial came to highlight the contradictions of the Genesis story 

and overruled the idea that the Bible took priority over all other forms of human knowledge. 

 

But might an alternative scientific version of the Adam and Eve story be suggested? 
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A scientific variant of this story might be based on the Y-chromosome, which determines male sexuality inherited along the 

male line, while mitochondria within all eucaryote cells, which provides cellular energy is inherited along the female line. In 

1980, DNA taken from 135 women from all over the globe, i.e. Asian, African and European, suggested that the family trees of 

these women all led back to Africa at a time around 50,000 to 80,000 years ago. Similar genetic analysis of the Y-chromosome 

suggests that Africa was also the home of an evolutionary ‘Adam’. However, unlike the Genesis story, this Adam and Eve did not 

have planet Earth to themselves and in all probability other humans would have lived and died long before them. Of course, 

from the perspective of evolutionary theory, life began some 3.8 billion years earlier in the form of simple prokaryote cells. 

However, it then required another 2.3 billion years for this type of cell to evolve towards becoming a eukaryote cell, which now 

underpins all higher lifeforms, other than bacteria. Finally, after another 500 million years in which millions of species would 

evolve, only to suffer extinction, homo sapiens finally appeared possibly less than 200,000 years ago. Clearly, this timeline and 

complexity is in complete contradiction to that suggested by Genesis - see Nature of Life for more details. 

 

So, why do people still believe in various creation myths? 

 

Before we start to address the question above, it is clear that we need to be careful in what assumptions we make about other 

people’s beliefs – see discussion ‘The Things We Believe’ for some wider scope. However, using the US population as a specific 

example, it is estimated that around 80% of people say they believe in God, although a somewhat contradictory statistic 

suggests that 60% also accept the idea of evolution. Of course, it is possible that we need to be even more careful about such 

statistics without first trying to better understand what people might actually believe or, for that matter, what they actually 

understand about the science of evolution. 

 

Note: A poll published in 2019 tested the willingness of Americans to vote for a presidential candidate coming from 

various different groups. About 96% said they were willing to vote for a black candidate followed by Catholic or Hispanic 

at 95%, a woman at 94%, Jewish at 93%, an evangelical Christian at 80%, gay or lesbian at 76%, Muslim at 66%. At the 

bottom, atheists rated at 60%, beaten only by socialist at 47%. However, it might be highlighted that only 18% were 

willing to vote for an atheist in 1958, while a hundred years earlier still, religious doctrine would not have permitted 

anybody from most of these groups to even be considered. Of course, such statistics might then explain why over 90% of 

politicians in the US congress declare themselves to be Christians and why not one of the 2020 presidential candidates as 

declared themselves to be an atheist. 

 

Despite the injection of yet more statistics above, it is possible that both history and 

experience tell us that people are often cautious about revealing their true beliefs in public. 

For while heresy and blasphemy may no longer be criminal offences in most western 

democracies, the idea that there is no downside in opposing an apparent religious majority is 

possibly overly naïve. Therefore, in an attempt to better understand what might underpin a 

religious majority, we might make further reference to the earlier description of Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs, as it may provide some insight into human motivation. First, it might be 

suggested that some distinction needs to be made between those who have a psychological 

need to believe in something that conveys a purpose to life and those who have a 

fundamental theological belief in a creationist story. Within this spectrum of belief, might we 

dare to question whether a broad majority of ‘believers’ between these two points of 

reference actually agree with all the details of theological doctrine or whether they might 

simply recognise some of the obvious social or professional benefits of conforming to 

religious norms of a given society. 

 

What other factors have motivated religious belief? 

 

Historically, we might recognise that the lives of many were often preoccupied with the basic issue of survival and the real 

probability of an early death. This situation was then compounded by a lack of any real scientific understanding of the world, 
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such that the idea of faith being the only hope was almost universally accepted. In this context, religion fostered hope for a 

better life, at least, in the next world if not this one. While, today, it is difficult for some of us, protected by modernity, to 

comprehend the seemingly overwhelming need for such profound beliefs, if we shut our eyes and try to imagine the ‘abyss’ of 

physical reality of earlier times, it is not so hard to understand why religions of all description, not only survive, but flourished in 

all areas of the world. In many cases, religious belief has had a long time to integrate itself into the very fabric of society, long 

before the alternative ideas of science could be established. We might also understand that while science has been able to 

challenge many of the assumptions of religious belief, many of these beliefs transcended the ability of science to verify or deny. 

It might also be recognised that much of theoretical science, especially in the 20th century, has its own limitations in terms of 

empirical verification, such that many modern theories are now predicated on mathematical abstractions or philosophical 

conjecture. If this is the case, many people may have to either accept or reject the truth of science on the same basis as religion, 

i.e. as a matter of faith rather than actual understanding. Finally, 

we might simply assume that not everybody wants to stare into 

the alternative ‘abyss’ of a scientific reality, where humanity and 

life appear to be reduced to quantum probability – see Flawed 

Perspective for more details.  

 

So, are there any real conflicts of religious beliefs? 

 

Of course, any discussion of the question above may depend on 

the beliefs of that religion – see List of Religions by way of 

general reference. Given the scope of all these religions, this 

discussion might only consider what are generally considered to be the two largest religions in the world, i.e. Christianity and 

Islam, where the former is said to have about 2.4 billion followers and the latter over 1.9 billion followers. At face value, these 

numbers are representative of about 56% of the world population, which is currently about 7.7 billion. 

 

Note: Given some of the issues previously raised about the actual beliefs of the majority associated with a religion, we 

might ask whether a ‘follower’ necessarily constitutes a ‘believer’ of the fundamental ‘articles of faith’ of that religion. 

There is also a fine line between education and indoctrination, which may blur the distinction between the ‘gospel truth’ 

and the ‘actual truth’ – see The Nature of Truth for wider discussion. 

 

Without necessarily putting too much trust in statistics, it is possible that only about 25% of the US population actually believe 

that the ‘gospel truth’ of the scriptures actually aligns to any ‘verifiable truth’ of history. If true, then the figure of 25% might 

still appear high given the weight of historic evidence that supports the idea that anywhere between 40-60 people contributed 

to the 27 books of the New Testament of Christianity, possibly in the first century of the common era (CE). Likewise, the Old 

Testament is a Christian interpretation of the much earlier Torah, and only part of the Tanakh, such that it is refuted by 

Judaism. Despite this conflicting evidence, any belief contradicting the Christian interpretation could be interpreted as religious 

heresy. As such, a devout Christian might assume that the science of evolution has also to be defined as heresy, as history 

suggests, although apparently not an opinion shared by all Christian ‘followers’ today. However, at this point, we might take the 

discussion in another direction, for it is often the assumption that religious belief has to be predicated on the idea of morality, 

even though it is far from clear that those who seek to defend their ‘faith’ always act in a moral fashion. While this statement is 

not intended to imply that religious faiths might not aspire to a high-standard of morality, history suggests that its institutions 

can, and have, acted in an immoral fashion.  

 

Note: In the Limits of Morality discussion some attempt was made to differentiate morality from ethics. While accepting 

that both relate to the basic idea of ‘right and wrong’, it was suggested that morals are possibly more orientated to the 

individual, while the idea of ethics may better apply to the institutions of society. In this respect the belief of an 

individual may aspire to act in a moral fashion, but the dogma of an institution might not restrict its action when it 

perceives it is defending its articles of faith. 
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Based on the note above, it might be argued that many religions are often in conflict, when personal morality is overruled by 

religious dogma, especially if it is assumed to represent the word of God, such that it has to be defended irrespective of other 

costs. In this context, the idea of heresy can be any belief that does not align to the dogma of a religion, while blasphemy can be 

almost anything perceived as an insult, contempt or lack of reverence shown to a particular religion. While, today, we might 

assume that heresy and blasphemy are no longer punishable by death, this was not always the case - see Medieval Inquisition 

and People Burned as Heretics for historic details. However, just because we might assume that secular laws have now 

outlawed the notion of a heretic, i.e. somebody who simply beliefs something 

different to you, does not mean that the idea has entirely disappeared from the 

world at large. 

 

Note: An oath still taken by Roman Catholic bishops at their consecration 

includes the following undertaking “with all my power I will persecute and 

make war upon heretics”. Although we might assume that these words 

are simply a relic of earlier times maintained by tradition, religious 

intolerance is still an obvious problem in today’s world. 

 

So far, the discussion has primarily focused on the divisions between religion and 

science without specific reference to other philosophical ideas, which possibly 

underpin many religions and the natural sciences. While this discussion will not 

pursue this aspect in any great detail, we might initially attempt to outline some historic developments anchored to Greek 

philosophy, where the issue of morality of humanity and the gods was first separated by their respective position in a celestial 

hierarchy, where morality was often lost in the desire for honour and glory. However, Socrates would come to question the 

stories about the gods in terms of what is known as the ‘Euthyphro dilemma’, which is characterised in the question below. 

 

Is the holy loved by the gods because it is holy or is it holy because it is loved by the gods? 

 

While this question was originally asked of the Greek gods, it might also be seen to question the dogma of the monotheistic 

religions. For it asks whether people are moral because of God or whether morality can exist as an idea without God. Later, 

Aristotle’s work entitled ‘Nicomachean Ethics ‘ would become one of the most important influences on the development of 

European medieval philosophy, which in-turn came to guide the development of both European law and theology, such that 

these influences would continue into the modern world. 

 

So how did philosophy and theology become so intertwined? 

 

In many respects, the inference of this question is initially premature, if we accept that the concept of a monotheist God 

originates in the Torah of Judaism. For even as a simplistic outline, the one-God of Judaism that has no physical form differs 

fundamentally from Greek philosophy grounded in the idea of many gods, who might be likened to humans with supernatural 

powers. From the perspective of Judaism, these gods could not be God-like, not only because they had human form, but more 

importantly because they had all the weaknesses of humanity. So, from the perspective of Judaism, Greek mythology appeared 

to have taken all of the bad habits of humanity and given them to the gods, so instead of humans aspiring to behave like God, 

the Greek gods behaved like humanity.  

 

Note: Within the timeline of history, the writing of the Torah is estimated to have happened between 1000-650BCE, such 

that the Torah of Judaism predates the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great in 323BCE. While, his successors 

tried, without success, to force Greek culture and religion on the people of the region, we might understand why their 

religious philosophy was rejected. In 141BCE, the Jews revolted and established an independent state, which lasted until 

63BCE, when it was conquered by the Roman empire and became a Roman province ruled by Jewish kings. While Rome 

would rule over Palestine for about 700 years, a Muslin army capture Jerusalem in 637CE and maintain a dominant 

presence in the region until the 20th century. On May 14th 1948, the Jewish State of Israel was created. 
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Based on the timeline in the note above, it is assumed that Judaism had established its religious philosophy long before either 

the Greeks or Romans had arrived. However, this was not the case with Christianity, which would come to have a long and 

entwined history within the Roman Empire. While this discussion will not attempt to explain the history of Christianity in detail, 

the following note provides an initial outline. 

 

Note: Within the first century of the common era (CE), the Romans worshipped a large collection of gods, often 

borrowed or renamed from Greek mythology. During this time, the earliest forms of Christianity had its roots in 

Hellenistic Judaism and Jewish Messianism, such that Jewish Christians were the first Christians. Given the obvious 

conflicts of beliefs, Christians were subject to much persecution in the first few centuries of the common era. In 306CE, 

Constantine seized power and within 4 years he made Christianity legal and within 50 years of Constantine's death, 

Christianity had become the official religion of the Roman Empire.  

 

However, there was an event in 325CE, which would lead to much 

philosophical and theological debate and would later become the official 

dogma of the Holy Roman Empire along with the source of much conflict 

with Islam. The nature of this debate, possibly better described as a 

theological argument, centred on whether the ‘one-God’, the Father, 

could create a Son, who could be ‘one’ with Him. To address this 

fundamental problem, it was argued that the Father and the Son shared 

the same nature, while remaining two separate entities. As unlikely as it 

may seem, the Council of Nicaea backed the second idea, which over time 

developed into the dogma of the Trinity as understood today.  

 

Note: From an agnostic perspective, we might ask why God did not 

resolve this issue, as the scriptures of Judaism and Christianity 

both appear to suggest that God was not averse in telling humanity what was best. However, in this case, it seems that 

mortal men decided this aspect of the Christian doctrine without necessarily waiting for any divine guidance. 

 

Along this timeline of theological developments, we need to make reference to Muhammad, born in 570CE and died 632CE. 

Within his life, he would become the founder of the third major monotheist religion of Islam and according to Islamic doctrine, 

he was also the prophet sent to correct earlier monotheistic teachings as preached by earlier prophets of God, i.e. Abraham, 

Moses and Jesus. Again, this discussion cannot detail all the historic development surrounding Islam, such that it will only 

summarise some key issues in the note below.  

 

Note: The authority and dogma of Islamic belief is based on the Quran, which consists of 114 chapters or suras 

comprising of 6,616 verses that amount to 77,943 words. It is the belief of Islam that the word of God was revealed to 

Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel on numerous occasions between the years 610 and his death in 632 and that 

Muhammad and his followers memorized all 77,943 words, including all punctuation, although it was only written down 

after his death 

 

While the religions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam have been the source of much theological conflict, in reality it may have 

had more to do with power and empire. For all appear to be based on a similar theological belief that the ‘one-God’ wants to 

communicate with humanity, although the Trinity of Christianity has always been problematic to both Judaism and Islam, which 

only accepts Jesus as another prophet, not the Son of God. Of course, there are other theological differences in that the God of 

Islam is an impersonal deity without form, such that God cannot reveal himself to humanity in any personal way. Likewise, 

Islam asserts that only the Quran is the flawless word of God, although from an agnostic position it can also appear to be a 

parochial reflection of the mindset and culture of when and where it was written.  
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But, do these differences explain why these religions of ‘peace’ became so antagonistic towards each other? 

 

While we might perceive important philosophical and theological differences between these religions, it might be argued that 

these issues were not the cause of historic conflict, which we might link to the Siege of Jerusalem in 637CE. This was a conflict 

between the remains of the Roman empire and what would be an expanding Islamic empire. The Romans had first captured 

Jerusalem, and the whole of Palestine, some 600 years earlier in 63CE. As such, this conflict would start to change the 

geopolitics of the world just 6 years after the death of Muhammad, a fact that has often puzzled many historians, especially as 

this date precedes any evidence of the Quran existing in written form. 

 

Note: it is possibly important to highlight that after Palestine was subjugated in 63CE, the Jewish people would be 

dispersed and not reunited as a nation-state until 1948. As of 2018, the number of people identifying themselves as 

followers of Judaism was estimated to be about 15 million compared to the 2.4 billion Christians and 1.9 billion Muslims. 

In this context, while both Christianity and Islam share aspects of their history with the Torah of Judaism, both its 

philosophical and theological ideas were modified and subsumed into these more dominant religions.  

 

While the importance of Jerusalem to both Judaism and Christianity might be generally understood, the character of Abraham, 

as told in the Torah is also of great importance to Islam. The historic scriptures tell that Abraham had a wife Sarah, who 

eventually had a son called Isaac very late in their lives. However, before conceiving Isaac, Abraham had taken Sarah’s 

maidservant, Hagar, either as a concubine or as another wife, who then gave birth to his first son called Ishmael. As such, 

Ishmael was Abraham’s first-born son and therefore would have normally been considered the rightful heir of Abraham; except 

that the Jewish scriptures suggest that God’s covenant with Abraham required him to acknowledge Isaac as his heir, not 

Ishmael.  

 

Note: The agnostic might question why and all-powerful omnipotent God, not only of the world, but presumably the 

entire universe would be interested in interfering in such a trivial matter of humanity. God does indeed appear to work in 

mysterious ways.  

 

As a consequence of the interference of the God of Abraham, Ishmael and his mother Hagar were banished to the desert. 

However, the story goes onto suggest that Ishmael, not only found his way out of the desert, but also became the founder of 

the Arabic tribes. While such stories might be a reason for some of the antagonism between Jews and Arabs that exist to this 

day, we possibly need to consider that the antagonism between Christianity and Islam was not based on theological 

differences, but rather on the growing conflict between two expanding empires. 

 

So how did history continue to escalate this conflict? 

 

In the 100 years after the conquest of Jerusalem, in 

637CE, the Islamic empire would come to dominate the 

Middle East, northern Africa, parts of Asia and even make 

some in-roads into Europe. It is a time leading to the 

Golden Age of Islam, which created sophisticated centres 

of culture, science and philosophy. As outlined, 

Constantine had divided the Roman Empire into East and 

West domains, where Constantine was Emperor in the East and Christianity developed to become the official religion of the 

Eastern empire. Over time, the Eastern empire would become known as the Byzantine Empire, which would survive the fall of 

the Western Roman Empire in the 5th century and continued to exist for an additional thousand years until falling to the 

Ottoman empire in 1453. However, in a timeframe that broadly parallels the initial expansion of the Islamic Empire, 

Charlemagne, born 748CE and died 814CE, would eventually become Emperor of the Roman Empire in 800CE and the first to 

rule from Western Europe since its decline three centuries earlier. However, in terms of the development of Christianity, this 

might be seen as just the start of the story.  
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The power of the Catholic Church had been increasing since the time of 

Pope Gregory; who held office from 540-604CE. Although Gregory never 

called himself Pope, he introduced the changes that were to lead to the 

foundation of the Papal system. By 800CE, Pope Leo III crowned 

Charlemagne as `Emperor of the Romans`, but which in time would marked 

the beginning of what was to become known as the Holy Roman Empire. 

Over the next 2-3 centuries, Christendom would battle Islam for control of 

Europe in a series of almost endless wars. Within this context, a new map 

of Western Europe was being drawn, where the Holy Roman Empire would 

consist of four kingdoms, i.e. Germany, Italy, Bohemia and Burgundy. While 

these kingdoms had their own kings, power was often subordinate to the 

Pope. This power of the Catholic Church would broadly remain 

unchallenged until the time of Reformation in Europe and the publication 

of the Ninety-Five Theses by Martin Luther in 1517. 

 

Note: It is recognised that the previous section may have attempted to cover too much history, but it seemed important 

to the discussion of belief and dogma, which still surrounds the two main monotheist religions of Christianity and Islam. 

However, it will now be argued that the Reformation, which only occurred in Europe, not Islam, would become a decisive 

moment in history in terms of the later challenge of science to the beliefs and dogma of religion. 

 

It is worth noting that in terms of the turmoil of a millennium of war, the earlier philosophy of Aristotle's works had all but been 

lost in Western Europe after the decline of Rome. However, in the 9th century, Arab scholars had translated Aristotle’s work 

into Arabic. Later, in the 12th century, the Spanish-Arab philosopher Averroes was to become the best known of the Arabic 

scholars to study Aristotle's philosophy, who was born in Cordoba, Spain in 1126 and died in Marrakesh, Morocco in 1198. 

Today, Averroes might best be described as a polymath having knowledge of philosophy, medicine, mathematics and Islamic 

law. According to Averroes there was no conflict between religion and philosophy and tried to show that one can reach the 

truth through two different ways, i.e. philosophy or religion. In his own work, Averroes tried to stress the importance of 

analytical thinking as a prerequisite to interpreting the Quran, which was contrary to orthodox Muslim theology, where the 

primary emphasis was placed on rote learning of their religious beliefs, i.e. the Quran. However, a Hebrew translation of 

Averroes' work was also to have an impact on Jewish philosophy, while Aquinas would introduce Aristotle's work as a 

philosophical foundation of Christian theology. 

 

Note: Aquinas' most famous works on Christian philosophy are called the `Summa Theologica` and the `Summa Contra 

Gentile`, although much of this work was centred on one question, i.e. how might we reconcile faith and reason – see 

Thomas Aquinas for details. However, while Aquinas, like Averroes, also attempted to extend faith to encompass 

rational thinking, he does not really embrace empirical verification to support his five-way proof of god's existence using 

Aristotelian logic. For while Aquinas was undoubtedly a very intelligent man, he was like many of this time submerged in 

the perceived unquestionable reality of Christian beliefs and dogma.  

 

In part, we might recognise that the Reformation in Western Europe would help form a new worldview, which while initially 

preoccupied with the scope of religious belief and dogma would eventually allow ever greater freedom for science to develop. 

In contrast, this process never really took place in Islam and while it had it own golden age of enlightenment in the initial 

expansion of the Islamic Empire, it remained bound to the beliefs and dogma of a religion established in the 7th century. In this 

respect, the Islamic worldview remain closed to the idea of secularism in the sense that it seeks to separate the public 

institutions of society from the beliefs and dogma of a specific religion. For when we attempt even a cursory review of history, 

it is difficult to find much evidence that the monotheist religions have ever pursued a moral stance. For in reality, we might 

recognise that many religious institutions in the world today have survived by becoming entwined in power-politics of empire. 
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So, what if any conclusions might be drawn for the future?  

 

Based on the agnostic position outlined at the start of this 

discussion, what is rejected is not the need for some to 

belief in a religion, but rather the certainty of its 

institutional dogma. So, while belief in the things that have 

no obvious supporting evidence might be questioned, the 

real problems arise when institutional dogma gains access 

to political power, such that it also has the power to 

influence by indoctrinating future generations. For those 

who will challenge this description, it is highlighted that it is 

estimated that there are some 20 major religions across the 

world, but possibly subdivided into over 250 large, and 

essentially separate, religious groups. In the case of 

Christianity, the 'unity of the church` is split into another 30,000 groups, where over half have independent churches that are 

not linked to any major denomination. So, while each religion may believe it alone has the answer, there appears to be no 

consensus of what that answer is, such that any religious teaching cannot really be described as education of what is truly 

known, but rather indoctrination of ‘beliefs and dogma’ that lack both historic or empirical evidence. It might also be argued 

that this form of indoctrination invariably contradicts much of what science has learnt about the physical world, and the larger 

universe, over the last 3 centuries. Therefore, while an agnostic position may concede that there may be some purpose in the 

universe, it also argues that humanity really has no idea what this purpose might be, even if it exists. Therefore, the only 

possible certainty in this life may be that we exist and therefore we should simply attempt to define some enlighten purpose to 

it ourselves; especially given the level of uncertainty that surrounds all other options.  

 

“Religion has actually convinced people that there's an invisible man living in the sky who watches everything you do, 

every minute of every day. And the invisible man has a special list of ten things he does not want you to do. And if you do 

any of these ten things, he has a special place, full of fire and smoke and burning and torture and anguish, where he will 

send you to live and suffer and burn and choke and scream and cry forever and ever 'til the end of time! But He loves 

you. He loves you, and He needs money! He always needs money! He's all-powerful, all-perfect, all-knowing, and 

all-wise, somehow just can't handle money!” George Carlin 
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1.1.12 Abortion: The Moral Dilemma 
 

Before introducing some of the terminology surrounding the word ‘abortion’, we should try to define the scope of the 

‘dilemma’ in question as a conflict between two possible courses of action, which may both be unpalatable, but where one of 

the options cannot be avoided. If this dilemma has some form of moral issue associated with it, then we might assume that 

there is some additional judgement of ‘right and wrong’, which an individual or society might impose on any decision. While we 

might readily understand how this introduction might apply to the issue of abortion, we also need to define some wider terms 

of reference. 

 

Note: We will start with a very stark interpretation of the word ‘abortion’ as the ‘deliberate 

killing’ of an embryo or foetus from the uterus in order to end a pregnancy. The physical aspects 

of these words might be applied to almost any higher lifeform given that the diagram right 

suggests an obvious similarity of some species in the earliest stages of foetal development. This 

said, the word ‘abortion’ is usually assumed to apply to some form of unwanted human 

pregnancy and, in this context, the wording ‘deliberate killing’ might be seen as unnecessarily 

insensitive of a process that, in many cases, will be highly traumatic for the women involved, 

such that the word ‘termination’ might generally be preferred.  

 

While accepting the criticism of the definition in the note above, it is difficult to discuss the fundamental issues surrounding 

abortion without recognising the fact that a life is ‘terminated’ as a deliberate action. While this introduction might appear to 

reflect opposition to the idea of abortion on moral grounds, the potential scope of the ‘dilemma’ is more complex and requires 

further consideration. For while morality might take a ‘right and wrong’ stance on the issue of abortion, the legality of abortion 

in law is generally accepted in many countries subject to a time limit after which it is not permitted. 

 

Note: In the UK, it is legal to have an abortion up to the 24th week of gestation based on the 

assumption that the foetus is not ‘viable’ before this time. However, developments in medical 

science have started to question whether this limit should be lowered. We might also reflect on the 

diagram right of a 24-week foetus and ask ourselves whether this constitutes a ‘viable’ human 

being. 

 

So, before widening the discussion, we might attempt to initially summarise the basic issues surrounding abortion. The length 

of a normal pregnancy can be anything from 37 weeks to 42 weeks, where any baby born before this time would be consider 

premature and most likely require some medical intervention to survive. However, the most premature baby known to have 

survived is now 3 years old and was born at just 21 weeks 

and four days after conception, which is two-weeks earlier 

than the diagram above, such that the diagram right may 

provide some additional perspective of development in the 

first 12 weeks, where most of the essential organs are in 

place after 8 weeks and the heart may start beating between 

5-6 weeks. It is difficult to be precise as to whether there is a 

single point within this process where a human being comes 

into existence, such that its right to life has to be protected, 

although UK law currently draws this distinction at 24 weeks. 

However, at this point, we also need to highlight that the dilemma surrounding abortion is based on two distinct and possibly 

conflicting human rights, i.e. that of the unborn baby and the pregnant mother, which can be complicated by many factors, e.g. 

rape, poverty, disability, health and age etc. However, the dilemma requires a decision on the next question. 

 

Should the sanctity of an unborn life always take priority? 
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Before attempting to address the question tabled above, this 

discussion will first widen the context of the sanctity of life. The chart 

right is taken from the discussion entitled Population and Resources 

and highlights that the human population in 2020 has risen by a factor 

of 7 in the last 120 years and may exceed a factor of 10 by the end of 

this century. Over the same time period, this increase in the human 

population has led to a worldwide decrease in most wildlife 

populations due to a loss of habitat to agriculture, urban sprawl, 

logging, mining and fishing, which has also been compounded by 

various forms of toxicity, e.g. pollution and pesticides. While some will 

question whether the right to life applies to other species, it is difficult 

to argue that some form of moral responsibility does not apply, 

although this discussion will not pursue this issue. However, we might 

assume that morality has to apply to the sanctity of life within the human population as a whole. So, while it was recognised 

that describing abortion as an act of ‘deliberate killing’ is a phrase that most people might prefer not be used, we might take 

the description of ‘deliberate killing’ in another direction, such that it includes the morality of neglect and possibly indifference.  

 

Note: It is estimated that some 21,000 children die every day around the world, which amounts to over 7.5 million every 

year. Most of these deaths, due to poverty, hunger and treatable diseases were preventable and despite the apparent 

scale of this tragedy, it is one that often goes unnoticed. 

 

Unfortunately, we need to add some more detail to the harrowing figures in the note above by highlighting that over 1 billion 

children are deprived of services essential to life. As a consequence, 4 million die in the first month of life, 22 million infants 

have no protection from diseases by routine immunization and another 2 million under 15 are living with HIV. It is also 

estimated that 150 million children under five are underweight for their age, a further 100 million do not attend primary school 

and 500,000 women die each year from causes related to pregnancy and childbirth. As such, the right to life is not guaranteed, 

even after birth, and possibly raises issues that go well beyond the absolute morality of ‘right and wrong’. 

 

Note: At this point, let us assume that most people have no desire to support abortion, but possibly recognise the reality 

of survival in the real world cannot be guaranteed. We might also initially accept that lawful termination proceeds on 

the basis that an unborn foetus is not a human child, but rather starts as some unconscious assembly of cells, which has 

not developed sufficiently to sustain independent life. Of course, it has also to be accepted that somewhere along the 

timeline of a pregnancy, a human life emerges.  

 

So, having now expanded the scope of the discussion, we might consider some statistics surrounding abortion, specifically in 

the US population, which is one of seven countries in the world that permit abortion past 20 weeks on the assumption that the 

foetus is not viable. The primary source of statistics in the US are the Guttmacher Institute (AGI) and the Centres for Disease 

Control (CDC). According to the Guttmacher Institute, an estimated 862,320 abortions took place in the United States in 2017, 

where the following table suggests a downward trend from 1996. 

 

1996 2000 2002 2005 2008 2011 2014 2017 

1,360,000 1,310,000 1,290,000 1,210,000 1,210,000 1,060,000 926,240 862,320 

100% 96% 95% 89% 89% 78% 68% 63% 

 

Note: In 2017, approximately 18% of pregnancies in the US, excluding miscarriages, ended in abortion. It is estimated 

that 60 million legal abortions have taken place in the US since 1973. China also legalised abortion in 1988, such that 

millions of abortions take place every year. While statistics are unreliable, it is estimated in excess of 300 million 

abortions have taken place in China over the last 40 years, especially in the years of China’s one-child policy.  
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While statistics suggest that the average rate of abortions in the US is around 18%, approximately 35% of all pregnancies in New 

York City end in abortion, which might tell us something about the reality of ‘sex and the city’. US statistics also suggest that 

unmarried women accounted for 86% of all abortions, where the age profile is shown in the next table. 

 

<15  15–19 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 ≥40 

0.30% 9.80% 31.10% 27.60% 17.70% 10.00% 3.50% 

 

It is estimated that 10% of pregnancies among white women end in abortion, but increases to 28% in black women. The 

abortion rate of non-metropolitan women is about half that of women who live in metropolitan counties, while the abortion 

rate of women with Medicaid coverage is three times as high as that of other women. Finally, it is estimated that about 30% of 

women having abortion identified themselves as Protestant and 24% as Catholic, such that we might now inquire further into 

the reasons for these abortions.  

 

Note: In weighted order, 25% were not ready to have a child, 23% could not afford a baby, 19% had enough children, 8% 

did not want to be a single mother, 7% were too young, 4% indicated that it would interfere with education or career, 

4% due to health reasons, 3% due to health issues with the foetus, 0.5% resulting from rape. Where the final 6.5% cited a 

variety of other reasons. 

 

However, before discussing these reasons, it might also be useful to better understand when legal abortion takes place as 

illustrated in the next table, both in terms of the percentage by week of gestation and as an accumulating total. It is important 

to highlight that the weeks are measured from the first day of a woman's last menstruation and not from the day of 

conception, such that if an abortion occurs at the 8th week of gestation, it is describing the development of a 6-week embryo.  

 

≤6  7 8  9 10 11 12 13 14-15 16-17 18-20 ≥21 

34.3% 17.8% 13.4% 8.9% 5.6% 4.7% 3.6% 2.8% 3.5% 2.1% 2.0% 1.3% 

34.3% 52.1% 65.5% 74.4% 80.0% 84.7% 88.3% 91.1% 94.6% 96.7% 98.7% 100.0% 

 

While there is no obvious correlation between the reasons cited in the note above and the table, we might immediately notice 

that nearly 95% of all abortions take place within the first 16 weeks of gestation and only 1.3% after week 21. As such, we might 

table the following question for discussion. 

 

Do these statistics suggest that the abortion limit might be lowered to 16 weeks? 

 

Before attempting to address the question above, the following pie-charts, sourced by the Guttmacher Institute, warn of the 

danger of restricting access to legal abortion with appropriate levels of medical expertise. At first glance, the inference of these 

charts might appear to suggest that the number of abortions remains constant, irrespective of the time limit, but as the limit is 

lowered, more women are forced to seek unsafe and illegal abortions, although this inference may be questioned. 
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While this discussion is not really in a position to question the underlying data used to produce these charts, other sources 

suggest that of the 42 million women worldwide who choose to have an abortion, more than half, i.e. 22 million, were deemed 

unsafe, but where 97% of these unsafe abortions occurred in the developing world. As such, it is unclear whether the majority 

of these unsafe abortion simply reflect limited access to adequate medical facilities, which if provided, would be accessible to 

95% of women who realise they are pregnant within 16 weeks. Of course, some will argue against abortion at any stage of 

pregnancy, while others might simply feel more comfortable with the idea of abortion taking place as early as possible, but 

especially before the 21 weeks associated with the most premature baby known to have survive.  

 

Note: Some have argued that abortions should become illegal as soon as a foetal heartbeat is detectable, i.e. typically 

after 5-6 weeks. However, as suggested by the previous table, many women might not even realize they were pregnant 

before this time limit was passed, such that they would be denied access to a legal safe abortion. While this might be the 

goal of those forwarding this criterion, this position effectively ignores any of the reasons cited above for an abortion. 

 

Despite the anti-abortion arguments, the map right suggest 

that most European countries support an abortion option, 

although most appear to have a much lower time limit to legal 

abortion than the 24 weeks allowed in the UK. However, it is 

not known whether the countries with significantly lower time 

limits experience more unsafe abortion. Likewise, while US 

statistics might provide some general insight of the issues 

surrounding abortions, it has to be recognised that these 

statistics apply to women living in a highly developed society, 

such that they are not necessarily applicable to all women 

around the world. Again, on a global scale, it is estimated that 

some 42 million abortions will have taken place in 2019, see 

www.worldometers.info/abortions for details. In this context, 

US statistics only account for 2% of the global total. However, while recognising the cultural and social disparities in many 

societies, the previous note highlighting the criterion of a foetal heartbeat might lead to a general question that could be asked 

of all women. 

 

How long does it take before a woman knows she is pregnant? 

 

While there are many factors that might complicate the answer to this question, previous tables have suggested that the 

majority, i.e. 95%, of US women realised they were pregnant within the first 16 weeks. So, while circumstances may differ in 

different regions of the world, it does not seem unreasonable to assume that most women will understand the basic signs of 

being pregnant. Of course, some might highlight the issue of education denied to many women around the world, although it 

might be assumed that the majority of these women may be the ones that do not have access to any form of legalised medical 

abortion. However, despite all the complications outlined, the moral dilemma still centres on the conflict of rights between that 

of an unborn foetus against those of the mother. However, irrespective of the actual legal time limit, there is another aspect of 

the moral dilemma surrounding abortion that requires some further consideration, which might be outlined in terms of the 

following example. 

 

Note: There are tragic cases of women becoming pregnant as a result of rape or incest. In such cases, the woman has 

been the victim of a violent and morally reprehensible crime, such that we might question the justice that would require 

her to carry the foetus to full term. Of course, this is simply illustrative of but one of many potential examples that need 

further consideration. 

 

While it seems that such cases must warrant some additional compassion towards the mother, some of the reasons previously 

cited appear more questionable. For example, 67% of all US pregnancies were terminated based on just 3 reasons, i.e. 1) not 
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ready to have a child, 2) cannot afford a baby, 3) already have enough children. As such, we might present a somewhat blunt 

distinction that some have forwarded between the violent example above and the more questionable reasons cited for an 

abortion – see note below. 

 

Note: While a woman has the right to choose whether or not to become pregnant, she needs to make this choice before 

engaging in sex. To simply have the option of an abortion after becoming pregnant, as a form of birth control, is an 

immoral act. Therefore, if a woman engages in a voluntary act that results in pregnancy, she has to accept the 

responsibility to maintain the life of the foetus. 

 

While we might again recognise the ‘black and white’ morality of this position, we also have to consider whether it might also 

lead to unintended consequences, not only for the mother and child, but wider society. For example, a woman forced to have a 

child she does not want or love or can financially support may simply offer up the child for adoption as soon as it is born. Of 

course, without any abortion option, there could possibly be another 42 million children born into the world every year, which 

is the same world that cannot take care of 7.5 million children who have been born, but now die every year.  

 

So, how might this moral dilemma be addressed? 

 

So far, this discussion has tried to outline the basic morality argument against abortion, but then attempted to qualify the some 

of the wider implications on the world at large, which in truth cannot simply be resolved by good intentions. Therefore, at this 

point, the discussion will try to outline the moral dilemma from a woman’s perspective, although this is a second-hand account.  

 

Note: It is recognised that this discussion appears to be placing all the responsibility for a pregnancy on the woman, 

when clearly some of this responsibility must also fall on the man. However, while the modern world may debate the 

issue of gender equality, which is a legitimate goal in terms of equality in law and opportunity, biological evolution has 

placed most of the burden of a pregnancy on women. This burden cannot be compensated by the financial responsibility 

placed on men in terms of child support, especially as it is not necessarily provided to all women around the world.  

 

However, just because some men will, and do, abdicate on both their moral and financial responsibility for a pregnancy, does 

not mean that a woman is equally entitled to take this position. For the physical and psychological burden of pregnancy must 

ultimately fall on the woman, even though she might reasonably expect the support of society and the man involved, women 

still have to consider their own role in this moral dilemma. However, while supporting the general goal that women are entitled 

to an equality of opportunity that allows them to play a full role in society, it also requires them to manage the risk of an 

unwanted pregnancy. Therefore, It might be appropriate to highlight that women already have a number of options to control 

their fertility, which might be described under the heading of birth control.  

 

 
Note: The cost of an abortion varies by country, e.g. in the range $0-950, and in many countries access to medical 

treatment depends on having some form of health insurance. Cost can also vary depending on where you live and the 

type of abortion required. Of course, many women may not have insurance or do not want to use it for privacy reasons. 

In this context, an abortion has to be seen as an extreme and limited option available to a small percentage of women. 
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It is estimated that there have been 140 million births in 2019 – see www.worldometers.info/world-population for details. It has 

also been estimated that of the 42 million women worldwide who choose to have an abortion, more than half, i.e. 22 million, 

were deemed unsafe, but where 97% of these unsafe abortions occurred in the developing world. These figures suggest a 

global rate of 30% of unwanted pregnancies, although we might also assume that some percentage of the 140 million births did 

not necessarily reflect the wishes of the woman. However, while supporting women in their aspiration to play a full and equal 

role in society, it is unclear whether having access to legal abortions is necessarily the best approach, irrespective of the moral 

dilemma it creates. For while female birth control, i.e. contraception, is not perfect it is still effective in most cases and 

preferable to the physical and psychological trauma of an abortion. As such, society might consider the cost of making 

contraception more freely and widely available to all women, along with the necessary education of both men and women. 

 

But would such an approach negate the need for all abortions? 

 

Of course, the opponents of abortion will continue to argue against any form of abortion on the basis of morality, i.e. it is an act 

that deliberately takes the life of a human being, albeit unborn. However, while it is difficult to argue that this is not a 

consequence of abortion, this discussion has also attempted to outline some of the many complex and conflicting issues 

surrounding the rights of the unborn foetus versus the pregnant mother, which cannot simply be ignored. This said, the 

conceptual idea of complete gender equality cannot negate the biological burden of responsibility that falls on women to avoid 

an unwanted pregnancy. This position is not one of male chauvinism, but rather a statement of biological reality. Therefore, if 

women do not want to become pregnant, they should have easy access to the most effective contraception, such that abortion 

can only be considered as an option of last resort. However, this position must also accept its share of the wider social 

responsibility of the consequences of an unwanted pregnancy and the devastating effect on the wellbeing and future life of the 

mother. This said, statistics do suggest that most women, i.e. 95%, do realise they are pregnant within 16 weeks, such that 

there may be a case for reducing the time limit on abortion to 16 weeks, if sufficient consideration was made for those women 

who might, for no fault of their own, become pregnant outside of this general lower limit.  

 

Note: It needs to be highlighted that the 16-week limit is lower than the reduced 20-week limit now being debated in the 

UK and US, but not necessarily lower than the limit that already exists in many European countries. Likewise, many now 

recognise the advances in medical science, which has made the survival of a 21-week premature birth possible. Of 

course, we might ask how long will it be before a survival is possible before 20-weeks? Given that no women would want 

to suffer the physical and psychological trauma of an abortion, the argument for a 16-week limit, with the necessary 

safeguards and increased access to effective contraception, might be an approach to minimise the apparent moral 

dilemma, even if it does not necessarily resolve it. Finally, some distinction is possibly needed to separate the general 

goal of equality of opportunity from the wider goals of feminism – see Feminism and Equality. 
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1.1.13 Rethinking Political Governance 
 

The structure and institutions of UK governance are, like many other nation-states, complex and hierarchical. As such, it is 

virtually impossible to even outline this complexity in any depth, although we might start by highlighting the basic separation of 

power between the executive, legislative and judiciary. We might then attempt to illustrate, as shown below, the broad 

hierarchy of structures underpinning this separation of power. For the 

purposes of this discussion, we shall simply state that the UK Monarchy 

does not really have any political power, although it does still retain some 

constitutional functions, which can be reviewed further via reference to 

the previous links. Therefore, for all practical purposes, the Prime Minister 

is the effective head of the UK political government, who is supported by 

the Cabinet Office and an array of Ministers, who head up the various 

Offices of State, who in-turn are supported by the Civil Service. 

 

So, who runs the apparatus of UK governance? 

 

As outlined, the Prime Minister and the Cabinet represent the executive 

function of government and take most day-to-day policy decisions and 

forward new legislation, which then has to be ratified by the UK Parliament, primarily in the House of Commons. Within this 

structure, the Prime Minister can appoint the members of the cabinet, who will then head up the various offices of state and 

conceptually oversee the operation of the Civil Service and all other government agencies. Today, the full structure of the 

cabinet is defined by the Prime Minister plus 22 cabinet ministers and another 94 other levels of more junior ministers, i.e. 117 

in total. It might also be highlighted that almost all ministers have to be elected Members of Parliament, but do not necessarily 

have to have any real experience to run one of the 25 Ministerial departments or 20 non-ministerial departments, let alone all 

the other agencies and other public bodies. 

 

So, who knows how to run all these departments? 

 

In part, this will be the focus of the rest of the discussion, but it might initially be assumed that the Civil Service does the 

practical and administrative work of government. However, before pursuing this discussion, it will be highlighted that this 

website has attempted a degree of self-education about political governance in terms of two earlier discussions entitled ‘Scope 

for Political Evolution’ and ‘Political Addendum’. As indicated, both of these discussions simply reflect a learning process 

surrounding political governance in a broader context. However, an aspect of the political development was also discussed 

within the ‘Brave New Worlds’ section of Website-2, see Political Catalysts and Political Evolution, although these discussions 

are primarily dependent on the future implications of technology on social, economic and political developments. In the current 

context, we shall now attempt to focus on why so many people are arguing for a 

radical rethink of political governance beyond the basic idea of democracy versus 

autocracy.  

 

Note: This ‘rethink’ is often framed in negative terms such as ‘draining the 

swamp’, which was first used in a political context as early as 1870. 

However, the term has more recently been popularised by Donald Trump to 

infer ‘an establishment’ that operates under the radar, or control, of 

normal governance, such that it may pursue its own political, economic and 

social agenda. 

 

Today, this ‘rethink’ extends beyond American politics, as many are possibly 

recognising similar problems of governance within the borders of their own nation-states. While this ‘rethink’ may take many 

different forms, it usually only gains traction if seen to reflect the wishes of a democratic majority. Therefore, this discussion 

will explore one specific example, i.e. UK governance, based on the handling of the Brexit decision to leave the European Union 
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(EU), which was determined by a democratic and proportional representation vote in the 2016 referendum. For while there was 

a majority vote to leave the EU by the people of the UK, which the major political parties initially stated that they would 

honour, the reality of the last 3 years has highlighted that a majority of Members of Parliament (MP’s) and many within the Civil 

Service have effectively ‘conspired’ to negate and overturn this vote. However, despite the machinations of a powerful 

establishment, the UK government appears to have now secured a majority in parliament, as of December 2019, such that it is 

assumed the UK will now leave the EU at the end of January 2020. This said, the Brexit process may have also been the catalyst 

of a potentially much broader rethink of the process underpinning political governance in the UK, which may involve a 

restructuring of the civil service, such that it might become more effective in supporting the governance of an independent 

sovereign nation-state and the wishes of a democratic majority. 

 

So, what changes to political governance might be considered? 

 

In order to address this question, this discussion will first consider some of the many ideas forwarded by Dominic Cummings, 

who is now the Special Adviser to Boris Johnson, the UK Prime Minister. By way of background to these ideas and reasons for 

seeking change, see video of Dominic Cummings’ 2014 talk at the IPPR. 

 

Note: By way of general outline, Cummings appears to liken the problem of political governance to a large, complex and 

non-linear system, where the institutions of government cannot be completely subject to, or controlled by, a solely 

top-down decision-making process. While it might be initially assumed that the institutions of government would have to 

comply to any central political directive, the Brexit process over the last 3 years suggests that many within this system of 

governance pursued an agenda to remain within the EU, despite the democratic promises given to the people.  

 

Reference may also be made to Dominic Cummings’ website for the actual details, which this discussion will only attempt to 

summarise with some additional commentary. However, we will start with the assumption that there are some profound 

problems at the core of how the governance system in the UK operates and implements decisions, such that we might 

characterise the catalyst and reasons for change in the following terms: 

 

• Brexit requires many fundamental changes in policy and in the structure of decision-making. 

• A government with a significant majority is in a better position to focus on longer term issues. 

• As a result, some people in government may now be prepared to take more risk to change things. 

 

While the current conditions may help support an initiative for changing the 

system of political governance in the UK, it will not come about without some 

form of strategic plan. This plan must first determine the problems, forward a 

solution and then facilitate the necessary changes within the many institutions of 

government, which will undoubtedly be resisted by many who may perceive such 

changes as either detrimental to the status quo or possibly to their own careers. 

At this point, we will now characterise some of the requirements being described 

on Dominic Cummings’ website: 

 

• Selection, education and training of people for high performance. 

• Recognition of new technologies surrounding the science of prediction. 

• Embrace advances in data science, , e.g. Seeing Rooms, Authoring Tools. 

• Consider developments in AI and cognitive technologies. 

• Methods of communication, e.g. Robert Cialdini 

• Decision-making processes at the apex of government. 

 

It might immediately be recognised that knowledge of such subjects will not necessarily be within the skill-set of most Members 

of Parliament (MPs) or even within the skill-set of most top civil servants. For the purposes of this outline discussion, we shall 
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proceed on the assumption that MPs will not acquire these skills any time soon, if ever, such that there would have to be a 

strategy to introduce some of this knowledge into the supporting apparatus that surrounds government. In this context, what is 

currently perceived to be within the skill-set of the civil service, i.e. Whitehall, would either require it to be restructured or 

complemented by some additional structures, which might possibly be more appropriate to addressing 21st century problems. 

However, we first need to be more specific about the new skill-sets being inferred. 

 

• Data scientists  

• Software developers 

• Economists 

• Policy experts 

• Project managers 

• Communication experts 

• Junior researchers  

• ‘Out-of-the-box’ thinkers 

 

But, how might these new skill-sets be utilised within the process of governance? 

 

Again, more by way of general review, this discussion will now outline the accompanying descriptions on the Dominic 

Cummings’ website for some of these roles along with some additional commentary. 

 

Mathematicians, physicists, computer scientists, data scientists: 

Are required with exceptional academic qualifications or have done something that demonstrates equivalent, or greater, 

talents and skills. Experience of using analytical languages, Python, SQL, is desirable along with familiarity with data tools and 

technologies, such as Postgres, Scikit Learn, NEO4J.  

 

Note: It is unclear why such people would be directly employed by the governance system rather than simply be 

seconded on a contractual basis when, and if, required. At this stage, it is unclear whether these people would only need 

a working knowledge of these topics, and the various papers cited below, such that they might effectively interface with 

experts in academia and industry, rather than attempting to replicate such expertise within a government institution.  

 

• Early warning signals for critical transitions in a thermoacoustic system: 

This paper relates to dynamic systems that can undergo critical transitions, 

i.e. from one stable state to another, at a critical threshold called the 

tipping point. We might possibly understand why this might have some 

relevance in the process of governance. 

 

• Statistical and Machine Learning Forecasting: This is a very technical paper 

that compares statistical and machine learning forecasting in terms of 

their relative performance, accuracy and computational requirements. At 

this time, it is assumed that this work may have some potential application 

in the field of economic forecasting. 

 

• Complex Contagions: This paper discusses the idea of a form of contagion that has been studied across a variety of social 

domains, e.g. social and political networks. For the moment, we might consider the idea of ‘contagion’ in terms of the 

effects of ‘fake news’ that can spread like a viral contagion. 
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• Model-Free Prediction of Large Spatiotemporally Chaotic Systems from Data: This link only provides access to the abstract 

of the paper. As such, as second link to the Wikipedia page on Machine Learning might provide a better initial 

introduction as the scope of a ‘Large Spatiotemporally Chaotic System’ appears somewhat esoteric to political governance 

at this time. 

 

• Scale-free networks are Rare: This paper discusses the idea of scale-free networks and the implications on statistical tools 

when applied to social, biological, technological, transportation and information networks. However, the reader might 

first wish to better understand the terminology of a ‘scale free network’. Again, the application to political governance 

seems somewhat indirect, i.e. not a skill required within the apparatus of governance, and therefore possibly referenced 

only by way of consultancy. 

 

• Complexity and Prediction: Again, it might be recognised that this could be another tangential area of interest to 

mainstream political governance. It is based on the assumption that the frequency and severity of conflicts appears with a 

frequency that conforms to a Poisson process, but where the severity follows a power-law distribution. The question 

raised in the first link is why the frequency and severity of such conflicts are consistent with such rules, despite the 

enormous and dynamic changes in the human population, i.e. increasing number of nation states, expansion of 

commerce, communication, public health, and technology etc. Of course, we might also question whether such 

correlation of past data can predict future probabilities and whether this is primarily an issue of academic research rather 

than a skill required in the governance system 

 

• State of the art in AI: This link makes reference to the work of Judea Pearl, a leading scholar of causation. While the 

implications of AI and robot automation will undoubtedly cause social problems in the future, it is unclear that it will be a 

major political issue in the next 5-year term of political governance. Of course, understanding where the world might be 

heading may allow government more time to better prepare – see Brave New Worlds for more context.  

 

• Finally, it is stated that the applicants should be aware of the work of Bret Victor, especially in terms of Dynamic Land, and 

that an applicant should only apply if this work excites them. While the concept of Dynamic Land has only been initially 

reviewed, its apparent importance to any application appears somewhat puzzling, especially in connection with recruiting 

mathematicians, physicists, computer scientists, data scientists, irrespective of whether they are classed as unusual or the 

more common garden variety. 

 

Note: Despite some reservations expressed by some of these skill-sets, 

the rationale forwarded is that government should be able to explain 

to other mathematicians, physicists and computer scientists, the ideas 

in such papers. It is assumed that knowledge of such topics could then 

be useful in other projects and possibly used by other data scientists 

and applied to more practical problems. However, as indicated above, 

it is not clear that in-house staff would necessarily have to be expert on 

all these topics, simply sufficiently knowledgeable to consider some of 

the implications. 

 

While it is unclear whether all the people identified as potential recruits would actually be on the government payroll, there is 

also a degree of scepticism about whether all these diverse skills could be coordinated by some form of central strategic 

planning process. For, in many respects, it seems to go against the initial assumption of whether any political governance, 

defined to be a large, complex and non-linear system, could ever coordinate so many skill-sets in an effective manner. 

However, we shall continue with the outline of recruits being envisaged.  
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Unusual software developers 

The Dominic Cummings’ website also suggests a role for ‘unusual’ software developers, but then qualifies this requirement as 

great software developers. While we might wish to question why these developers would need to be ‘unusual’, it might simply 

be inferred that they must want to work on some of the ideas outlined above. There is also the suggestion that these 

developers would build tools and work with other great people, inclusive of data scientists, designers and others. Again, it is 

unclear why these developers would be direct employees of the government, as the actual software development might be 

outsourced in a more cost-effective manner, although this process would require some in-house knowledge of the problems 

and costs.  

 

Unusual economists 

We shall skip over the repeated inference of ‘unusual’ as it is stated that applicants should be recent graduates in economics 

and understand conventional economic theories. However, the conventional background is then qualified by stating that the 

applicant should have an interest in topics on the edge of the field, e.g. work by physicists on ‘agent-based models’ and  

Bridgewater on the failures and limitations of conventional macro theories plus be very strong in maths, as well as interested in 

working with mathematicians, physicists, and computer scientists. By way of example of the scope envisaged, two papers are 

cited as reference, i.e. Computational rationality and Economic reasoning and AI, and then qualified in terms of an intersection 

of the following ideas. 

 

• Game theory and utility theorem. 

• Mainstream economic theories. 

• Modern auction theory. 

• Theoretical computer science  

• Computational rationality 

• AI meta-reasoning 

• Cognitive science  

 

Note: While the list above may only be reflective of areas of general interest, it would certainly be an exceptional ‘recent 

graduate’ in economics to have any detail knowledge beyond mainstream economics taught in most universities, let 

alone the more tangential topics cited. One might also question the motivation for such an exceptional graduate to join 

this team, as it is unclear that a public sector salary could compete with the private sector in this area. 

 

Great Project Managers 

There is also a requirement for people who are great at project management with reference being made to the Oxford 

Handbook on Megaprojects, which defines a ‘megaproject’ as a large-scale, complex development, typically costing over $1 

billion or more, where development can involve both public and private stakeholders. While such projects can be 

transformative, such that they may impact the lives of millions of people, there can also be negative as well as positive 

implications. However, it is highlighted that it is possible to quantify lessons from the failures of megaprojects, because almost 

all fail, such that there is a large enough sample to make statistical comparisons, while in contrast there is little in the way of 

statistical analysis of megaproject successes, simply because there are so few.  

 

Note: In general, this is one area in which government management of megaprojects does need to improve, both in 

terms of the quality and quantity of people with the necessary project management skills. However, as pointed out in 

the 2014 talk at the IPPR, accountability is also an important factor in this process. The idea that people can simply move 

onto other projects and, in so doing, abdicate their responsibility for any subsequent failure needs to be reviewed. An 

example in the form of CC Myers is cited for the type of expertise required.  

 

While acknowledging the achievements outlined in the article about CC Myers, it is unclear that this could be a blueprint for 

project managing government megaprojects. In practice, most megaprojects will require the coordination of multiple specialist 

subcontractors, where the key issues are cost, time and dependencies. In many instances, all problems start with the overly 
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ambitious cost and time scales expected by the main contractor, i.e. government. However, these expectations are invariably 

naïve and often simply based on top-down political pressure to be within an acceptable range without necessarily any detailed 

understanding of the problems and risks. This starting point is then the cause of later problems as each stage of the project is 

delayed by ‘unforeseen’ problems for which no contingency was planned, such that it leads to knock-on dependencies to each 

subsequent stage that result in mounting additional costs and time delays. While subjecting each sub-contractor to fixed-price 

commitments might be considered, the main problem may still be that politicians will not approve a project if told the real cost 

and timescales, such that even great project managers may not help resolve the failure rate. However, despite the negativity 

implied, it is an area where better qualified people might, at least, minimise the extent of any failure. 

 

Junior Researchers 

While there is no intrinsic problem with recruiting ‘clever young people straight out of university with a capacity for hard work’, 

we might question how long it might take them to become effective in any specific role. Likewise, we might question what 

academic qualifications would prepare these people given the scope of ambition outlined above. However, for the moment, it 

will simply be assumed that these people will not necessarily play any strategic role in reshaping of the governance system. 

 

Communications 

Let us outline the problem space as broadly described by Dominic Cummings as he does have some considerable experience in 

this area of political marketing:  

 

Communication is generally treated as almost synonymous with ‘talking to the 

lobby’. This is partly why so much punditry is ‘narrative from noise’. With no election 

for years and huge changes in the digital world, there is a chance and a need to do 

things very differently. We are interested in experts on TV and digital and people 

who have worked in movies or on advertising campaigns. There are some very 

interesting possibilities in the intersection of technology and story-telling. 

 

To be honest, it is unclear whether this focus on technology to tell people ‘stories’ they 

might wish to hear in order to secure some form of support for government policy will not simply lead to other unintended 

consequences. Initially, we might characterise this concern in terms of the Cambridge Analytica data scandal, while recognising 

that its effectiveness will not go unnoticed. However, as indicated, it is unclear that spoon-feeding people, in all walks of life, 

different snippets of information without being ‘honest’ about the overall implications is necessarily what people want from 

any restructuring of the governance system. However, it is recognised that this is possibly too naïve a perspective of the reality 

that currently exists within the domain of political governance. 

 

Policy Experts 

It is stated that one of the problems with the civil service is the way in which people 

are shuffled around different departments, such that they either do not acquire real 

expertise or are simply moved on from an area in which they have gained the 

required expertise. However, it needs to be recognised that some people are 

destined for general management and may benefit from this broad experience, 

while others without any specific experience may bring new ideas to accepted 

policy dogma. However, again, reservation is expressed as to whether the policy 

experts could be directly recruited into a governance structure given so many 

different areas of required expertise. If so, government might do better to seek a 

wider range of expert advice, both for and against a given policy, from academia 

and industry. 
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Super-talented Weirdos 

While we might question the type of recruit attracted by this description, the following comment about the scope of diversity 

rarely relating to ‘cognitive diversity’ appear true enough. It also highlights a problem in attracting people who are capable of 

‘out-of-the-box’ thinking, which is often lacking in the Whitehall mentality of conformance. Not surprising, Cummings’ himself is 

not entirely sure about how to assess the credentials of this type of applicant, such that we shall simply quote his description to 

close this section of the discussion. 

 

By definition, I do not really know what to look for, but we need people to be on the lookout for such people and we need 

to figure out how to use such people better without asking them to conform to the horrors of Human Resources, which 

also obviously need a bonfire. 

 

Despite the potential scope for change implied by the ‘job descriptions’ for data scientists, software developers, economists, 

policy experts, project managers, communication experts, junior researchers and other ‘out-of-the-box’ thinkers, it is unclear 

whether this is more reflective of a longer-term wish list than any shorter-term goal. Therefore, it might be more useful to now 

outline some shorter-term potential changes to the governance system. For example, there has been a suggestion that civil 

servants could be made to take regular exams to prove they are up to their Whitehall jobs.  

 

Note: This idea may be a non-flyer for many reasons, as we might ask on what subjects these exams would be based. In 

practice, there is usually a general recognition of which people are competent and which are not. If so, the problem will 

not be one of assessment, but rather one centred on their employment contract and how they might be replaced.  

 

However, the practical concern expressed in the note above does not mean that new skills are not required to be introduced 

into the system of governance at all levels. Of course, how this might be done, especially at the most senior level within the civil 

service will be problematic and will require some sensitivity and time. For this reason, it has been assumed that missing skills 

within the civil service might initially be provided by an external ‘red team’ that 

might review specific strategic policies before being passed to the civil service, but 

assess progressive by audit checks carried out by skilled external project managers.  

 

So, what actual structural changes might be suggested? 

 

One initial and practical change might be to restrict effective civil servants from 

changing jobs every 18 months. For it is clear that Dominic Cummings perceives this 

to be irresponsible, not only in terms of continuity, but also in terms of 

accountability. It has also been suggested that one of the first structural changes 

might be to move the responsibility for the UK borders and immigration agency from the Home Office in order to make it a 

standalone department. Likewise, there is a potential argument that the Department for International Trade could be merged 

with the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy and finally that the Department for International Development 

could be absorbed by the Foreign Office. 

 

Note: This discussion is not in a position to comment on whether such changes would be a good thing or not, although it 

highlighted that a post-Brexit world may place new requirements on UK governance to be more effective on the global 

stage. 

 

This discussion has questioned whether all the new skill roles outlined above should be directly recruited into the public 

domain, as it might be far more cost effective to second or sub-contract specific skills as and when required. However, it is 

accepted that some additional expertise is required in many areas, where some are developed in-house within the governance 

system. For, if the system of governance has no expertise itself, it possibly remains ignorant of potential developments and 

therefore have little experience by which to judge its priorities in so many areas of different developments.  
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Note: While the idea of various small red-teams with different skill sets might be the most expedite short-term approach, 

it has to be recognised that much of the new expertise should ultimately exist within the civil service. For, by definition, if 

this expertise only existed in red-teams affiliated to the political party in government, all might be lost at the next 

election of another political party. In this context, it might be realised that this continuity of experience is fundamentally 

needed within the civil service. 

 

However, as the Brexit process highlighted to many, those at the top of the Civil Service not only have to be seen to 

demonstrably operate in an apolitical fashion, even when the policies may be political biased, but also have the competency of 

skills required by a 21st century, high-tech world. 

 

Note: It is often stated that people get promoted to a level where they cease to be competent or possibly ineffective. 

Today, this can be compounded by rapid technology change, such that previous experience is made obsolete. If there is 

any truth in this assertion, it may need to be recognised that innovation tends to be an attribute of younger generations, 

which can be constrained by the influence and authority of older generations, who may have little personal 

understanding of the implications of innovative change - see The Trouble with Generations for more background. 

 

As highlighted, Dominic Cummings is a critic of how the civil service functions and many of his ideas have been used by the 

think tank Policy Exchange in its briefing paper ‘Whitehall Reimagined’. One of the key recommendations of this paper is that 

the Prime Minister’s office and special advisers should lead fundamental reforms to unlock the potential of the civil service. 

Broadly, this paper is not incompatible with the suggestions of this discussion, where the reforms are initially developed by new 

skill-sets outside of the Civil Service, while recognising that these new skill-set need to be integrated back into a reformed Civil 

Service. While the link above allows the briefing paper to be read in full, the following summary of recommendations is 

included in this discussion. 

 

• Significantly enhance the capacity of No.10 to develop and direct policy change through Whitehall. 

• Promote reforms to increase efficient working practices between the civil service and political advisers 

• Restore Extended Ministerial Offices and enhance policy support for junior ministers. 

• Consolidate departments and revitalise Cabinet Committees 

• Reform of civil service recruitment and progression to enhance expertise, accountability and institutional memory 

• Improve digital capabilities and ethically harness the opportunities of AI and Big Data. 

• Strengthen the role of internal and external specialists in formulating policy and advising ministers. 

• Reform Whitehall processes to streamline policy making and the ability of ministers to obtain robust legal advice. 

• Streamline public procurement to make the tendering process faster, more flexible and more supportive of UK jobs. 

• Reform the Public Appointments Process to recruit the highest calibre individuals. 

 

While this discussion might continue to list many other possible reforms, it will close on a 

potentially far more futuristic vision of political governance - see Cybernetics for basic ideas. 

While this discussion will not pursue this topic, it might be highlighted that as early as the 

1970s, cybernetic principles were being used to try to help redesign the governance of some 

small nation-states. One system was based on eleven levels of recursion ranging from the head 

of state down to villages. This system was designed to operate in real-time and no 

management information was to be more than 24 hours out of date at any level and each level 

was to be regulated. The system apparently used statistical theory, so that large amounts of 

data could not only be processed, but presented daily to the appropriate level of management 

in a useful and appropriate format. The system recognised the problem of overloading 

different levels of hierarchical management with trivia, but still strove not to allow any level of 

management to act in isolation or ignorance.  
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Note: Of course, it has to be highlighted that none of these early systems were successful, due to both political instability 

and insufficient processing power. However, over the last 50 years, Moore’s law has seen computer processing increase 

by a factor of 2 billion times to say nothing of the increasing development of AI automation. Part of the problem space 

that political governance is now facing is being compounded by an explosion of information without necessarily the 

effective means to process or control it. As such, cybernetics in conjunction with a new generation of AI systems could 

dramatically help manage the control of information. AI systems also offer the potential to automate the collection of 

information and then intelligently filter and organise that information into an appropriate knowledge base. In addition, 

new ways of presenting and interacting with information are emerging in the form of virtual reality, which may facilitate 

more creativity and eliminate many errors. In part, this is not a prediction, but simply an extrapolation of what is already 

happening, but possibly not in the next term of Parliament – see The Process of Cognition for wider discussion. 
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1.1.14 The Nature of Personality 
 

This discussion wants to consider whether our personality, i.e. who we are, is a matter of conscious choice or possibly more 

defined by our genetic blueprint and the many biochemical mechanisms that result from this blueprint. However, first, it might 

be highlighted that there is a long history of research into the issue of personality, which has forwarded many theories in order 

to help quantify the fundamental traits underpinning the many human personalities we observe in the world around us. For the 

purposes of this general discussion, we shall make reference to just one, known as the ‘Big Five Model’, which has emerged 

over the last 20 years or so. As the name implies, this model defines 

five personality traits listed as openness, consciousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness and neuroticism as illustrated in the diagram right. Even 

if we take this model at face value, it might be accepted that the idea 

of personality traits, as outlined, is essentially an externalisation of 

behaviour as observed and interpreted by other human beings. In this 

context, we might realise that this model does not directly explain any 

of the internal mechanisms, i.e. the biochemistry, that might be the 

causal mechanism underpinning certain behaviours. 

 

What is inferred by the term: biochemistry? 

 

At a general level, biochemistry might be described as the study of 

almost any chemical process related to living organisms. However, the 

scope of this subject is far too broad to discuss in any detail, especially 

in terms of human personality. Therefore, we shall immediately introduce a specific aspect of human biochemistry in the form 

of hormones. While this subject is not without its own complexity, it might provide an easier way to generalised some cause 

and effect mechanisms - see list of human hormones for an overview of this complexity. 

 

So, what is a hormone? 

 

By way of introduction, a hormone is a molecular string, typically in the form of a protein, produced by one organ or gland as a 

signalling mechanism that invokes action in other cells and organs of the body. As a result, hormones facilitate a mechanism of 

communication within the body that regulates both physiological and psychological activity, such as digestion, metabolism, 

respiration, tissue, senses, sleep, excretion, lactation, stress, growth, movement, reproduction and mood manipulation.  

 

Note: We might immediately recognise that many of the processes being triggered by hormones are not necessarily 

within our conscious ability to control. Likewise, it might be highlighted that the human brain is separated into the 

cerebrum and cerebellum, where the cerebrum comprises the outer grey matter of the brain, containing an estimated 

1011 neurons  believed to support the higher functions of conscious thought. However, the lower cerebellum is 

estimated to consist of a comparable number of neurons (1010) and controls most of the motor reflexes of the body 

without necessarily any conscious interaction with the higher functions of the cerebrum. Within this evolutionary model, 

the lower cerebellum evolved first and may be assumed to have no obvious sentient ability, such that we might also 

assume that life appears to have evolved before the existence of a fully conscious sentient mind. 

 

While this outline is the briefest of introduction, we might start to gain some perspective on the potential limits we have over 

our personality and even actions. However, scientific research is still at an early stage in regard to the totality of interactions 

associated with hormones and personality as there are other factors, e.g. genetic and environmental, which also need to be 

considered – see Nature versus Nurture. In reality, there are a myriad of cellular mechanisms, at many levels, that influence 

body function, especially in connection to the central nervous system, which transforms external physical experiences into 

internal signals that can trigger changes in hormone levels. However, it is now known that there are several hormones that can 

have a direct effect on the psychology of an individual associated with the hypothalamus region of the brain plus the pituitary 

and adrenal glands. 
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Note: The scope of any one of these sub-topics is also too complex to be discussed in any detail. However, many 

hormones are regulated by the hypothalamus and pituitary. When various hormone levels in the body rise, the pituitary 

interprets some as a signal to stop or slow the production of a particular hormone. Likewise, there is feedback between 

the pituitary and hypothalamus related to neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, norepinephrine and dopamine. 

 

How do neurotransmitters affect personality? 

 

First, we might realise that our personality can be affected by 

our sense of wellbeing, but then understand that this wellbeing 

may depend on a large cocktail of hormones, each triggering a 

certain physiological or psychological effect. For example, 

serotonin impacts every part of your body, i.e. from emotions to 

motor skills and is often described as a ‘mood stabilizer’ that 

helps reduce depression and regulates anxiety along with many 

aspects of wellbeing. As a consequence, people with appropriate 

levels of serotonin are often happier, calmer, more focused, less 

anxious and generally more emotionally stable, which we might 

reasonably assume will be reflected in their outward personality. 

In contrast, people with low levels of serotonin are often more 

susceptible to depression, anxiety and insomnia, which we might also assume would affect their outward personality. 

 

Note: It might be highlighted that the effects of various hormones depend on other more fundamental mechanisms, e.g. 

autoreceptors, which is a function of a neuron to be activated by a neurotransmitter, e.g. hormone. If these 

autoreceptors do not function properly, then the hormone may not do its intended job. 

 

We might also describe the general function of norepinephrine in terms of a mechanism that triggers the brain and body for 

action. In this context, norepinephrine is at its lowest during sleep, rises on waking and can reach much higher levels during 

situations of stress or danger associated with the fight-or-flight response. As such, norepinephrine increases alertness, 

promotes vigilance, enhances formation and retrieval of memory and focuses attention, but can also increase restlessness and 

anxiety. However, this hormone can also trigger other physical effects in the body, e.g. increased heart rate and blood pressure 

plus the release of glucose from energy stores along with many other physical effects. Likewise, the dopamine hormone can 

also play a major role in reward-motivated behaviour, i.e. the anticipation of a ‘reward’ can increase the level of dopamine in 

the brain, such that it is often associated with many types of addictive behaviour. 

 

Note: While it is now recognised that hormones can be the cause of many types of behaviour, which can directly affect 

personality, this system is so complex that the same hormones may have different effects from person to person. 

However, despite this note of caution, it is clear that the biochemistry of hormones can have a profound impact on 

behaviour within the characterisation of personality, which appears to be independent of any assumptions we might 

have about our brain being the conscious controller of our actions. 

 

However, before discussing the role of the brain in forming personality, the preceding discussion has outlined the idea that 

hormones may influence personality and that these mechanisms operate outside the control of our conscious mind. As a result, 

there is an inference that we do not entirely have control over who we become in terms of our personality. Of course, the 

hormones: serotonin, norepinephrine and dopamine are only but three within a very long list of human hormones, which can 

trigger a multitude of bodily functions, both physiological and psychological. So, while we might recognise that these examples 

might have a direct causal effect on our personality, other hormones also regulate bodily functions that may also indirectly 

affect our personality. The following bullets simply try to outline some of these indirect effects. 
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• Ghrelin is a hormone produced within the intestinal tract, i.e. the stomach, such that it is often called the ‘hunger 

hormone’ because it increases appetite. In contrast, Leptin is another hormone produced in the small intestine that helps 

to inhibit hunger. As such, we might recognise that if these hormones fail to trigger the appropriate response, then obesity 

might become a problem that can then lead to some negative personality implications.  

 

• While we will not pursue the issue of obesity in respect to personality in any depth, the failure of ghrelin and leptin to 

regulate appetite can lead to other health problems associated with insulin resistance and level-2 diabetes. The hormone 

insulin is produced in the pancreas and regulates the metabolism of carbohydrates, fats and proteins, but specifically the 

absorption of carbohydrates in the form of glucose from the blood into liver, fat skeletal and muscle cells. As such, it is 

often called the ‘fat storage’ hormone in that it allows glucose to enter cells in order to reduce blood sugar levels. In this 

context, insulin resistance is a condition where cells fail to respond normally to the hormone insulin. In another yin and 

yang like process, glucagon is another hormone produced in the pancreas, which raises the concentration of glucose and 

fatty acids in the bloodstream, i.e. an effect opposite to insulin. Again, we might recognise that failure of these hormones 

to regulate blood sugar level could be very detrimental to the state of wellbeing of a person, which may then have a 

detrimental effect on personality. 

 

• Cortisol is another hormone, mainly produced in the adrenal gland, which appears to relate to stress, anxiety and a low 

blood sugar level, but which may also result from the failure of other hormones as outlined. However, while cortisol 

functions to increase blood sugar through gluconeogenesis, it can also suppress the immune system and aid in the 

metabolism of fat, protein, and carbohydrates plus many other functions. 

 

• Finally, some reference might be made to the hormone testosterone, which is often described as the male hormone, 

although it is also present in women in much lower concentration. In males, most testosterone is produced in the testes 

and, as a generalisation, testosterone is the hormone responsible for the development of many male characteristics, i.e. 

sex drive, bone mass, fat distribution, muscle size and strength and red blood cell production. However, while there is an 

aspect in which the brain and pituitary gland control testosterone levels, once produced, it travels through the 

bloodstream in order to carry out the various functions outlined. Testosterone also affects brain development, 

reproductive physiology and social behaviour, where high levels of this hormone are often associated with anti-social and 

aggressive behaviours, although the mechanisms underlying such effects are still a matter of much research. 

 

Clearly, as described, hormones appear to be an important biochemical mechanism that may affect our personality, although 

the effects can depend on genetic makeup, gender and age. However, at this point, the previous outline may have given the 

impression that we are all little more than biochemical automatons produced by our DNA blueprint with little reference being 

made to any possibility that personality is also a function of the mind. So, let us start to consider this issue with a somewhat 

convoluted question. 

 

Mind over matter, but what about mind over personality? 

 

The idea of ‘mind over matter’ is a somewhat metaphysical issue that this discussion does not wish to directly address. For 

without necessarily repeating any of the arguments in the Nature of Life discussion, it will be assumed that the brain is a 

physical construct on which the mind is dependent. Previous discussions have likened the brain to computer hardware and the 

mind to the software that is then capable of performing other functions. We might initially assume that one of these functions 

contributes to personality. However, we have already accepted that the biochemistry of hormones can affect the operation of 

the physical brain such that they also affect personality. Of course, if we pursue this somewhat circular logic a little further, we 

come back to the idea that the functioning of the software, i.e. the mind, can take decisions that might affect personality.  
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Note: Again, it is highlighted that the physical brain comprises of two 

distinct levels of operation defined by the cerebrum and cerebellum. 

However, the lower cerebellum appears to operate independently of any 

conscious ‘mind’ interaction with the higher functions of the cerebrum. If 

we accept the diagram right at face value, the part of the brain that 

differentiates humanity from other species only represents a small fraction 

of what is going on in our heads.  

 

At this point, we are proceeding on the basis that human behaviour has a 

dependency on a hierarchy of biochemical, and electrochemical, mechanisms that 

operate throughout the central and peripheral nervous systems. By way of 

empirical evidence to support this assertion, we might consider the impact of a 

brain tumour on a person in terms of any observed changes in memory, thinking 

and emotions, which might then also change their personality. While the exact nature of these changes will depend on the 

location of the tumour within the brain, we might attempt to summarise a broad range of effects. 

 

• Language: Difficulty understanding either spoken or written words. 

• Attention: Difficulty in maintaining concentration.   

• Learning and Memory: Loss of short-term memory leading to learning problems. 

• Cognitive Abilities: Often described in terms of slower thinking speed. 

 

In part, any of the problems cited above may cause difficulty with many forms of problem solving, such that judgment is 

impaired and others may perceive the net effect as a personality change. The individual faced with such problems may also be 

more prone to depression leading to other symptoms, such as irritability, anxiety and sudden mood changes to name just a few. 

Again, it might be accepted that an individual may have very little conscious control over these symptoms, such that they are 

perceive to have a very different personality than prior to the physical damage to their brain caused by the tumour. 

 

Note: Without returning to the issues discussed in the Nature versus Nurture Debate, it might be realised that many of 

the symptoms listed above, caused by a brain tumour, may also result from an individual’s DNA blueprint that results in 

a low intelligence quotient (IQ), but possibly better described in terms of the g-factor. Likewise, many other aberrant 

behaviours are also caused by physiological or psychological conditions rooted in their genetic makeup, which is beyond 

any conscious control.  

 

While the initial introduction of this discussion attempted to provide some outline of what might be inferred from the word 

‘personality’ in terms of the Big-Five Model, we possibly need to return to this description in a little more detail. Let us attempt 

to define the scope of a personality as a set of behavioural, emotional and cognitive tendencies. Based on this description, 

personality may be something we display over time and in different situations, which is not necessarily constant. As such, we 

might try to add a little more detail to this description by considering the idea of various ‘traits, states and situations’ that might 

also affect the stability of our personality. Collectively, these three sub-classes of personality might be said to reflect the 

constancy of a trait, but subject to a temporary state of mind or contextual situation.  

 

Note: We might recognise that such ideas add complexity to the apparent simplicity of the Big-Five model by adding 

possibly another 18,000 words associated with personality, e.g. affable, agreeable, amiable, amicable, congenial, 

convivial, cordial, friendly, genial, sociable, welcoming.  

 

While this outline discussion will not pursue this complexity, it might be realised that somebody with a generally agreeable 

personality trait might still become disagreeable given a certain situation, which gives rise to a temporary state of anger. Of 

course, we might still question whether such a temporary change in normal personality is always under the control of our 

conscious mind. So, while this discussion cannot address all the permutations of traits and their relative strengths, we might 
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initially consider just one trait, e.g. extraversion, ranging from introversion to extroversion. However, on the basis that a 

personality ‘trait’ might be subject to some instability in certain ‘states’ and different ‘situations’, we might characterise the 

potential outcomes in behaviour as shown in the diagram below. In this context, a ‘stable-introvert’ might be seen as having a 

‘calm’ disposition, while an ‘unstable-introvert’ might be perceived as ‘moody’. Likewise, an extrovert might project different 

personality characteristics based on their state of mind in a given situation.  

 

 
 

While, based on the big-five model, the strength of any single trait might be scored somewhere on a high-low scale, such that 

the apparent simplicity of these traits disappears into a multitude of relative behaviours. Such behaviours might also be subject 

to some instability based on the state of mind of the individual in different situations. Whether the sum total of all these 

permutations actually results in any meaningfully coherent and permanent stable personality may be questioned, especially 

over the lifetime of a person. 

 

 
While this discussion has been quite speculative in scope, and certainly not intended to be authoritative, it has started to 

question whether any personality model is little more than a general assessment, if behaviour can change so dramatically under 

so many circumstances. However, it is clear that we do form opinions regarding the personality of the people we meet, which 

while possibly little more than a first impression than a psychological analysis, they often have some validity, otherwise we 

would simply change our opinion of them. Of course, such first impressions are often little more than a ‘snapshot’ of the public 

behaviour of a person rather than a full picture of how they behave in all aspects of their private life. If so, we might table a 

question that might take the discussion in another direction. 
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What, if any, conscious ability do we have to control the behaviour that defines our personality? 

 

While it might be grossly inaccurate to liken all individuals as ‘biological automatons produced by a DNA blueprint’, the entirety 

of our conscious freewill to define our personality has been questioned. For centuries, philosophers have debated the idea that 

society operates on the basis of decisions and actions of individuals, which are subject to freewill. For example, both morality 

and ethics are the result of our ability to freely choose between right and wrong. In this context, it might be argued that if 

humanity were not free to choose, then it might be assumed that history has been determined by the decision of some unseen 

deity or requires some other causal description. 

 

Note: Clearly, the idea of some form of theological deity guiding the development of human morality might appeal to 

some of a religious persuasion. However, theology does not necessarily have an explanation for all the obvious immoral 

actions of humanity throughout history. As this discussion will not pursue this line of thought – see The Things We 

Believe plus Belief and Dogma for a wider discussion. 

 

Today, there is often an overly simplistic assumption that each individual is free, and capable, of choosing their path through 

life, for good or bad. As such, the criminal system will invariably seek to impose some form of punishment on those who 

transgress the law of the land, although the morality underpinning these laws can often appear to satisfy cultural customs 

rather than the higher morality of a deity. However, we might now add the ideas of classical science into this mix, which initially 

attempted to describe the world as a deterministic system of cause and effect. However, it would appear that the mainstream 

scientific worldview now questions this model in terms of quantum physics, 

although this certainty often expressed in this consensus might also be 

questioned. Again, from a historical perspective, we might also consider the 

impact that Darwin’s theory of hereditary evolution, which suggests that the 

cognitive ability of hominids, inclusive of the great apes, were an incremental 

development that started out having no obvious concept of conscious morality. 

As such, we might need to table another question for consideration. 

 

Do animals have personality? 

 

Anybody who has ever had a pet or work with either domesticated or wild 

animals knows that each animal can have a distinct personality, even if they may 

not possess much in the way of cognitive intelligence. However, we might make 

a reasonable assumption that each animal possibly makes its decisions primarily 

driven by a basic instinct for self-preservation, as encoded into its DNA, such that 

the scope of its freewill might be questioned. Of course, if humanity is simply an 

incremental step in the evolution of DNA, can we then assume that we are, as a species, somehow fundamentally different in 

our biological makeup? If we put aside the theological need for a deity controlling human morality and assume that our basic 

biological makeup cannot be so different from other species, given a common evolutionary ancestry, we appear to only be left 

with the changes in our cognitive intelligence as a differentiator. However, even here, the previous outline of the factors 

influencing our personality suggests that our physical brains are still subject to a broad range of biochemical hormones, which 

can profoundly alter our behaviour. So, if there is any truth in this line of speculation, then the question of our freewill may not 

necessarily have a black or white answer, but rather be an issue of where humanity exists along the line between being a 

biological automaton and a sentient being possessing conscious freewill over all its actions.  
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1.1.15 The Scope of Propaganda 
 

Note: This discussion was originally developed as an essay, where the scope of propaganda was intended to broadly 

cover the historic development of propaganda and its current role in the modern world. However, in starting to consider 

the use of propaganda by modern-day governments, e.g. China, the discussion got subsumed into some of the wider 

issues surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic, which was eventually formatted into a new section called ‘Topics of Interest’. 

In this context, the Scope of Propaganda included a subsection called Propaganda and the Covid-19 Pandemic, which 

extended the discussion into issues specific to the pandemic, such that the original discussions was removed from the 

essay section. Therefore, this discussion simply restores the original propaganda discussion to the essay section.  

 

This discussion wants to consider the scope of propaganda, both in terms of its nature and use to influence what people may 

come to believe about ‘their world’. The phrase ‘their world’ is used to highlight that propaganda has often been used to  

fundamentally change how many people come to view the world, i.e. it can propagate a new worldview. While there may be 

some semantic similarities in the words ‘propaganda’ and ‘propagate’, the 

etymological history of the word ‘propaganda’ is often linked to a Latin 

phrase ‘Congregātiō dē Propagandā Fide’, which makes reference to a 

committee of Roman Catholic cardinals, established in 1622, by Pope 

Gregory XV to promote the spread of Catholicism to non-Catholic countries.  

 

Note: We might put the reason behind the formation of this 

committee into some further historic context by highlighting that an 

expanding worldview, beyond the control of a Catholic Pope, was 

increasingly being influenced by the Dutch and English. However, 

these were Protestant nations, such that there was a recognition of the threat of Protestantism being spread through 

the growth of commercial trade, which the Catholic Church wanted to counter. 

 

Today, the word ‘propaganda’ might generally be interpreted as propagating information, which may be partially based on 

facts and arguments, but can also include rumours, half-truths and lies with the intent to both influence and deceive public 

opinion. However, this description does not really provide any indication of its effectiveness to change society, which may 

depend on the acceptance or rejection of the ‘information’ being propagated. In this context, acceptance might be seen as 

education, while rejection will be interpreted as indoctrination. 

 

So, what is the scope of propaganda? 

 

In practice, the use of propaganda in a more mundane sense does not have to 

involve some grand Machiavellian plot to control the world, as we might 

perceive its used in everyday commercial advertising, public relations, political 

campaigns, diplomatic negotiations, legal arguments and collective bargaining – 

see Prevention versus Cure for wider examples. For the scope of these examples 

can also reflect the use of partial facts and arguments along with half-truths and 

lies to achieve a given objective, i.e. influencing people. However, it has to be recognised that depending on your current 

worldview, any other alternative view might appear to fit the definition of propaganda being the deliberate propagation of 

misinformation or falsehood.  

 

How might we make judgement in such cases? 

 

Two suggestions might be made at this point based on the criteria of consensus and freedom of speech. For it will be argued 

that propaganda first seeks to create a growing consensus that supports its position, while also attempting to suppress any 

questioning of this consensus by limiting the freedom of speech. So, as outlined in the previous examples associated with the 

pharmaceutical and food industries, a consensus of opinion is created in support of its position, which is then protected by 
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attempts to restrict any publications that might contradict this consensus. Based on these criteria, many aspects of the climate 

change debate might be seen as the propaganda of misinformation, where a 97% consensus was claimed, but not proved, and 

publication of alternative causal models suppressed – see Consensus and Climate Change for more details.  

 

Note: In many instances, powerful interests can simply create a consensus by directly employing people. In such cases, 

people come to have financial dependence, and therefore incentive, to support the consensus that pays them or, at 

least, voice no public opposition. Likewise, as a consensus grows, opposition can be increasingly side-lined by weight of 

numbers and the inability to get its perspective aired on mainstream media.  

 

While the previous form of propaganda of misinformation can be detrimental to any society, the scope of propaganda of more 

interest to this discussion will be focused on the systemic efforts to manipulate beliefs, attitudes or actions of an entire 

population into accepting the ideology being propagated by some smaller minority. In this context, the means of propaganda 

not only includes words, but also symbolism, such as banners, monuments, music, clothing, insignia and even stamps, which 

can manufacture an expanding consensus that may eventually form a new collective identity.  

 

Note: It is recognised that aspects of the description above might be apply to the worldview associated with any national 

identity and therefore convey a similar negative connotation. While this inference is not the direct intention, as 

nationalism is not in itself a bad thing, it is probably true that most, if not all, national identities can be traced back 

along a historic path of half-truths and lies, which were propagated in support of some earlier group, which sought to 

control both the ‘hearts and minds’ of an emerging national identity.  

 

Clearly, as described, propaganda usually spreads with some set of goals in mind, especially if supported by powerful 

institutions. Historically these institutions were often associated with religions and monarchies, although today it might be 

recognised as a preferred ‘weapon of control’ used by corporations and governments. Of course, we might recognise that most 

governments, both democratic and authoritarian, often need to persuade its population to accept unpopular policies for the 

‘good of all’, although the last premise might be questioned if freedom of speech is not allowed. For once propaganda is scaled 

to this level, governments may seek to control all other major institutions of a nation-state, such that the ability to question 

propaganda can be lost, or at least suppressed, and education is replaced by indoctrination. Therefore, it is important to 

recognise the loss of the ‘freedom of speech’ as one of the first casualties of a repressive government. It might also be 

recognised that if the narrative of propaganda goes effectively unchallenged, those who are born into this indoctrinated 

worldview may only perceive the need to defend it at all 

costs, especially if this cost is primarily borne by others.  

 

How might we judge systemic propaganda? 

 

Before addressing this question, there can clearly be an 

issue of bias in the process by which a narrative is labelled 

as propaganda. Equally, we have to recognise that various 

degrees of propaganda exist on all levels of most modern societies, such that it is simply seen as a legitimate ‘tool of 

persuasion’. However, we need to question ‘persuasion’ when based on falsehood as we might readily perceive the dangers if 

our governments and institutions come to depend on propaganda and falsehood to simply maintain their authority over us. 

Again, in answer to the question above, it is argued that we might judge systemic propaganda, when restrictions are put on the 

freedom of speech, such that people are not allowed to be critical of the narrative being propagated – see Degrees of Freedom 

for wider discussion. While this basic yardstick may not be fool-proof, it is not an unreasonable assumption by which to initially 

judge when propaganda and indoctrination is starting to replace public debate and education. 

 

What might history tell us about propaganda? 
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Clearly in terms of any conflict, we might understand that both sides might resort to spreading mis-information and falsehood 

in the form of propaganda to undermine the ‘other side’. This conflict might be most obvious in a time of war, but clearly exists 

in almost any form of conflict, e.g. religious and political ideologies, but also corporations in terms of their advertising 

campaigns. 

 

Note: If propaganda is defined by the spread of information based not only on facts, but also half-truths and falsehood, 

not only to influence, but deceive, then historically most religions might be charged with using propaganda. In this 

historical context, we might understand how the freedom of speech was restricted, especially if branded as blasphemy 

or heresy punishable by death. 

 

However, as indicated, political ideology has also long used propaganda as a means to spread its ideas, while also suppressing 

the freedom of speech to question its narrative. For example, propaganda in the Lenin and Stalin era of the Soviet Union started 

to propagate a Marxist ideology in order to create a consensus in support of communism as a political system. Based on 

Marxism, all religions and the institutions of its churches were considered as ‘organs of bourgeois reaction’ used for ‘the 

exploitation and the stupefaction of the working class’. However, in the Stalin era, this ideology expanded political control to 

encompass all other aspects of society. By way of just one example, Stalin’s ideology would eventually come to corrupt the 

development of science in the form of Lysenkoism.  

 

Note: The effects of Lysenkoism is but one example of the disastrous intrusion of politics and ideology into science. 

Beyond a rejection of empirical evidence in genetics, it led to successive crop failure and famine along with repression 

and persecution of over 3000 scientists who dared oppose Lysenko's pseudoscientific doctrines, which lasted until the 

death of Stalin in 1953. 

 

However, in the context of 20th century history, special mention has to be made of the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and 

Propaganda in Nazi Germany as an extreme example of where unchecked propaganda can lead, especially when used to 

indoctrinate younger generations. 

 

Note: This ministry was setup in 1933 after Adolf Hitler came to power and started to 

propagate his idea of national socialism, more commonly known as Nazism. This 

ministry was headed by Joseph Goebbels with the role of centralising Nazi control of all 

aspects of German cultural and intellectual life. However, a wider goal of this 

propaganda was to propagate the idea that the Nazi Party represented the consensus 

of the entire population. In this respect, censorship in the form of suppression of the 

freedom to speech was essential to retaining political control. 

 

So, as outlined, history appears to support the suggestion that when propaganda is scaled to encompass the institutions of a 

nation-state, it invariably seeks to suppress the freedom of speech in order that its narrative cannot be questioned or 

contradicted. If so, we need to understand that unchecked propaganda is both powerful and dangerous, such that it should be 

seen as a warning to the future from the past. However, whether this warning is being heeded might now be questioned at 

every level of present-day society ranging across social media, business and politics. 

 

How might the use of propaganda be developed in the modern world? 

 

As described, propaganda is the propagation of information, which is manipulated to both influence and deceive public opinion, 

such that a consensus is created for whatever reason, e.g. social, economic or political. It is then followed by an argument that 

this consensus has to be protected and maintained by restricting the freedom of others to question the narrative being 

propagated. However, today, technology is already providing the ability of both governments and corporations to utilise far 

more sophisticated and subliminal means to propagate misinformation than was ever envisaged by Stalin or Hitler.  
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Note: This discussion can only briefly outline the scope of some of the developments, which allow information, both true 

and false, to be propagated and manipulated over the Internet using a myriad of applications. This technology now 

allows data to be collected on an entire population, then aggregated and sorted by behavioural analysis to identify both 

groups and individuals. While many developments were initially for commercial use, e.g. advertising, many have the 

potential for other usages of interests to governments. For example, the development of search engines initially used to 

support commercial advertising can also be used to rank, order and suppress information. Increasingly advance AI 

machine learning algorithms are being used to send specific information to certain demographic groups in order to 

develop a consensus of some description. Integrating all these developments within the framework of social media 

applications has now allowed the proliferation of ‘fake news’ that can now 

manipulate text, images and video.  

 

As outline, technology now has the ability to both manufacture and propagate 

misinformation, e.g. fake news, on a scale that was unimaginable even 20 years ago 

- see Information Control for wider discussion of how governments are using and 

developing this technology. While China is only one of many governments around 

the world that might argue it is only seeking to ‘maintain’ political, economic and 

social control for the benefit of its population, it would appear that its 

centralisation of all political power within a one-party state has allowed it to pursue many of these developments with minimal 

discussion within its population.  

 

Note: In the case of China, political authority exists in the form of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

China that comprises of about 200 full members, who are elected every five years or so by the National Congress of the 

Communist Party of China. However, the executive power of these structures appears to be held by the Politburo 

Standing Committee that only has 7 members, where Xi Jinping is not only the General Secretary of the Communist 

Party and Chairman of the Central Military Commission, but also President of the People's Republic of China. In 2018, 

the Chinese legislature unanimously re-appointed Xi Jinping as president with no limit on the number of terms he can 

serve. In essence, the lives of 1.4 billion Chinese appear to be under the control of just one-man without any time limit.  

 

Of course, any argument concerning the freedom of speech in an open-society must allow for any counter-argument to be 

made and therefore reference will be made to a 2013 TED talk by Eric Li, who is both a Chinese venture capitalist and social 

scientist. However, while this talk might initially be considered in the limited context of the pros and cons of a centralised 

political system, we who still retain a freedom of speech might also question the authority of the Chinese Communist Party to 

‘speak for the people’ as well as its track record as a government for ‘the people, by the people’. 

 

Note: It is estimated that less than 6% of China‘s 1.4 billion people are members of China’s Communist Party, yet it has 

almost total authoritarian control over almost every aspect of life in China. The effects of this authoritarian control 

might be considered in terms of its various human rights abuses, the scope of which covers both its legal system and civil 

liberties, inclusive of the freedom of speech, the media, religious beliefs and political choice. There are also issues 

associated with its one-child policy, the execution and torture of dissents and ethnic minorities plus wholesale 

surveillance of its people in terms of the development of its social credit system. 

 

While the extent of Eric Li’s connections to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) are not known, it might not be unreasonable to 

assume that he is only allowed to speak on behalf of China, if he supports the CCP narrative. However, we might use the 

following quote by Eric Li to possibly highlight both the irony of him using the freedom of speech outside China to refute its use 

inside China as well as the use of Nazism as a negative example associated with the freedom of speech.   

 

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 years of human 

experience. Speech is act; and speech has been harmful to human society since time immemorial. In the West, one does 
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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? 

 

Whether you consider this as an adequate argument for suppressing the freedom of speech to 1.4 billion people may be a 

personal and therefore subjective judgement. However, it is highlighted that the rise of Nazism in 1933 was a consequence of 

the suppression of free speech to both question and reject its ideology. Therefore, the subsequent banning of Mein Kampf is 

possibly understandable, not only in the context of history, but by the fact that this book incited hatred. In this respect, the 

‘absolute’ freedom of speech has always been subject to caveats related to hate-speech or what might otherwise be considered 

to be ‘offensive’ speech. Of course, in a free-society, people may still argue against any bans in any specific case and question 

any organisation that appears to assume itself to be the sole authority allowed to determine what is acceptable. Obviously, in 

the case of China, the sole authority of what is acceptable is the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP), which does not ask or allow its own people to publicly express their 

opinion, especially if it might challenge or undermine the authority of the CCP itself.  

 

But why focus on China, if the use of propaganda is so widespread? 

 

Basically, because Eric Li has forwarded two rational arguments that need to be 

discussed. First, that the meritocracy of the Chinese central system is superior to that 

in any democracy and, second, this system needs to suppress the freedom of speech. 

While it has to be acknowledged that Xi Jinping, and others in the central committee, 

rose to their positions of authority by a track record of proven ability, the idea that a similar form of meritocracy does not exist 

in democratic systems appears naïve. For while certain presidential positions do not necessarily have to have any track-record 

of leadership in terms of political governance, this type of executive is invariably surrounded by people with proven ability at all 

other levels of governments, i.e. executive, legislative and judicial.  

 

Note: As outlined, this issue is not about the need for a system of meritocracy, but whether this system requires 

authoritarian central governance. However, in isolation, this issue does not preclude any form of governance, if it is 

competent and we might also assume that most successful governments need to demonstrate competency in order to 

maintain their ‘grip on power’. However, we might still question the nature of a meritocracy, where the president can 

remain in power for life or, at least, any undefined number of consecutive terms.  

 

We now turn to Eric Li’s argument for suppressing the freedom of speech on the ground that ‘words are not harmless’. Again, 

there is a truth in this position, which Western societies have long acknowledged in the saying that ‘words are mightier than the 

sword’. However, again, we have to consider whether the suppression of ‘words’ might be more dangerous to society than the 

words themselves, if history has repeatedly shown us that the loss of such a freedom allows a government to hide not only 

‘inconvenient truths’ but outright lies. Therefore, this discussion will continue to support the basic argument for a freedom of 

speech, but subject to the understanding that it is not abusive or censored by a single political authority for its own advantage.  

 

But are these issues also ignoring the direction of technology developments? 

 

Today, there appears to be mounting evidence that Chinese government, like others, is prepared to use propaganda in a way 

that might be described as information warfare. However, before pursuing this issue, we possibly need some understanding of 
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Chinese history of imperial dynasties, where political power was traditionally centralised and autocratic, which only came to an 

end in 1912. However, the earlier years of the 20th century were also not kind to China and its people in terms of a period often 

referred to as the Century of Humiliation. This period, between 1839 and 1949, saw China unfairly subjugated by a series of 

Western powers, as well as Russia and Japan, which only ended in 1949, when Mao Zedong declared the establishment of the 

People's Republic of China. 

 

Note: While this discussion cannot consider the long and complex history of China in any 

detail, it might be stated that Mao believed in a form of Marxism, known as Maoism, which 

would come determine the development of China in the 20th century. While this was a form 

of Marxism, it differs in that rural peasants were considered to be the catalyst of Mao’s 

revolution in China, not the industrial workers as in Marxist-Russia. Whether either of these 

population groups really signed up to the centralise communist rule might be question, at 

least, outside China.  

 

So, for all the historic reasons outlined, China entered the 21st century with a one-party centralised political system, which has 

proved itself very capable of transforming China into one of the most powerful nation-states in the world. As Eric Li rightly 

highlights, progress within its system of political management was based on ability, i.e. it is a meritocracy, which most 

democracies may fail to match, especially in terms of its history of economic growth. However, what he fails to highlight is that 

the success of this system was also predicated on a possibly unparallel use of propaganda and the 

suppression of almost all human rights, not just the freedom of speech.  

 

Note: So, while few can question the reality of some of this economic growth and its 

benefits to the Chinese people, many have questioned the methods by which China actually 

achieved this growth. However, it also needs to be highlighted that many Western 

economies saw the benefits of the financial gains that could be made by outsourcing 

manufacture to China. Of course, in retrospect, those that benefitted from this outsourcing were not the ones that lost 

their jobs and income. In 2020, there is now a potential downside to China’s economic growth fuelled by exports, which a 

global recession might disrupt, especially in terms of the political fallout in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

Therefore, while Eric Li may have had just cause for his confidence in China’s future back in 2013, much is now changing in the 

world. For, today in 2020, all nation-states around the world are struggling to contain the Covid-19 pandemic, which many are 

now blaming on China – see videos Source of the Coronavirus and Origin of the CCP virus for more details. Not unsurprisingly, 

China is mounting its own propaganda war on multiple fronts, which seeks to shift all blame away from China, especially the 

CCP government, not only for the virus outbreak, but in the nature of the coverup that allowed this virus to spread around the 

world, which has caused the death of 147,512 people, as of 17-Apr-2020 – see website virusncov.com for latest statistics.  

 

Note: In truth, the scope of China’s use of propaganda is far too complex to be addressed within this overview 

discussion, although reference might be made to one example called the 50 Cent Army that might be illustrative of this 

scope. Taiwan has recently accused Chinese internet users of spreading fabricated expressions of remorse for Taiwan’s 

criticism of the World Health Organization handling of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, the World Health Organization 

director Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus is now being widely criticised for its handling of this pandemic with some alleging 

collusion to promote China’s propaganda concerning the source and spread of the virus. 

 

While some may argue that China has escalated the use of propaganda to the level of information warfare, others will argue 

that China is simply using the ‘tools of persuasion’ to help protect and maintain its own political, economic and social stability, 

just like many other governments around the world. While each person must come to their own judgement on this issue, 

history suggests that excessive use and dependency on propaganda has never worked out well for anybody in the long term. 

Even so, the idea that the use of propaganda, in its many forms, will simply disappear is possibly overly naïve.  
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1.1.16 The Destiny of Progress 
 

The idea of progress has previously been outlined within the wider framework of the 

Brave New Worlds section of website-2. In this context, modernity was described in 

terms of the complex interactions within a human ecosystem, as illustrated right, 

where the more traditional institutions of society, i.e. economic, social and political, 

are now increasingly dependent on technology developments. Of course, within this 

somewhat abstract description of the world in which we live, any population is still 

dependent on the quality and quantity of the environment and resources available to 

them. While the idea of progress has to encompass all the complexity suggested by 

the diagram, it is possible that all the demands being placed on progress originate 

with the exponential growth of the global population over the last few centuries and 

the resources required to sustain this population. In this context, sustainability of 

basic survival needs has required more food, more water and more shelter, which 

in-turn has demanded more energy. Of course, along this path of progress, we might realise that people have come to aspire to 

more than just basic survival. For this reason, this discussion will focus on just the issue of population, where the ‘destiny of 

progress’ might be simplified to the goal of delivering a better future world.  

 

Note: Before proceeding to discuss some of the problems associated with global population, we should possibly start by 

providing a more optimistic perspective by making reference to a TED talk by Steve Pinker, who has articulated the case 

that the world is getting better for everybody based on his analysis. Likewise, the respected academic Hans Rosling has 

also produced statistics showing that the global population growth rate has already peaked, although not the actual 

peak population - see TED talk for details.  

 

So, while the global population has increased from 1.6 to 7.8 billion over the last century or so, statistics suggest that the health 

and wealth of the global population has improved over the same timescale, despite many dire predictions to the contrary. In 

this respect, it has been argued that population growth has not been caused by people suddenly starting to ‘breed like rabbits’, 

but rather because they finally stopped ‘dying like flies’ as medical science has been able to drastically reduce childhood 

mortality.  

 

So, is there any reason to question this optimism? 

 

In part, there are two perspectives on this question, first from the past to 

the present, and second, from the present to the future. In this context, 

the optimism expressed, and substantiated in statistics, about the present 

relative to the past is considered a valid assessment. However, any 

extrapolation into the future has to be seen as far more speculative as 

any number of potentially disruptive events within the human ecosystem 

might negate previous optimism. Therefore, the discussion of the ’destiny 

of progress’ will focus on the uncertainty surrounding the future, which 

we might initially characterised in terms of the population growth shown 

right. With the focus on the future, rather than the past, there are two 

key words in the title of this discussion that possibly need some wider introduction. First is the word ‘destiny’ that might be 

considered in terms of a sequence of events that inexorably leads to some outcome in the future. Likewise, the second word 

‘progress’ might initially be considered as a process that leads to the ‘gradual betterment’ of the human condition. Of course, it 

has to be recognised that both of these descriptions are grossly simplistic and possibly need to be questioned on a number of 

different levels. For a start, does the idea of destiny imply some form of determinism that cannot be avoided, no matter what 

action is taken, or not taken, and does progress always lead to the betterment of the global population?  
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Note: In both cases it might be accepted that the answer has to be no, such that these concepts need some further 

consideration. For while ‘destiny’ is not necessarily predetermined, we might recognise the probability of action, or 

inaction, that might result in a consequence, which becomes increasingly difficult to avoid. Likewise, history is littered 

with the unintended consequences of ‘progress’ that did not result in the betterment of the human condition.  

 

However, this introduction also wants to clarify its definition of the word ‘conservatism’ with a small [c]. In the context to be 

discussed, conservatism differs from the description given in the link above as its scope is not defined in terms of any 

recognised political or social ideology. Rather conservatism, with a small [c], simply forwards the idea that ‘change’ should be 

evolutionary and informed rather than revolutionary and uninformed and while this definition does not necessarily guarantee a 

positive outcome, it is hoped that it might increase the probability. So, having introduced some terms of reference, this 

discussion will now proceed to consider some issues that some people may find unpalatable, such that the current notion of 

‘political correctness’ often seeks to censor such discussions. However, as outlined in the previous discussion entitled the scope 

of propaganda, consensus and censorship are often used, along with the claim of certainty, to both influence and deceive 

public opinion. 

 

OK, so what issues need wider discussion? 

 

In part, some of the motivation for this discussion was initially triggered by the Michael Moore documentary entitled Planet of 

the Humans. While readers should review this documentary for themselves, it basically attempts to outline some of the issues 

surrounding renewable energy along with the apparent ties between many environmental movements and wider corporate 

interests – also see The Climate Change Debate for wider discussion. Not unsurprisingly, some supporters of the interest groups 

mentioned have immediately called for the documentary to be banned, presumably by its removal from various media 

platforms. However, such issues are not the primary focus of this discussion, which will initially focus on the issue of population 

and resource usage. 

 

Note: The reason for referencing the cited documentary is that it makes some commentary on the problem of population 

growth, see minutes 44-50, which it describes as the ‘elephant-in-the-room’. However, while acknowledging the 

problem, no attempt was really made to discuss any solution. This discussion tries to outline why this is possibly so. 

 

Some years ago, another discussion entitled ‘Population and Resources’ was posted on website-2, which tried to consider 

various aspects of the debate surrounding ‘over-population’ versus ‘over-consumption’. Part of this discussion also considered 

the implications of the ‘limits to growth’ model, as illustrated right – see ‘Concluding Comments’ for more details. Naturally 

enough, over the years, since first published in 1972, some have questioned the accuracy of the limits-to-growth model, 

especially in light of the subsequent optimism expressed by Pinker and Rosling, to name just two, who have demonstrably 

shown that the world is getting better, at least, in statistical terms.  

 

Note: While this discussion will not contradict the optimistic analysis 

cited, it has highlighted that much of this analysis is predicated on 

extrapolations from the past to the present, such that further 

extrapolation into the future is still open to further debate. 

 

As suggested by the previous charts, the global population is generally 

projected to peak within the 21st century. However, given the uncertainty 

about the actual numbers, this may not be the critical issue, if everybody 

demands their ‘right’ to an equality of resource usage comparable to the 

most affluent in the world today. For it is estimated that the top-10% use more resources than the bottom-90%. However, a 

possibly more worrying statistic is that the bottom-50% consume less than 10% of the top-50%, such that it might suggest a 

latent demand for a 2-fold increase in the consumption of current resources. 
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Note: As the previous discussion ‘Brave New Worlds’ attempted to outline, future technology developments may help to 

meet some of these additional demands, although it questions the optimism that technology alone could be a panacea 

for all the problems outlined. Likewise, a debate polarised in terms of ‘over-population’ versus ‘over-consumption’ may 

be missing the point, if both are issues of concern related to finite resources.  

 

So, is the physical world implicitly limited by its natural resources? 

 

At one level, we might intuitively recognise that there has to be some limit to any form of growth, let alone the exponential 

growth experienced over the last couple of centuries. However, history might provide some cautionary perspective as to when 

and how any peak in the thousands of resources now used by humanity may become a critical problem. In 1798, Thomas 

Malthus published a book entitled ‘An Essay on the Principle of Population’, which basically forwarded the argument that while 

an increase in food production would improve the well-being of a given population, this improvement would be temporary, if it 

simply supported a population growth, such that the original per capita usage remained unchanged. This argument has become 

known as the ‘Malthusian trap’ that has been subject to much debate, which this discussion will not directly address, other than 

to say that the ability to increase resource production infinitely is still questionable. 

 

Note: It is highlighted that the global population is only projected to grow by some finite amount, e.g. 10 billion, such 

that technology might support a 25% increase in resource usage. Of course, if this entire population were to seek 

equality of resource usage, then it would project a 2-fold increase in resource demand, which at face-value appears to be 

a far more problematic goal, even with optimistic technology developments over a similar timeframe of 80 years.  

 

So, can we still proceed on the grounds of reasonable optimism? 

 

While reasonable optimism can be more productive than unreasonable pessimism, some further discussion of the issues is 

possibly required. For example, it might have been implied that the current consumption of resources is sustainable, even 

though numerous authoritative sources already question this assumption – see Resource Consumption for further references. In 

this context, it needs to be highlighted that these sources are already questioning the ‘current’ sustainability of a global 

population of 7.8 billion, not the projected 10 billion by 2050, where the bottom 50% do not simply remain content to consume 

10% of the top 50%, but aspire to have resource equality. If so, we 

come to a question that most people, especially politicians, do not 

want to pursue in detail, especially in public debate. 

 

Is there some upper sustainable limit to the global population? 

 

It is recognised that there is no definitive answer to this question, 

because it depends on the assumptions made about the overall 

biocapacity of planet Earth to provide the essentials, not necessarily 

the luxuries, of life, e.g. food, water, shelter etc. As this topic has 

previously been discussed under the heading Human Footprint, this 

discussion will simply make reference to the chart right. Here, the 

vertical axis shows the population that might be supported by some 

overall biocapacity based on a given consumption per capita. As such, the green, orange and red bars reflect different 

consumption rates per capita, where the green bars show an overall biocapacity of 8-units that might support a population of 8 

billion, while an optimistic increase of the biocapacity to 20-units, i.e. 250%, might support an increased population of 20 

billion. At the other extreme, the red bars reflect an increase consumption per capita against the different biocapacities, such 

that the estimated sustainable populations fall to 2-5 billion, which is considerably less than the current global population. Of 

course, this is a very simple model and while it might provide some insight to the trade-offs between overall biocapacity and 

the consumption per capita, it ignores one very important consideration – resource distribution in the real world is not equal. 
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Note: As pointed out, the bottom-50% of the global population may only consume less than 10% of the top-50% and the 

idea that the top-50% will willingly agree to a redistribution of their living standards to achieve equality with the 

bottom-50% appears ‘unlikely’ to say the least. 

 

So, given the obvious limitations associated with this type of footprint model, might we consider the previous question 

concerning a sustainable population in a different way in order to highlight why so few want to really discuss this issue. For 

example, let us assume that the maximum sustainable population could be determined by some unknown, but accepted 

method, and was estimated to be in the region of 4 billion, i.e. half the current global population. Might we then table the 

following question and seek an answer.  

 

How would the governments of the world seek to address this problem? 

 

It is possibly too optimistic to assume that this question would be address as an issue of global governance, but rather one that 

each national government would attempt to resolve in terms of its own national interests and influence. If so, we might 

proceed to consider this issue in terms of just the few nations listed in the table below, taken from the earlier Human Footprint 

discussion, such that the figures are a little out of date. First, we might recognise the scope of the sustainability problem in 

terms of the ‘Overshoot’ figure, which reflects whether the existing national population might already be using more resources 

than its current biocapacity relative to its consumption, i.e. gha/cap. In this respect, all countries with a figure greater than 

unity have a sustainability issue that might only currently be resolved by importing certain resources from other countries.  

 

Country 
Population 

millions 
% 

Global 
Footprint 
gha/cap 

Required 
Biocapacity 

Estimated 
Biocapacity 

Overshoot 

China 1336.6 18.31% 2.21 2953.8 1309.8 2.26 

US 310.0 4.25% 8 2480.0 1199.7 2.07 

 India  1164.7 15.95% 0.91 1059.8 594.0  1.78 

Russia 141.9 1.94% 4.41 626.0 816.2 0.77 

Brazil 190.1 2.60% 2.91 553.2 1707.3 0.32 

Guyana 0.8 0.01% 2.38 1.8 47.2 0.04 

 

We might also perceive an additional problem with the high overshoot figures in countries like China and India, which also have 

a large wealth and resource distribution gap within their current population, such that striving for more equality might only 

aggravate the consumption overshoot problem. Of course, the other problem with these two countries is that, combined, they 

represent 35% of the global population. As such, it might be accepted that neither of these national governments would 

necessarily pursue an open policy that might seek to reduce their population by 50%, although China’s one-child policy was an 

attempt to control its growing population, but which led to many socio-economic problems associated with population 

demographics – see Global Demographics for wider discussion.   

 

So, how might governments try to address any potential ‘overshoot’ problem?  

 

In reality, it might be accepted that many of the 190+ nation-states around the world would not really be in a position to do 

anything effective, other than to try to improve their own national biocapacity or increase imports of required resources. This 

might be achieved by either, or both, technology or economic developments, where the technology might help improve 

productivity and economic growth might allow additional resources to be imported. Of course, even within this simplistic 

outline, we might recognise that increasing imports might only compound the global issue of finite resources, while technology 

developments may have unforeseen economic and environmental impacts.  

 

Note: Clearly, part of the previous discussion has been predicated on a hypothetical premise that the maximum 

sustainable population might be determined. However, there is no substantive proof that a projected global population 

of 10 billion cannot be supported, let alone the current 7.8 billion population. In fact, this discussion started with the 
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optimism that the world has become an increasingly better place to live by most statistical measures relative to the past. 

However, it is unclear whether this optimism really addresses the issue of whether the current global population is 

sustainable into the future, both in terms of resource usage or the nature of their role in society. 

 

It is recognised that the alarm bells may have started to ring in respect to any suggestion that people must have a role in society 

to justify their existence – see Economic Catalysts and AI-Robotic Automation for wider implications. However, it might be 

accepted, based on history, that those who cease to have a meaningful role in society may ultimately come to have little say in 

the direction of its progress.  

 

 
 

Of course, many will argue that life may have purpose without necessarily having to play any functional role within society and 

any argument to the contrary might simply invite angry criticism in terms of both morality and the constitutional right to ‘life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness’. However, while we might accept the morality of this position in a perfect world, where the 

issue of sustainability does not exist, it is a position that may simply be ignoring the issue of finite resources.  

 

But is there really any limit to a sustainable global population?  

 

If only tabled as a hypothetical question, it is possible that most people might accept that there has to be some limit. However, 

many will be quick to point out that global population projections suggest that we will reach a peak sometime this century and 

that there is high confidence that technology developments over 

this timeframe will help meet any additional demand. Of course, 

others might suggest, as illustrated right, that while technology 

has indeed helped to support an increasing global population, it 

may have also led to the depletion of global resources at a rate 

that cannot be sustained. Equally, other developments in the 

wider human ecosystem have not solve the obvious problem of 

resource inequality around the world. As such, technology may 

not necessarily be a panacea to all future problems as 

articulated in the following quote.  

 

“One reason technology and markets are unlikely to 

prevent overshoot and collapse is that technology and 

markets are merely tools to serve goals of society as a whole. If society’s implicit goals are to exploit nature, enrich the 

elites, and ignore the long term, then society will develop technologies and markets that destroy the environment, widen 

the gap between rich and poor, and optimize for short-term gain. In short, society develops technologies and markets 

that hasten a collapse instead of preventing it.” 

 

Without wanting to pursue the arguments of a somewhat ideological debate, it is not unreasonable to assume that progress 

could be ‘manipulated’, but not necessarily controlled, to serve the interests of a few powerful interest groups, e.g. political, 

economic and social. It might also be suggested that the ‘interests or goals’ of these powerful interest groups will not always 

benefit the majority within any population.  

 

But what has this really got to do with the previous question or the title of this discussion? 
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In part, the issue of the sustainability of the global population has only been used as but one example of the problems 

surrounding the idea of progress, i.e. the betterment of humanity. For it might be accepted that progress often proceeds in 

small incremental changes and while each step may go unnoticed, it can lead to a profound disconnect between the past, 

present and future. In this context, we know that past changes, even if disruptive at the time, led to the present, both good and 

bad. This said, how we proceed from the present towards the future is far more speculative, especially if considered in terms of 

a myriad of unseen and possibly unknowable developments across the entire width of the human ecosystem. 

 

So, what might we assume about the future? 

 

In terms of any speculative assessment of the future, we may need some better idea of the projected populations for different 

regions of the world, as estimated in the table below. Without necessarily questioning the accuracy of these estimates, we 

might focus on Africa as it has a projected growth [Δ%] of over 230% by 2100. If so, its population would dwarf all other regions 

and be the main contributor to the 39.7% increase in the global population by 2100.  

 

 2020 2100  

Region Billions % Billions % Δ% 

World 7.80 100.0% 10.90 100.0% 39.7% 

Africa 1.30 16.7% 4.30 39.4% 230.8% 

India 1.38 17.7% 1.45 13.3% 5.1% 

China 1.44 18.5% 1.10 10.1% -23.6% 

Europe 0.75 9.6% 0.63 5.8% -16.0% 

USA 0.33 4.2% 0.43 4.0% 31.1% 

Other 2.60 33.3% 2.99 27.4% 15.0% 

 

Clearly, such a large demographic shift in the global population will undoubtedly have a major impact on the global economy in 

terms of both supply and demand of resources. While Africa has a large quantity of natural resources that have yet to be fully 

exploited, it has been estimated that Africa’s human footprint may still exceed its biocapacity within the next 20 years, although 

many regions may reach this point in much less time. 

 

But does this table really suggest an insurmountable population problem? 

 

Again, there may be a number of perspectives on this question depending on whether, or not, current regional populations are 

already ‘overshooting’ their biocapacity. The first perspective might simply focus on essential survival needs, e.g. food and 

water. However, the second, and possibly wider perspective may consider that the modern world now depends on a multitude 

of resources, both natural and man-made, where any shortage might cause problems. Another perspective might consider the 

issue of equality of resource usage across all populations, such that the population size does not necessarily reflect resource 

consumption, if some large majority only consumes a small fraction of a smaller minority. Finally, it might be recognised that 

few countries are entirely self-sufficient in all resources, such that they need to participate in the global economy, where many 

other factors beyond population numbers may determine success, but which still leads to a worrying question. 

 

Is there an optimal global population? 

 

To clarify, this question differs from the sustainability issue, where some larger population might simply 

survive. Again, it is recognised that the alarm bells might start ringing at the direction this discussion might 

be taking. For the word ‘optimal’ appears to imply a number less than ‘sustainable’, which then requires 

some explanation of how the idea of ‘optimal’ might be achieved. However, before pursuing this issue, the 

following quote by Alan Weisman might characterise the scope of the issues under consideration.  
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Whether we accept it or not, this will likely be the century that determines what the optimal human population is for our 

planet. It will come about in one of two ways: Either we decide to manage our own numbers, to avoid a collision of every 

line on civilization's graph or nature will do it for us, in the form of famines, thirst, climate chaos, crashing ecosystems, 

opportunistic disease, and wars over dwindling resources that finally cut us down to size. 

 

While this quote alludes to two basic options, it only really outlines the potential implications of the natural world proceeding 

on the basis of what might be described as ‘survival-of-the-fittest’. Of course, while this option can hardly be described as 

‘optimal’, it may reflect a potential reality, if nobody is prepared to discussed the implications surrounding the other option, 

vaguely described by the phrase ‘managing our own numbers’. 

 

Note: There are many obvious problems with the ‘managed option’, not least, in terms of the ‘we’ who decide on how 

the numbers are to be managed. In this context, the dark history that surrounds the issue of eugenics will simply be 

rejected. However, the issue of how a population might achieve some optimal level still remains open for debate. 

 

So, what might be inferred by the word ‘optimal’? 

 

Based on the diagram right, the idea of optimal might infer a population that exists 

comfortably above the poverty line, as opposed to a sustainable population that 

simply survives. However, let us also consider the question in terms of the wider 

reality of the world, not as some revolutionary inspired utopia, which most might 

come to reject as a dystopian nightmare, but as something close to an achievable 

goal. If so, we might return to the idea of conservatism with a little [c], where change 

is evolutionary not revolutionary, as well as being informed rather than misinformed. 

In this context, we might require any approach to an optimal population to retain the freedom for people to choose for 

themselves rather than simply imposed by some centralised authority demanding conformity. 

 

Note: While the suggestion above does not necessarily forward an idealistic solution, the projected 230% increase in the 

African population might be reduced to a more ‘optimal’ level, if based on better education about family planning and 

contraception options. Again, the word ‘education’ needs to be stressed, if the individual is to retain some freedom of 

choice.  

 

At this point, some might argue that just constraining the future global population below the 10.9 billion, as cited in the 

previous table, does not necessarily meet the criteria of ‘optimal’, especially if the current global population is already 

unsustainable. Of course, this claim of unsustainability has been questioned by many, such that there can be no certainty in this 

assumption, although looking at the world today, it is far from certain that sustainability is not a problem. Likewise, even if 

sustainability was not in question, it is clear that the idea of an ‘optimal’ population appears to be advocating an approach that 

might deliver a better, more rewarding life, than the mere survival on offer to many based on the word ‘sustainable’. If so, it 

might be accepted that the real scope of the question above has not really been addressed, such that we might still need to 

consider some wider issues.  

 

So, what might optimal really imply? 

 

Let us start with a relatively uncontentious definition that ‘optimal’ might simply suggest an outcome that is both ‘desirable’ 

and ‘satisfactory’. Of course, we might then complicate this definition by suggesting that what is ‘desirable’ and ‘satisfactory’ 

can be subjective and relative to your current place in the world. As such, a starving man may desire and be satisfied by a bowl 

of rice, while a rich man would not and therefore this subjective criterion may not be that helpful. If so, a slightly more 

contentious argument might be forwarded suggesting that life, beyond mere survival, needs some purpose, such that it 

contributes to the quality of life within a society.  
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Note: While some people might question the idea that life requires a purpose measured in terms of a contribution to 

society, it is not necessarily one that can be ignored. For we might recognised that most people have to work for a living 

and, in this respect, their renumeration reflects some sort of value that society puts on this role. Of course, while society 

may value certain essential roles, it often appears to put a disproportionate value on other more frivolous roles 

associated with celebrity. However, for whatever reason, it appears that society already participates in a selection 

process based on supply and demand, although we might sometimes question its rationale.  

 

Of course, the idea of any type of selection process can quickly raise moral and ethical concerns, if it appears to be weighted in 

favour of a certain type of individual – see Nature versus Nurture Debate and The IQ Controversy for wider issues. So, at this 

point, we start to edge ever-closer to the moral dilemma that so few want to discuss in public debate, where the definition of a 

more optimal population requires some form of selection criteria leading to a reduction in numbers. For, not unreasonably, we 

might perceive the risk that it leads to the idea of a selection criteria based on ‘quality over quantity’ such that the world might 

never agree to the ‘managed’ solution, as proposed by the previous Weisman’s quote.  

 

So, will progress simply be destined to end in collapse? 

 

Initially, in response to this question, it needs to be highlighted that there are those who simply reject that there is an 

over-population or over-consumption problem, such that the optimism that led to the present will simply continue into the 

future. On the other hand, others may concede that there are problems associated with both over-population and 

over-consumption, but they remain optimistic that technology developments will address these problems by the end of this 

century. Finally, there may be another option, which does not end in total collapse, as alluded by the Weisman’s quote, where 

problems are resolved, but not necessarily solved, on the basis of ‘winners and losers’ without any obvious management. 

 

Note: If we consider the optimistic assessment of Pinker and 

Rosling in a more critical light, it might be realised that the 

world is still divided by winners and losers, where the 

winners live more optimally above the poverty line, while 

the losers only survive below this line. Even more brutally, 

we might realise that the ultimate losers that fall below the 

sustainable line, simply died.  

 

As unpalatable and cruel as the description above might appear, it is a solution that has worked in the past and might continue 

into the future, as it avoids the controversy of any ‘conscious’ selection process. Of course, in reality, this selection process is 

taking place every single day as one billion people go 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. While many people will either reject 

this conclusion, or ignore it, the destiny of progress might turn out to be increasingly unkind to those who can no longer 

contribute to society, possibly for no fault of their own, where technology developments only succeed in exacerbating and 

widening the division between ‘winners and losers’. 
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1.1.17 Scales of the Universe 
 

Most of the essays in this section deal with different ‘perspectives’ in one way or another, but generally on the scale of human 

perception and opinion. However, there is possibly some value in considering this perspective in a wider context, in fact much 

wider, such that we might consider human activity on the ‘scales’ of the universe, both microscopically small and 

macroscopically large. As a generalisation, it might be accepted that most of us are often preoccupied with the day-to-day 

events that surround us, such that we often have little time, 

or even inclination, to consider the wider world, let alone 

the universe beyond. 

 

But, why worry about the universe? 

 

In many respects, this discussion is going to try to highlight 

that humanity only occupies a very small space on the scale of the universe. The diagram above is scaled in metres, such that a 

1.8 metre (6ft) person exists at the [100] scale. The average human eye can see an object at the [10-4] scale and while the eye 

can see light from the stars, in more practical terms, the horizon on Earth, for a 1.8 metre person, would be about 5*103 

metres, assuming that they were prepared to take their eye of their smartphone, held at less than 1*100 metres. Therefore, 

having some wider perspective of the scale of the universe may highlight the potentially precarious nature of our existence and 

the limited options for most of humanity beyond the relative safety of planet Earth. We might start with the following sobering 

thought about the scale of humanity. 

 

If you could take away all the empty space in the subatomic particles of the 7.8 billion people on planet Earth, they 

might be compressed into a volume only a little larger than a grain of rice. 

 

We might pursue this comparative, and possibly humbling, assessment of humanity on the microscopic scale. While people do 

not usually think of themselves as a collection of atoms, it is estimated that the average person is made up of about 7*1027 

atoms, which if multiplied by 7.8*109 people would equate humanity to about 5.46*1037 atoms in total. While this might seem 

to be a very large number, everything is relative.  

 

For example, an average planet like the Earth is estimated to have about 1050 atoms, such that people only account for 

about 0.000000000055% of this total. Just to clarify, as it is not always obvious, the exponential sum (1050-1037) 

approximates to an almost negligible difference from [1050], such that in terms of atoms, humanity hardly registers. 

 

So, while humanity may have some justification for its own importance in the world, it might still benefit from a better 

understanding of the relative scale of our existence. If so, we might continue with the comparison of atoms, but now on the 

much wider scale of the universe. Typically, the planets of a solar system may only represent about 1% of the mass of the 

central star, e.g. the Sun, such that we might estimate the number of atoms in a star being in the order of 1052. We might then 

expand this number by assuming that a galaxy consists of 100 trillion (1014) stars, which would give us an estimated figure of 

1066 atoms. Finally, we might extend this figure to a ballpark estimate to account for the possibility of a 100 trillion (1014) 

galaxies in the visible universe, which gives us a grand total of 1080 atoms. While this estimate should not be taken too 

seriously, we might attempt to crosscheck this estimate with a cosmological assessment of the scale of the universe.  

 

Note: The size of the visible universe corresponds to its estimated age, which when based on the assumptions of the Big 

Bang model is estimated at 13.7 billion years. If we multiplied this age by the speed of light [c], we arrive at an estimated 

radius of the visible universe in the order of 13.7 billion light-years. By way of comparison, an Astronomical Unit (AU) is 

the distance of planet Earth from the Sun, such that the radius of the visible universe would equate to about a million, 

billion (1015) AU’s. From this figure we might estimate a volume of 1080 cubic metres. While this is a volume of space that 

the human mind may struggle to comprehend, most of interstellar space may have as few as 10 particles per cubic 

metre. If so, the number of particles in the visible universe would be in the region of 1081.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/658.Microscopic.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/659.Macroscopic.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_the_universe
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/506.LCDM.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/353.Big%20Bang.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/353.Big%20Bang.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Light-year


The Mysearch Website 

 

126 
 

Again, while these estimates should not be taken too seriously, they possibly provide a comparative measure of the scale of the 

universe. However, as one final comparative step, the scale of the 'emptiness' of space might also be described in terms of the 

cosmological density model - see the cosmic calculator for further details. Within the limitations of this cosmological model, the 

present-day energy density is estimated to be 8.53*10-10 joules/m3. However, only 4% of this total can be attributed to any 

known mass particle, i.e. 3.41*10-11 joules/m3. However, in order to equate this energy-density to the concept of a particle 

mass, in kilograms [kg], we need to divide by [c2=9*1016], which gives a figure of ~10-28kg/m3. 

 

Note: A mass-density of 10-28kg/m3 suggests that only 0.00000000000000000000000001% of the universe has any 

substance that might be quantified in terms of the standard particle model. While this is a limited perspective of the 

nature of space, as there is more to the universe than mass particles, our material existence in terms of atoms is virtually 

zero in comparison to the totality of the universe.  

  

In part, the purpose of the previous outline was simply to highlight that on the scale of the universe, space is both very big and 

apparently very empty. However, the scale of this reality has not stopped humanity from assuming that it will simply ‘conquer 

space’ at some point in the future. We might characterise this idea in terms of the opening words of the science-fiction series, 

Star Trek, dating back to 1960’s.  

 

Space: The final frontier. These are the voyages of the starship Enterprise. Its five-year mission: to explore strange new 

worlds. To seek out new life and new civilizations. To boldly go where no man has gone before! 

 

While acknowledging this to be a noble ambition, we might also attempt to put our progress in achieving this ambition into 

some wider perspective based on the reality of the physical size of the universe. However, we might first consider the relative 

confines of our local solar system.  

 

Planet  Kilometres Miles AU  Seconds Minutes Hours  Voyager 

Mercury  5.79E+07 3.60E+07 0.39  193.0 3.2 0.05  979 

Venus  1.08E+08 6.72E+07 0.72  360.7 6.0 0.10  1,829 

Earth  1.50E+08 9.30E+07 1.00  498.7 8.3 0.14  2,529 

Moon  3.84E+05 2.39E+05 0.00  1.28 0.02 0.0004  6 

Mars  2.28E+08 1.42E+08 1.52  759.7 12.7 0.21  3,853 

Jupiter  7.78E+08 4.84E+08 5.20  2,594.3 43.2 0.72  13,158 

Saturn  1.43E+09 8.87E+08 9.54  4,756.7 79.3 1.32  24,126 

Uranus  2.87E+09 1.78E+09 19.18  9,566.7 159.4 2.66  48,522 

Neptune  4.48E+09 2.78E+09 29.94  14,930.0 248.8 4.15  75,725 

Pluto  5.90E+09 3.67E+09 39.44  19,666.7 327.8 5.46  99,749 

 

This table is separated into four sections, first we see the names of the planets in our local solar system with the exception of 

Earth’s moon. Second, are the distances from the Sun, except for the Moon, given in kilometres, miles and Astronomical Units 

(AU). Third, are times in seconds, minutes and hours for light to travel from the Sun to the planets. Again, the Moon is the 

exception, where the times shown are from the Moon to the Earth. Finally, on the right, is the equivalent estimated travel time 

of the spacecraft Voyager-1 to reach each of the planets in hours.  

 

Note: Voyager-1 was launched in September 1977 and has continued to operate for 42 years and 10 months. During this 

time, it has reached a distance of 148.61 AU from Earth, i.e. 13.8 billion miles or 22.2 billion kilometres, such that an 

average velocity of 36,753 miles or 59,149 kilometres per hour can be calculated. However, for comparison with the 

speed of light [c=3*108 m/s], Voyager’s velocity is only 16,430 m/s or 0.0055% of [c]. 
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While humanity’s ambitions have achieved reaching the Moon, we might 

recognise that they have fallen short of the earlier expectations of science 

fiction, e.g. 2001:A Space Odyssey. As such, we have yet to reach our nearest 

planetary neighbours and despite the times inferred in the table above, it is 

estimated that a one-way journey to Mars will probably take about 260 days – 

see Path to Mars and Space Developments for more details of the difficulties 

yet to be overcome.  

 

But is this simply a defeatist perspective? 

 

Well, while not reflecting the optimism of science-fiction, it is possibly more 

reflective of reality, at least, in the near-term of reaching another planet, even 

within the confines of our own solar system. Of course, the problems are not 

simply related to the limitations of current propulsion systems, but also involve the many and considerable problems of 

long-term survival outside the ecosystem of planet Earth – see Life Support Systems and Future in Space for more details.  

 

Note: In this context, humanity might possibly want to reprioritise the importance of planet Earth to the survival of most 

of its human population, as well as all other species. For reality is telling us that we are a very little fish in a very big 

pond. In addition, we might also realise that as ‘little fishes’ we really have only evolved to survive in a very specific ‘little 

pond’.  

 

While the previous table provided an initial perception of distance, and the travel times, we might recognise that the solar 

system is but one star, the Sun, in the Milky Way galaxy, where even the nearest star, Proxima Centauri, is over 4.25 lightyears 

away, such that it takes light 4.25 years to travel from our Sun to its nearest neighbour. However, this star is only one of an 

estimated 100+ billion stars in the Milky Way galaxy, which has a diameter in the order of 100,000 lightyears, where the nearest 

comparable neighbour galaxy, Andromeda, is separated by 2.5 million lightyears of space. 

 

Object Kilometres Miles AU Seconds Minutes Lightyears Voyager 

Proxima Centauri 4.02E+13 2.50E+13 2.69E+05 1.34E+08 2.23E+06 4.25E+00 77,601 

Milky Way 9.46E+17 5.88E+17 6.32E+09 3.15E+12 5.26E+10 1.00E+05 1.83E+09 

Andromeda galaxy  2.37E+19 1.47E+19 1.58E+11 7.88E+13 1.31E+12 2.50E+06 4.56E+10 

Visible Universe 1.30E+23 8.05E+22 8.66E+14 4.32E+17 7.20E+15 1.37E+10 2.50E+14 

 

So, while science-fiction may simply be able to engage its warp-engines and achieve velocities far in excess of the speed of light 

[c], the physical laws of the universe may actually impose far more restrictive limits on interstellar travel. Based on the previous 

estimate of the average velocity of Voyager-1, it would take 77,601 years to reach the nearest star. Even if we ignore all the 

technical problems of achieving relativistic velocities in the order of 0.1c, the journey time to the nearest star would still take 

over 40 years with no guarantee of a habitable planet that remotely approximates Earth, other than the possibility of having 

the raw materials to produce air and water. Again, science fiction may hold out the hope of terraforming another planet, such 

that it might approximate the atmosphere, temperature and ecology of Earth, but we might also need to reflect on the scale of  

this ambition by an honest evaluation of our current ability to simply sustain the current ecosystem of Earth into the future. 

 

Note: The goal of this short essay was not to be pessimistic about humanity’s future, only to inject some realism into the 

idea that we can simply ‘go where no man has gone before’ and survive. For the scales of the universe suggest that 

space is not only very big and very empty, but also very hostile to human life. If so, we should possibly put more priority 

on the problems of sustaining planet Earth, where most problems appear to have been self-inflicted - see Population & 

Resources plus Brave New Worlds for wider discussions. 

 

  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2001:_A_Space_Odyssey_(film)
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/222.Mars.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/199.Space.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/150.Propulsion.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/224.Life.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/226.Future.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terraforming
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/8.Population.htm
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/8.Population.htm
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/146.NuWorlds.html


The Mysearch Website 

 

128 
 

This latter section has been added to this discussion by way of an addendum after seeing a video by Richard Dawkins, which can 

be referenced via the link in the question below. 

 

Who Was the First Human? 

 

While this addendum acknowledges that this video is the source of the idea, it attempts to elaborate on the timeline, such that 

it might be contextualise on the scales of the universe in respect to time, as well as distance. The idea of the video is based on a 

conceptual series of photographs of each generation stretching back in time to when the first ‘human’ might have appeared. 

However, the key insight of the idea is that while each generation must give birth to its own species, somewhere along this 

timeline a multitude of different species have emerged.  

 

Note: Simply as a point of reference for this discussion, a species is defined as a group of organisms in which any two 

individuals can produce fertile offspring. However, over multiple generations, one species might evolve and diverge away 

from its origins, such that it becomes a separate species.  

 

The timeline of planet Earth is estimated to have started some 4.5 billion years ago. At this point in time, and given the hostile 

environment, it might reasonably be assumed that no life existed. How life initially evolved remains a matter of debate, 

however, there is evidence that the very first life from which we might assume that everything evolved might have begun as a 

simple prokaryote cell some 3.8 billion years ago. Life, in this simple form is believed to have existed for some 2 billion years 

until the first, more complex, eukaryote cell evolved some 1.8 billion years ago. While this type of cell is normally considered as 

the evolutionary root of most of life on Earth, larger multi-cellular lifeforms only started to appear in an era described as the 

Cambrian Explosion some 541 million years ago. We might therefore try to summarise the evolution of life on Earth in terms of 

both years and generations, where a generation in human terms is simply approximated as 20 years.  

 

Event Years Generations 

Earth Formation 4,500,000,000   

Prokaryote Cell 3,800,000,000 190,000,000 

Eukaryote Cell  1,800,000,000 90,000 

Cambrian Explosion 541,000,000 27,050,000 

Australopithecus 4,000,000 200,000 

Homo Sapiens 300,000 15,000 

Recorded History 10,000 500 

 

Note: Over the period of some 541 million years, it is estimated that 99% of all species that previously existed, 

approximately 5 billion, are now extinct. Initially, it was estimated that the current number of species range between 10 

to 14 million, where only about 1.2 million were documented, such that 86% were essentially unknown. However, in 

2016, another scientific estimate suggested that there may be closer to 1 trillion species on Earth, if so, only 0.001% 

have been described. 

 

So, as Dawkins points out, the series of photographs might be extended to 190 million generations, at least, on a human scale. 

However, we might reduce the photographs to the genus of hominids that existed in Africa from around 4.2 to 1.9 million years 

ago to Australopithecus from which the genus Homo, which includes Homo Sapiens, to a much smaller number of generations, 

i.e. 15,000. However, all of human history only amounts to some 500 generations on this scale. On this basis, it might be 

suggested that human existence only appears as an insignificant blip on the scales of the universe, when measured in terms of 

either space or time. So, while humanity is allowed to dream of its potential, but not guaranteed future, it possibly should do so 

with some humility of its overall position in the universe. 
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1.1.18 Preference and Prejudice 
 

 

While this discussion will only make a passing reference to Jane Austin’s 

novel ‘Pride and Prejudice’, it might be argued that there are some 

parallels. With respect to the book, the charge of both pride and 

prejudice applies to both main characters and might well apply to us all 

to some degree. However, this book is set in a very specific era of the 

English 19th century class system, while this discussion wants to first 

consider some much older evolutionary roots. If the theory of evolution 

by natural selection has any validity in terms of its central premise, i.e. 

survival of the fittest, then the most basic preference of humanity, like all 

species, is survival irrespective of whether this choice is consciously 

taken or not. 

 

Note: In terms of a predator-prey model of life, all species compete, evolve and disperse simply for the purpose of 

seeking resources to sustain their struggle for existence. While some might debate whether this model is still applicable 

to humanity, few may question its applicability when homo sapiens first appeared. If so, this competitive streak may still 

exist in our DNA and therefore continue to manifest itself in different ways in the modern world.  

 

In terms of survival, homo sapiens were not obviously well-equipped to defend themselves against most of the top-predators, 

such that the idea of safety in numbers might be considered. While this is not an unreasonable starting point, we might 

recognise that humanity differs from most herd animals, such that the social groupings, as seen in primates, might be a better 

initial model. In this respect, we might consider some initial preferences inherent in the size and structure of earlier human 

hunter-gatherer groups, which were often centred around a small number of family groups. Of course, over time, the more 

fundamental needs that bound these groups together, i.e. survival, became more sophisticated, although the need for some 

form of collective identity did not simply disappear, but rather ‘evolved’ towards the idea of a national identity, now centred on 

language and culture. While much has changed in the modern world, the idea that we do not, should not, have any in-built bias 

in our cultural preferences in respect to how we choose to live appears somewhat naïve in terms of human nature.   

 

So, how might we initially discuss the idea of a preference in contrast to a prejudice?  

 

At a basic level, a preference is simply an act of preferring [A] over [B], while a prejudice might also be described as a 

preference for [A], while rejecting [B] without knowledge or consideration. However, the idea of prejudice can quickly be 

extended into bigotry and hatred, such that it comes to includes unreasonable beliefs and the disliking of other people who are 

perceived to be different. As such, we might see that the semantics of these words form a spectrum of views, where 

preferences are understandable, prejudices questionable and bigotry unacceptable. Even so, we might understand that as we 

progress through life, we cannot help acquire certain preferences that can then bias the choices we make. However, in most 

cases, it might be accepted that these choices simply reflect a personal preference for a certain type of lifestyle. For example, 

our lifestyle choices can often change with age and, in many cases, what was actively sought at the age of twenty is actively 

avoided at seventy. Again, in such cases, we do not normally consider the preferences of age as a prejudice or bigotry of one 

group towards another. In this context, we possibly need to accept that certain preferences are also reflective of a cultural bias 

into which we are born, i.e. time and place, which then influences our own personal experience of life along the way.  

 

Note: In many cases, a cultural identity may only be a general sense of belonging to a group, which might be defined in 

terms of nationality, ethnicity, gender, religion, social class or a generation to which a person may feel some affinity. The 

assumption that some preferences have to now be considered as xenophobic prejudices, when judged against the idea 

of political correctness can then lead to wider implications under the expanding scope of social justice.  
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From the perspective of our own experience, we might identify with any of the groups listed in the note above, but this does 

not mean we necessarily identify with everybody within that group. For example, most of us may have a sense of national 

identity, but this does not preclude a preference for a certain type of person, who may appear to better reflect our own 

personal outlook on life, as was illustrated in Austin’s book ‘Pride and Prejudice’. As cited, preferences can also change with age, 

such that each generation may share a sense of identity that extends to common interests, e.g. sports, music and fashion, 

which might simply be recognised for what they are, i.e. preferences. However, preferences can be manipulated to become 

prejudices of the left and right variety, such that it can foster intolerance of anybody or anything that does not align to the 

norms of some worldview. However, while we should try to avoid unnecessary prejudices in modern-day society, we also need 

to recognise that this is not a new phenomenon of modernity. Again, from an evolutionary perspective, it might be assumed 

that earlier hunter-gatherer groups also understood the basic concept of ‘us and them’, such that it might be argued that they 

had a preference for ‘us’ and a prejudice against ‘them’, which was grounded in survival instincts. Of course, over time, these 

smaller groups merged into larger groups, where the idea of ‘us and them’ did not disappear, but was simply subject to 

redefinition. Without being too specific about the differences between ‘us and them’ at this stage, let us table a question.  

 

Why do we feel threatened by ‘them’? 

 

Let us start with the assumption that a society is initially representative of some indigenous group, which makes up the majority 

of its population. If the size of this majority is significant, then other multicultural groups within this society may not be 

perceived as threatening by the indigenous majority.  

 

Note: Just because a majority is not threatened by a minority does not mean that it will not engage in prejudice acts 

against a minority. History, clearly shows us that powerful majorities have often suppressed minorities, where the 

current issues of Human rights in China suggests that this is not simply a historic problem. 

 

When viewed from a historic perspective, we might realise that the make-up of any society may change, possibly due to 

invasions by more powerful groups, but also more slowly through the influx of new people simply looking for a better life. Of 

course, over time, even small minority groups can grow in number, such that the cultural balance of a society will change. While 

historically, such change often allowed people time to adjust, it did not guarantee a non-prejudicial outcome. However, in the 

modern world, we might recognise that global transport has exacerbated the speed and scale of immigration, such that the 

influx of people with different cultural backgrounds can occur very quickly and come to threatened an established balance in 

different sections of a society. So, while history might tell us that change is inevitable, this does not mean that everybody is 

willing to accept this change, especially when it happens to affect them personally. Therefore, we might now start to consider 

some of the broader problems associated with immigration in the US today, which is simply being characterised in the two 

cartoons below. 
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Note: While the cartoons might suggest that immigration is somehow especially problematic in America, it has to be 

remembered that the entire US population is historically one primarily made up of immigrants. Therefore, before using 

America as an example, some comparative statistics may be necessary. In 2016, China with a population of 1.4 billion 

only issued 1,576 permanent residency cards, which is roughly 750 times lower than the United States. Japan has an 

estimated population of 127 million, where the foreign population is about 1.75%. The white population of Africa is 

about 7.8% of the total population. As such, these statistics possibly suggest that these populations also have some form 

of preference that is reflected in its population overall. 

 

In addition to the note above, it might be useful to outline the History of Immigration in the United States, which starts with the 

indigenous native population being increasingly ‘displaced’ by European settlers from about 1600. Initially, this displacement 

was limited to the east coast, but continued to expand and, by 1619, also included African slaves, while recognising that this 

form of immigration was not one of choice. Later, immigration rules did become more restrictive, although cheaper air travel 

and economic globalisation then led to further immigration from Asia and Latin America. As of 2016, White Americans are still a 

majority, where Hispanic and Latino Americans are the largest ethnic minority, estimated at 18%, while African Americans are 

estimated at 14% and Asian Americans about 6%, but where the original Native Americans now represent only about 0.6%. As 

such, White Americans still represent about 61% of the 330 million population. Again, before we try to address the issues 

implied by the cartoons, we might table a question. 

 

Does this population make-up reflect a preference or prejudice? 

 

If we are honest, all populations probably reflect a cultural preference, which is in some way prejudicial against other cultures, 

as possibly reflected in the statistics of most countries around the world today. Of course, the more serious dividing line 

between a preference and prejudice is the transition into bigotry and hatred, where from the perspective of history, both 

undoubtedly existed in American society, as in many other countries. Again, if we are seeking an honest assessment, we 

possibly need to accept that these preferences and prejudices might be a natural by-product of evolutionary survival, although 

this does not mean that we should not attempt to minimise the negative consequences.  

 

Note: We possibly need to recognise that that a historic 

legacy of bigotry and hatred does not simply disappear 

when it becomes illegal. For those who have been victims 

of such injustice do not simply forget, such that hatred 

can linger, on both sides, which may take generations to 

subside and quickly be inflamed by those who may wish 

to take advantage of a situation for their own political or 

ideological reasons. 

 

So, having tried to provide some historic background to the cartoons, which undoubtedly still reflect both the preferences and 

prejudices of modern American society, we might now consider the next question in terms of the previous percentage 

breakdown of the American population. 

 

Who perceives the threat of immigration in America? 

 

In reality, all ethnic and cultural communities can feel threatened by change, especially when linked to a large-scale influx of 

‘them’, who are perceived to be ethnically or culturally different from ‘us’. It also needs to be highlighted that the ‘us and them’ 

divide works in both directions, such that it may be a relative and localised perspective within small communities of a wider 

national population. For while humans are a social animal that seek safety in numbers, we also have a general preference for 

the ‘familiar and similar’, such that many immigrant minorities have a long history of clustering into cultural ghettos.  
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Note: Cultural ghettos can be perceived in two ways. From the perspective of a minority living within a wider majority 

population, the idea of a ghetto may simply reflect a preference to live in a community that feels ‘familiar and similar’ to 

their place of origin. Of course, there can be a negative side, when people are forced into restrictive ghettos by the 

prejudice of some larger majority. While history clearly has examples of the latter, this does not appear to be the 

situation in America today, at least as a legal requirement, although there may be a multitude of other factors. 

 

Today, the idea of a ghetto community is invariably considered a negative thing in terms of any ideology that strives for 

multiculturalism in a globalised world, even though it may represent the preference of the local people involved. However, let 

us initially assume that multiculturalism only wants that people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds to live and work 

in peace and mutual respect. While this is an undoubtedly noble goal that most would support, it possibly ignores the problem 

implied in the first cartoon, where the size of any influx of people with different cultural backgrounds may still threaten the 

existing status quo within some local community, even though it may be statistically irrelevant in terms of the national 

population. Of course, for some, where multiculturism is a political or ideological goal, the concerns of the local community 

directly affected may not be a priority within their wider definition of progress, irrespective of the problems it may cause in 

these smaller communities. This then leads us to a globalist perspective, which might initially be introduced as more of a 

political or economic goal, but one that may be pursued by many different ideologies.  

 

Note: It might be argued that globalism, like multiculturalism, cannot be achieved if it takes into consideration the 

multitude of cultural preferences. For while multiculturalism may seek to minimise cultural differences within local and 

national populations, globalism may seek to remove the very idea of a cultural or national identity, if it is perceived to be 

a barrier to top-down political control or economic trade.  

 

Of course, for those who have an established cultural or national identity within a population, they may perceive the large-scale 

influx of people, often with little to no money and minimal skills, as an economic threat to their own livelihood. For these 

people may require access to limited jobs, homes, education and healthcare, which then has to be paid for in the form of public 

money, e.g. taxation, as suggested in the second cartoon.  

 

Note: So, at this point, we have to consider the possibility that people who have concerns about the level of immigration 

are simply reflecting a preference to protect what they see as ‘their way of life’, rather than an irrational prejudice 

against others for no reason. While, in an ideal world, the concept of multiculturalism and globalism are ideas that we 

might support in concept, it is in the nature of the human condition to resist such ideas when it is perceived to adversely 

affects the quality of our own lives.  

 

In respect to the note above, it might be speculated that many of those who seek to impose their ideological preferences on 

others are invariably not the ones directly affected by its negative consequences. For often, such ideologies seem to proceed on 

the assumption that any negative consequence will simply be transitional and as soon as people change their parochial 

worldview, they will come to see the benefits of the ideology being pursued. However, we might now attempt to widen the 

scope of the discussion to focus on the future, while recognising that the present is the sum total of the past, which cannot 

simply be erased. In this more debatable context, it might be argued that people are often a reflection of their cultural history 

and will therefore continue to have both preferences and prejudices, such that society will need to mitigate excessive prejudice 

through the rule of law. Again, while this appears to be both a laudable, as well as an achievable goal, it is not particularly 

visionary in scope, such that we might table a question. 

 

What visionary utopia might be achieved if we all embrace any of the ideologies being suggested? 

 

This discussion will try to avoid the details of any specific ideology, because all may ultimately represent a preference of some 

minority in society. For, as highlighted at the start of the Brave New Worlds discussion, one person’s ideological utopia may be 

another’s dystopian nightmare. However, we might consider a phrase taken from the US Declaration of Independence of 1776, 

as a general aspiration, described as an inalienable right, subdivided into natural and legal rights.  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multiculturalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Globalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ideology
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website2/html/146.NuWorlds.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Declaration_of_Independence


The Mysearch Website 

 

133 
 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 

 

While debatable in a theological context, this discussion will argue that evolution has no concept of an inalienable or natural 

right, therefore all rights are man-made concepts, which only have meaning if enforced in law. As such, the phrase above is 

assumed to only express an aspiration, which we might hope the system of governance in which we live would generally 

support in law, where practical. Of course, in reality, there are many caveats to the idea of ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness’, where the idea of ‘liberty’ can be particularly problematic, not only to totalitarian governments, but also to many 

ideologies that seek to impose their ideas on society. For in many cases, individuals often start to lose the right to opt out of 

‘the system’ into which they are born by the very system of law they hoped would protect them. In this respect, the rule of law 

is not necessarily a panacea for the injustices being discussed, but rather complicit within a system that seeks to maintain the 

power to rule. This said, the law can still help support a system where the most fundamental ideas of equality can be upheld. 

 

Note: Unlike the conceptual phrase above, it is argued that there are only two forms of practical equality, which relate to 

equality in law and equality in opportunity. In this respect, it is argued that it is far from ‘self-evident that all men are 

created equal’ as the equality of ability has never existed in either the natural or man-made worlds.  

 

The statement about ability in the note above can be problematic to some ideologies, if they assume all people must be equal 

without exception. However, while the equality of ability is self-evidently not true when we consider physical attributes like 

height or weight, it becomes increasingly ideologically contentious in the context of human intelligence – see The IQ 

Controversy for more details. However, another form of equality also wants to argue that gender is simply an optional label, 

such that recognising any differences, physical or psychological, between men and women is simply another form of prejudice. 

 

Note: The idea that gender is simply an optional label is very different 

from gender equality, which is now being increasingly protected by 

many legal systems, such that men and women are required to have 

equality in law and opportunity, at least, in principle. However, the 

position rejecting gender simply as a label is not a rejection of 

genuine transgender issues, where it is suspected that those people 

who undergo a transition from one sex to another would hardly 

describe their own experience of the traumas associated with this 

process as a simple label change.  

 

As suggested by the diagram, there are numerous rights now being argued out in many societies, often at different stages of 

social and cultural development, which this discussion cannot attempt to address. However, the idea that multiculturalism and 

globalism can simply impose its ideology, irrespective of the cultural preferences of others, might also be described as a form of 

cultural prejudice. This said, this does not mean that the debate surrounding equality for all, both in terms of the law and 

opportunity, cannot be pursued in open debate, which possibly raises another preference, the right to the freedom of speech – 

see Degrees of Freedom and The Nature of Consensus for wider discussion around this issue.  

 

Note: While the idea of political correctness may legitimately seek to outlaw hate-speech, the increasing use of this idea 

to censor any debate that questions a particular ideological narrative is consider detrimental to an open society. Again, 

the suppression of ideas that do not align to your preference, providing they are not bigoted or hateful, would appear 

itself to be a form of prejudice 

 

Within this general discussion, some attempt has been made to separate the idea of a preference, as oppose to a prejudice, 

where both might be rooted in cultural history. However, the law appears to have nothing to say about a preference, but 

possibly more so, if a prejudice is considered discriminatory, such that it seeks to restrict the opportunity of an individual or 

group. As such, a distinction needs to be made between prejudice and discrimination, where a prejudice may only reflect a 
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mental attitude, while discrimination implies some action, which may be potentially positive or negative. Within the limited 

scope of this definition, a prejudice attitude is not necessarily illegal, although often not desirable in modern society, while 

specific acts of discrimination can lead to legal prosecution.  

 

So, what acts of discrimination are illegal? 

  

As a broad outline, discrimination against any of the groups, as shown in 

the diagram right, might be considered illegal by varying degrees. While 

the details are beyond the scope of this discussion, most acts of 

discrimination that the law seeks to actively address either take place in 

the workplace or public spaces. However, as indicated earlier, legal 

prosecution can also extend to hate-speech against any individual or 

group. While the idea of racial prejudice is often only considered in terms 

of white against black, negative hatred can clearly exist on both sides, 

which we might hope the law would also address equally, as in a 2018 

case in South Africa under their ‘Equality Act’. In this specific case, a 

successful hate-speech prosecution was brought against Velaphi Khumalo 

in respect to the following paraphrased public statement. 

 

I want to cleans this country of all white people. We must act as Hitler did to the Jews. I don’t believe any more that 

there is a large number of non-racist white people. I’m starting to be sceptical even of those within our ANC movement. I 

will from today unfriend all white people I have as friends. From today you must be put under the same blanket as any 

other racist white because secretly you all are a bunch of racist. 

 

The reason for citing this example, rather than any number of discriminatory acts of white supremacy is that it highlights that it 

is not always easy for those who have been victims of racism to simply forget. As such, hatred can linger, on both sides, and 

may take generations to subside, but then quickly inflamed by those who may wish to take advantage of a situation for their 

own political or ideological reasons. While recognising that the world is far from perfect, the argument being forwarded is that 

there are only two equalities that really matter, i.e. equality in law and in opportunity, which have been increasingly effective, 

although it is accepted that historical cultural preferences, and prejudices, still exist around the world. 

 

So, what more can be done? 

 

In part, the arguments outlined rejects the idea that world only needs more social justice warriors to simply right all wrongs 

according to their ideological preferences. However, this does not mean that nothing more can be done, such that we might 

consider the potential benefits of affirmative action, while highlighting that this idea should not necessarily be equated to the 

idea of ‘positive discrimination’ based on quotas. First, we possibly need to introduce the more general idea of affirmative 

action, which originally referred to policies and practices to prevent negative discrimination, as outlined above, such that all 

should have equality in law and opportunity. In this respect, affirmative action seeks to address inequalities of the past in many 

areas of society, e.g. employment and pay, especially if based on gender, race or ethnicity. 

 

Note: In contrast, positive discrimination considers the use of quota targets to address what are considered the historical 

injustices apparent in the statistical representation of minorities in all facets of public life, especially government 

institutions. The problem perceived with this approach is that it assumes that under representation by any minority, e.g. 

ethnic or gender, is a direct result of some earlier prejudice rather than possibly being caused by some other factors, e.g. 

ability or difference in psychology underpinning the desire to pursue a specific career path.  

 

Clearly, this argument can appear contentious to those who only wish to see the problem through the one-dimensional lens of 

prejudice, but it is argued that personal preferences and ability have to be taken into account in the statistical distribution of 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Promotion_of_Equality_and_Prevention_of_Unfair_Discrimination_Act,_2000
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_supremacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_justice_warrior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Affirmative_action


The Mysearch Website 

 

135 
 

people in certain roles. As this issue is another that extends beyond the scope of this discussion to address in any detail, 

reference might be made to somebody who has proved himself well qualified to talk on such matters. Thomas Sowell is an 

American economist and social theorist and a senior fellow at Stanford University's Hoover Institution, who has written more 

than 30 books. In 2019, Sowell published a book entitled ‘Discrimination and Disparities’ from which the following quote is 

taken.  

 

The crucial question is not whether evils exist but whether the evils of the past or present are automatically the cause of 

major economic, educational and other social disparities today. The bedrock assumption underlying many political or 

ideological crusades is that socioeconomic disparities are automatically somebody's fault, so that our choices are either 

to blame society or to 'blame the victim.' Yet whose fault are demographic differences, geographic differences, birth 

order differences or cultural differences that evolved over the centuries before any of us were born? 

 

While the arguments that Sowell discusses cannot really be summarised in a soundbite, it might be said that if you look for 

disparities in society, you will undoubtedly find them, but if you are looking for the causal reasons you have to look beyond 

ideology. However, for those interested in learning more about this book, a 40-minute video entitled ‘Discrimination and 

Disparities’ might be a good starting point before reading the book. However, it has to be recognised that Thomas Sowell, nor 

this discussion, is denying that historic prejudice is not still a problem in some sections of societies, simply it questions how such 

problems might best be addressed going forward.  

 

Note: As touched on, if equality is protected in law then many of the overt problems of discrimination can be addressed. 

However, we have to recognised that just because the law may make certain crimes illegal does not mean that such 

crimes simply disappear from society.  

 

So, with reference to the note above, it has to be recognised that preferences, and even prejudices, are not illegal unless 

manifested in discriminatory action. If so, preferences and prejudices that may underpin discrimination will not simply 

disappear overnight just because equality is protected in law. In this context, preferences and prejudices that are detrimental to 

the future of society will take time and education to be eradicated. In this context, this discussion argues that real progress is 

unlikely to be expedited by divisive protests, especially when the motives of many of those involved may be questionable and 

possibly being manipulated for any number of ideological reasons – see Antifa in the United States for more details.  

 

Nothing in the world is more dangerous than 

sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity. 

Martin Luther King Jr. 
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1.1.19 ONS Covid Analysis 
 

SARS-CoV-2 is a virus that has caused worldwide fear, possibly due to the relentless 24/7 media warnings of the dire risks 

of death over the last 2 years. However, it is estimated that 80% of infections may be asymptomatic, such that a person 

may have no symptoms, but may include a mild cold-like infection. The next 15% of infections may exhibit symptoms 

ranging between a common cold to more severe flu-like symptoms. While the last 5% of cases may be serious enough to 

require hospitalisation, the fatality figures for Covid in the UK, based on official data from the Office of National 

Statistics (ONS), is estimated to be 0.11% of the UK’s 67 million people. However, this 0.11% figure also needs to be put 

into further perspective in terms of a mean age of 80+ at the time of death, where most had multiple comorbidities. It 

will be shown that the (>80) age group have accounted for 60% of all death, while the (>60) age groups have accounted 

for 93% of all deaths. In the context of different age groups, most healthy children have a greater chance of being struck 

by lightning than dying of Covid. While fear of the Covid virus has been understandable, the mainstream media, 

governments and other powerful institutions have possibly distorted what official statistics actually tells us about the 

risks. This is not to say that risks do not exist, only that they need to be put in perspective of age and other health 

factors. Only by coming to a better understanding of the actual risks within different age groups might the public at 

large come to judge the real necessity and effectiveness of imposed lockdowns, mask-wearing, PCR testing, self-isolation 

and the mass vaccine rollout. However, at the start of 2022, society as a whole now needs to revaluate the cost of such 

policies in terms of their negative impact on the lives of ordinary people, socially, economically and politically. 

 

It is now January 2022 and from a UK perspective, there is a growing hope that government restrictions may be coming to an 

end and that life might start to return to some sense of normalcy. However, people in the UK, like many other countries around 

the world, have been subject to almost a relentless 24/7 onslaught of media reporting on the dire risk to life from the Covid 

virus, which it will be argued has been out of all proportion to the actual statistical risk.  

 

Note: Misinformation about the risk from the Covid virus has not just been confined to the media, as governments have 

also use psychological techniques to try to engineer a ‘consensus majority’ that would support their lockdown policies. In 

this context, the role of the World Health Organisation (WHO) and other powerful institutions, all with their own 

self-interests, needs to be questioned – see Propaganda and the Covid-19 Pandemic for more details. Therefore, ending 

the pandemic may require many more people to question the legitimacy of any consensus, if only manufactured to serve 

the interests of a powerful minority with little regard to the impact on the lives of the majority. 

 

We might date the start of the Covid pandemic in the UK back to 31-Jan-2020, when the first case was reported. However, over 

the following months, public concern would be fuelled by media reporting culminating in the first UK death on 6-March-2020. 

Of course, such media reporting did not only influence public opinion, but government action, such that the UK government 

would mandate its lockdown policy on 23-March-2020. By 04-April-2020, statistics being issued by the UK and the Italian 

governments, as recorded on websites like viruscov.com, were suggesting death rates between 10-12% based on infection.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In retrospect, we now know that these initial statistics were not an accurate assessment of the infection numbers nor the actual 

cause of death. However, it is understandable that people would have been worried by such statistics, especially when 

translated into newspaper headlines. As a consequence, there were growing calls for governments to mitigate the threat, which 

in-turn gave politicians an effective mandate to impose lockdowns, mask-wearing, PCR testing, self-isolation and eventually a 

mass vaccine rollout. While governments claimed their decisions were backed by a ‘scientific consensus’, how this consensus 

was created and maintained by censorship was never explained to the public – see Pandemic Addendum for links to alternative 

Date Country Population 
% 

Infected % Death % Active % Recovery 

04/04/2020 UK 67,772,000 0.056% 9.445% 90.201% 0.354% 

04/04/2020 Italy 60,500,000 0.198% 12.252% 71.259% 16.489% 

04/04/2020 Germany 82,800,000 0.110% 1.399% 71.643% 26.958% 

04/04/2020 Global 7,700,000,000 0.029% 5.340% 73.998% 20.662% 
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views. However, at this early stage, overly-protective measures may have seemed a sensible precaution in the absence of any 

real information about the potential severity of the Covid virus, especially in light of an influential report by Imperial College 

published on 16-March-2020. This discussion will only summarise the headline recommendations of this report as follows:  

 

In the absence of any control measures, we would expect a peak in 

daily deaths to occur after approximately 3 months. In such scenarios, 

given an estimated R0 of 2.4, we predict 81% of the GB and US 

populations would be infected over the course of the epidemic. In total, 

in an unmitigated epidemic, we would predict approximately 510,000 

deaths in GB and 2.2 million in the US, not accounting for the potential 

negative effects of health systems being overwhelmed on mortality. 

 

As of 22-Jan-2022, we know this did not happen, as the number of deaths officially attributed to Covid in the UK now stands at 

153,490 after nearly 2 years. Of course, advocates of the government lockdown policy might claim that it was their action that 

saved 356,510 lives. However, the accuracy behind this claim needs to be questioned both in terms of the many inaccurate 

assumptions within the Imperial model and the questionable accuracy of the 153,490 deaths attributed to Covid, which will be 

addressed later in this discussion based on official statistics subsequently released by the Office of National Statistics (ONS).  

 

Note: While statistical data in the early months was limited, the case of the cruise ship Diamond Princess might still have 

added weight to an alternative to the social and economic lockdowns to be debated rather than censored. This ship 

began its voyage on 20-Jan-2020 and was held in Covid quarantine until 1-Mar-2020. Over this time, 567 out of 2666 

passengers and 145 of the 1045 crew were infected and 14 died. 

 

If this incident were considered as a study case, then 21.2% of the passengers and 13.8% of the crew were infected. While there 

were possibly many reasons for the difference in these infection rates, the age demographics of older passengers and a 

younger crew may have accounted for much of this difference. Overall, 19.1% of the 3711 people onboard were infected, but 

where 14 deaths only represented 1.96% of those infected and only 0.37% of the ship’s population, which contradicted the 

alarming death rates being cited in the first table above, dated 04-April-2020.  

 

Note: As early as 22 -March-2020, a day before the UK lockdown, Professor Walter Ricciardi, scientific adviser to Italy’s 

health minister, stated that only 12% of death certificates issued in Northern Italy showed direct causality to the 

coronavirus, such that 88% of deaths might have been attributed to age and other pre-existing morbidities. It is now also 

known that vitamin-D deficiency in many of the older women might also have been a contributory factor. 

 

While the issue of deaths by age and other comorbidities will be discussed further in terms of revised UK statistics recently 

issued by the ONS, there was already growing statistical data in 2020 that questioned the official narrative. The initial analysis in 

‘The Covid-19 Pandemic’, published back in 2020, already questioned the death rates from Covid, as well as the efficacy of most 

of the prevention policies being mandated by governments around the world.   

 

So, how might we now review the statistical data surrounding Covid in 2022? 

 

Initially, we might simply consider updating the first table below with later figures taken from the website virusncov.com. 

However, while this website provides statistics for most countries, the next table will simply focus on the UK, such that we 

might attempt to correlate and explain the figures with official UK-ONS statistics. 
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Note: Each country has experienced different impacts of the Covid virus, which may be attributed to differences in 

demographics, both geographic and population. In terms of deaths per million, there is a variance around a global 

average of <1000 (0.1%), which is also reflected in the UK deaths as a percentage of the population. The UK has a 

population of 67 million, where approximately 600,000 people die every year from all causes, where numbers are 

weighted towards age and other comorbidities. Due to its northernly latitude, there is a higher risk of death in the winter 

months, which some have explained in terms of vitamin-D deficiency due to the reduced levels of UVB.  

 

In the table above, we can see the figures for cases and deaths for both 2020 and 2021. However, it is generally accepted that 

the percentage figure for UK Covid infections may still be an under-estimation, such that the deaths as a percentage of 

infections may be essentially meaningless. As such, focus will be directed towards the deaths as a percentage of the population, 

although we still need to question the number of Covid deaths in terms of age and other comorbidities.  

 

Note: First, we might highlight the reduction in the inferred 9.5% death rate initially projected on 04-April-2020 to the 

actual figure of 0.11%, when presented as a percentage of the population. Again, advocates of lockdown policies may 

claim this reduction was the result of government action. However, there is now considerable evidence that other 

developed countries that did not impose severe lockdown policies all ended up with very similar death rates. 

 

At this point, we shall now consider the cause of death in the UK for both 2020 and 2021 using ONS data, published on 

7-Jan-2022, such that we might extend the analysis surrounding the statistical data shown in the previous table. In the charts 

below, the thicker black curve represents the 5-year average of deaths in the UK against which we might make an assessment 

of the excess deaths being attributed to Covid.  

 

    
 

Clearly, in the 2020 chart above, left, there is an marked increase in deaths in the April-May timeframe, where the scale of the 

vertical axis now shows deaths as a percentage of the UK 67 million population. In part, this presentation of lives lost was 

chosen, not to belittle the fact that many people did die, but simply to put the statistical risk into some better initial 

perspective. After the peak of deaths occur in April and May, the deaths fall back towards the 5-year average, but then rise in 

the winter months that links the 2020 and 2021 charts. However, in the 2021 chart right, the Covid deaths appear to fall 

towards the 5-year average by March, where the weekly Covid deaths as a percentage of the UK population equates to 

(0.001%). However, we possibly need to also analyse the Covid deaths by age, again using official statistics from the UK ONS. 

 

  Cases %-pop deaths %-cases %-pop 

31/12/2020 uk-2020 2,488,780 3.71% 73,512 2.95% 0.110% 

31/12/2021 uk-2021 10,449,106 15.60% 75,112 0.72% 0.112% 
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Age % %-pop %-Risk 

0-20 0.025% 13.61% 0.02% 

20-40 0.515% 26.30% 0.22% 

40-60 5.609% 30.80% 2.06% 

60-80 32.821% 20.65% 17.97% 

>80 61.031% 8.65% 79.73% 

All 100.000% 100.00% 100.00% 
 

 

In the chart left, we see the ONS actual number of deaths by age, but where these numbers are then translated into the table 

right as a percentage of the population with an overall assessment of percentage risk by age. In the chart and the table, we can 

clearly see that the (>80) age group is at the most risk, which if combined into an (>60) age group would represent over 93% of 

all Covid deaths. The figure in the table column right then shows a weighted %-risk by accounting for the percentage size of the 

population in each age group, For example, the (>80) age group that accounts for 61% of all Covid death, only represents 8.65% 

of the population by size., such that the weighted risk is nearly 80%. By comparison, the youngest (0-20) age group have a 

statistically minimal risk of (0.02%) of dying from Covid, which is 3,796 times smaller than people in the (<80) age group. Of 

course, this does not mean that nobody in the younger age groups have died from Covid, only that the actual risk is far smaller 

than for many other causes of death. 

 

Note: While the analysis above is based on the latest official ONS data, a similar analysis done in June-2020 basically 

came to the same conclusion about the risk of death by age – see All-Cause Mortality for more details. In an interview 

with Professor Karol Sikova (19-Jan-2022) it was stated that a freedom of information (FOI) request to the ONS 

suggested that only 17,371 people had died directly of Covid over the last 2 years, where the average age was 82.5. 

 

While the figure of 17,371 might have to be treated as somewhat anecdotal at this stage, it would equate to 8,685 deaths per 

year, if averaged over 2 years, which is 10.75% of the official ONS figure of 80,830. However, this figure appears comparable to 

the revised figure of 12% issued by Professor Walter Ricciardi for the deaths in Northern Italy in 2020. While it is unlikely that 

there will ever be a case-by-case review of the 80,830 Covid deaths in the UK, the idea that all of the deaths, where the average 

age was 82.5, could be attributed solely to Covid seems questionable to say the least.   

 

Note: We might use an earlier hypothetical example presented in the All-Cause Mortality discussion simply by way of an 

illustration. A frail 85-year-old man is walking along, when a strong gust of wind causes him to fall, such that he sustains 

a serious head injury. As a consequence, he is taken to hospital for what is perceived to be a life-threatening injury, 

where unfortunately he is exposed to an influenza virus. Due to his poor general health, the shock of the head injury and 

a virus infection, his weaken immune system succumbs to pneumonia, 

where respiratory complications lead to his subsequent death. So, the 

question is what was the cause of death? 

 

While we might assume that ‘a gust of wind’ would not be cited as the cause 

of death in this hypothetical case, it is highlighted that prior to 2020, the 

presence of an influenza virus was not a mandatory requirement to be noted 

on the death certificate, unlike Covid in 2020. However, we might try to get 

some additional perspective on this issue using official ONS data, published in 

2020, for influenza + pneumonia, as summarised in the chart right. As cited in 

the previous example, separating out causality of death between influenza and pneumonia, as well as other potential causes is 

often difficult, especially in older age groups. In 2020, there were 111,957 recorded influenza and pneumonia infections present 

at death, but only 20,523 considered to be the primary cause of death. In 2019, this figure was higher at 26,398 and even higher 
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in 2018 at 29,516. As a ballpark estimate, it appears that only 20% of the influenza and pneumonia infections were considered 

to be the primary cause of death. It might therefore be suggested that a similar estimate might apply to Covid, especially if 

some of the excess deaths were caused by lockdown policies that curtailed health services for all other non-Covid illnesses. 

Within this wider appraisal of all-cause mortality, the following causes of death need to be taken into consideration, where 

most are weighted towards older age groups, as shown by the red curve right. 

 

 

Non-Covid Death 
Rates 

% Rate Deaths  

Cardiovascular 28.62% 171,702  

Cancers 25.61% 153,630  

Respiratory 12.18% 73,074  

Digestive diseases 4.65% 27,876  

Mental disorders 3.61% 21,630  

Nervous system 3.35% 20,076  

All Other causes 22.00% 132,000  

All causes, all ages 100.00% 599,988   

 

At the start of this discussion, it was claimed that the 24/7 media reporting constantly warning of the dire risk to life from the 

Covid virus could not be supported by an analysis of the statistical risk. While this was also the conclusion of ‘The Covid-19 

Pandemic’ analysis done in 2020, the analysis of the latest official ONS data has not change the conclusion that the UK 

population, along with its politicians, have been misled in respect to both the risks and the effectiveness of its lockdown policy. 

 

But can this conclusion really be defended? 

 

Let us start by first summarising some of the data outlined in terms of the official 2020 ONS statistics, but now rationalised by 

age groups as suggested by the previous chart. The table below is colour coded into green (0-49), amber (50-59) and red (>60), 

where in the columns left, we see the potential risk to these aggregated age groups, while the columns on the right show the 

population breakdown for each age group. 

 

2020 

Age  Deaths %-Deaths Group-risk Pop %-Pop Group-Pop 

0-9 4 0.005% 

1.85% 

7,939,000 11.83% 

62.01% 

10-19 16 0.020% 7,734,000 11.52% 

20-29 104 0.129% 8,608,000 12.83% 

30-39 312 0.386% 8,931,000 13.31% 

40-49 1,063 1.315% 8,404,000 12.52% 

50-59 3,470 4.293% 4.29% 9,128,000 13.60% 13.60% 

60-69 7,827 9.684% 

93.85% 

7,215,000 10.75% 

37.99% 70-79 18,699 23.137% 5,768,000 8.59% 

>80 49,325 61.031% 3,386,000 5.05% 

All 80,820 100.000% 100.00% 67,113,000 100.00% 100.00% 

 

So, in-line with the previous analysis of the official ONS data, we see that the green age groups only have an aggregated 1.85% 

risk of death from Covid, while representing 62% of the population. The amber group (50-59) has an increased risk of death of 

4.29%, such that this group may require greater protection, if known to have existing health issues that may make them more 

vulnerable to Covid. However, the population of the green and amber age group are the most representative of the working 
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http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/html/22.Covid19.html
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/html/22.Covid19.html


The Mysearch Website 

 

141 
 

population on which the UK economy depends, while the age group (<20) reflects the equally important section of the 

population in full-time education. Finally, the red group reflects the (>60) age groups in which 93% of Covid deaths occurred.  

 

Note: The table above reflects the official number of Covid deaths even though the analysis has suggested that the 

actual number of deaths directly attributable to Covid might be considerably reduced. Equally, just focusing on Covid 

death ignores any excess deaths caused by the negative impact on health services for all other illnesses. Even the official 

figure of 80,820 Covid deaths only represents about 13% of the 600,000 people who die in the UK every year, where 61% 

of the Covid deaths were in the (>80) age group, who statistically may have had only months to live, irrespective of the 

pandemic or any lockdown measures.  

 

Based on the table above, it might be argued that a more cost-effective protection policy may have allowed most of the 

population, least at risk, to continue to remain in work and in schools with various degrees of ‘smart-distancing’ where 

necessary. If so, then all of the money and resources expended on widespread social and economic lockdowns could have been 

focused on the age groups most at risk. As shown in the table, the age groups between (0-49) that make up 62% of the UK 

population only had a 1.85% risk, while younger age groups (0-19) still in education only had a 0.025% risk. While many will 

consider an analysis based on statistics to be cold and impersonal, they undoubtedly provide a more rational basis for 

government policy than political rhetoric as made by the Governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo. 

 

I want to be able to say to the people of New York, I did everything we could do. 

And if everything we do saves just one life, I’ll be happy. 

 

However, without an understanding of the real risks by age groups, politicians in New York transferred elderly Covid patients 

back into care homes at the height of the pandemic. As a consequence, New York had one of the highest care home death tolls 

with more than 6,400 Covid related deaths in its care facilities. Sadly, there were many other similar instances of high death 

tolls in care homes around the world as politician thought they had to prevent hospitals being overwhelmed by Covid patients 

within younger age groups, and contrary to media reports, this rarely materialised.  

 

Note: In the UK, only 3 of the emergency Covid hospitals were ever used to treat Covid patients, despite costing more 

than £500 million of taxpayer money in 2020. Subsequently, only two of these hospitals were used to treat Covid 

patients in the secondary 2020/21 winter outbreak, despite governments Covid-19 alert levels being raised to five due to 

further fears that the NHS being overwhelmed. All of these emergency hospitals only ever had very low occupancy. 

 

So, if politicians did not really understand the real statistical risk to its population by age group, we might also question whether 

they understood the social and economic costs incurred as a result of the lockdown policies. We might start by first considering 

the economic impact as reported by the ‘Institute of Government’ in the UK as summarised in the following chart estimating the 

public sector borrowing for just 2020. 
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While the Institute for Government is described as an independent research and analysis ‘think tank’, it is unclear whether it is 

completely unbiased in its political alignment. Therefore, we shall only summarise its assessment of the chart above. 

 

Public borrowing in 2020/21 will be £317.4bn above the government’s plans, such that it is representative of the ‘costs 

of Covid’ so far to the public finances in the current year. While lockdown and social distancing also caused a huge 

economic contraction in the UK. Estimates vary, but many forecasters predict that the UK GDP figure will be at least 10% 

lower in real terms in 2020 than in 2019. The latest projection from the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) suggests 

output will fall by 13.3% over the 2020/21 financial year, equating to a further £336 billion loss of revenue to the UK. If 

so, this would amount to a £700 billion deficit to the UK economy. 

 

However, while some politicians may be happy to incur such enormous costs to the national economy in order to save just one 

life, the analysis shows that the risk to 75% of the UK population was 6.1%, where the aggregated deaths of the (0-49) age 

group was 1,499. While some may still be sadly overwhelmed by this number, statistically it represents only 0.25% of the 

600,000 people who die every year in the UK. 

 

But how has the Covid pandemic impacted society at large? 

 

While, this is not a question that can really be address solely in terms of statistics, we might try to summarise some of the 

impacts that may persist into the future. While statistics might help rationalise the risks of Covid within different age groups 

and provide some insights to the economic cost, the overall damage to society is more difficult to quantify as a number. 

Anecdotally, it might be realised that society has been unable to function properly due to lockdown restrictions that have often 

adversely affected the most vulnerable in society.  

 

Note: As a generalisation, the mental health of a population often depends on social interaction, whether in terms of 

sports and entertainment events, travelling and holidays or the celebration of cultural, religious and festive events. 

Stress has also been caused by job losses and social distancing restrictions involving family and friends plus imposed 

school closures and postponement of important examinations.  

 

Of course, people are not immune to the wider impacts of the lockdown policies that have cause disruption to normal health 

services as governments put disproportional emphasis on just one illness, Covid, that statistics shows has claim the lives of 0.1% 

of the UK populations. 

 

Note: In terms of health services, priority appears to have been given to detecting, quarantine and treatment of 

suspected or confirmed cases based on questionable PCR results. This has resulted in reduced services for other essential 

medical services, such that people with other diseases and health problems have been neglected, which have 

undoubtedly resulted in excess deaths beyond Covid.  

 

While the financial cost of Covid to the UK economy has been outlined, there are clearly much wider impacts that are affecting 

the global economy that may take years to resolve with the potential for increased geopolitical tensions around the world. 

 

Note: Over the last 2 years, most societies have experienced the impact of a slowdown of the manufacturing of essential 

goods and the disruption the supply chain of products, which has also led to the inflation of prices. Again, it is the most 

vulnerable in society who are the most affected by rising prices and loss of earnings and savings. The idea of a globalised 

economy is being challenged in a post-Covid world as many nations now realise the danger of being too dependent on 

foreign imports and exports. If so, this may dramatically change the world over the coming decades. 
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Finally, some reference might be made to the impact on our political systems. Recent research by Cambridge University has 

highlighted the loss of confidence in politicians and governments across the western world. While the link above allows access 

to the actual report, a general summary might be provided.  

 

Across the globe, democracy is in a state of malaise. We find dissatisfaction with democracy has risen over time, and is 

reaching an all-time global high, in particular in developed countries. It is also suggested that the younger age groups 

are more affected by the restrictions of government lockdown policies, such that they have come to have less confidence 

in political institutions with an increasingly negative attitude towards elections.  

 

In part, politicians themselves must take responsibility for this state of affairs, as so many appear to be prioritizing ideological 

rhetoric and point-scoring over their political opponents rather than focusing on the growing list of problems in the wider 

world. Therefore, out of all the issues outlined above, possibly the attitude of the younger generations will have the most 

far-reaching effect on future socio-political developments. As the optimism and influence of the baby-boomer generation of the 

20th century continues to fade into history, those born in the 21st century may come to see the world in a very different way. 

While my generation can only wish their grandchildren well, it can only be hoped that they may become more critical of those 

who attempt to engineer a consensus that only serves the self-interest of a minority, who then try to use this consensus to 

impose a censorship on any wider debate.   

 

One final issue for consideration. In 2020 there were no vaccines, while in 2021 there was mass vaccinations. However, 

the analysis of the ONS official data appears to suggest that Covid deaths, as a percentage of the UK population, 

probably never exceeded 0.1% in either year. If so, how might the efficacy of any Covid vaccine be calculated with 

respect to preventing death? 
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1.1.20 Controlling the Masses 
 

In the distant past, humanity survived in the natural world by grouping into small hunter-gatherer tribes. However, even at this 

early stage, we might imagine that the majority of people within these tribes were subject to decisions taken by a ‘chief’ or 

‘tribal elder’, a process that might be described as authoritarian or something slightly more democratic. Over time, the 

structural sophistication of hunter-gatherer tribes evolved into larger settlements in the form of villages, towns, cities and 

eventually nation states. Despite the scope of this change, the issue of ‘controlling the masses’ has remained central to those in 

power, such that corresponding change also took place in the structural institutions that facilitated this control.  

 

Note: From a historical perspective, monarchies and religion were initially the foundations of many powerful institutions, 

which were increasingly capable of controlling the masses. However, with the perspective of hindsight, we might also 

reflect on who were the beneficiaries of this control.  

 

As the timeline of developments moved into the 20th century, the scope of the institutions that exercised control over society 

had expanded in scope to become an increasingly complex and interconnected network of social, economic and political 

structures over which the wider population had very little reciprocal control. As such, it might be argued that the developing 

idea of democratic control ‘by the people, for the people’ has always been limited, if not an illusion created and maintained by 

those actually in power. We might attempt to illustrate the imbalance of power as shown in the diagram left, taken from the 

discussion entitled the Money Flow Model, although we might immediately simplify the details as shown right. 

 

  
 

In the model left, we see that the concentration of monetary flows exists between government, industry and banks, not with 

the people, such that these institutions also represent the concentration of power. In the simplified overlapping Venn diagram 

right, industry and banks are merged to represent the economy [2] of a nation-state, which still interfaces [12] with the 

government and the wider society [13]. While the descriptions of the overlapping regions [12], [13] and [23] are simplistic, it 

might still be argued that the central goal [123] of any nation-state is stability. However, while most governments seek stability 

in order to maintain control, the means by which this might be achieved in the 21st century will now be the focus of the rest of 

the discussion.  

 

Note: As discussed in ‘Brave New Worlds’, technology has the potential to fundamentally change the nature of society in 

terms of its political, economic and social institutions. However, the underlying desire to control the masses has 

remained a central objective of those in power and those who seek power. One of the key ways this might be achieved 

was discussed under the heading ‘Information Control’. 

 

The links in the note above provide some details of various Social Credit Systems now being developed in many nation-states 

around the world. While the focus of such developments are often considered in terms of authoritarian governments, there is 

now a growing danger that so-called democratic governments might seek similar levels of control through the development of a 

Central Bank Digital Currency (CBDC) combined with Universal Basic Income (UBI). 
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Note: While both CBDC and UBI might provide some wider benefits to society at large, the following video links possibly 

highlight some of the dangers by which these systems might be abused – see ‘How financial freedom dies’ and ‘The case 

against Universal Basic Income’. However, while you must judge the arguments being presented in these videos for 

yourself, the following discussion is an attempt to consider some of the more negative implications. 

 

As the previous introduction has suggested, history questions those in power beyond their motivation to protect their own 

self-interests. Of course, in the modern world there are a multitude of interests, which expand into the social, economic and 

political sectors of society. While it is too simple to assume that these interests are always orientated towards financial gain, 

the idea that money equates to power cannot be ignored. All powerful institutions, whether economic or political in scope, 

require money to operate and influence others to support their goals, such that increasing the top-down control over the 

monetary system might appear both advantageous and necessary. 

 

So, how might a CBDC system be implemented? 

 

Initially, the idea of a CBDC system might be marketed on its positive attributes, such as ease of use and lower cost to society at 

large, where such a system might be universally accepted as a safe and trusted means of payment. However, while a CBDC 

system might be introduced alongside an existing cash system, it is clear that some might see the benefits of removing the 

option of cash payments within a society. If so, the central bank, as a branch of government, might then gain access to 

potentially all transaction information within the economy of a nation-state related to either a corporation or individual. 

 

Note: Without access to any other form of payment, a CBDC system would allow the government to audit the financial 

activity of both corporations and individuals in order to automatically assess the level of taxation to be paid. Likewise, a 

CBDC might also reduce the role of private banks to act as the intermediaries of government monetary and fiscal policy, 

especially when considered in conjunction with quantitative easing (QE) and UBI schemes.  

 

While the links in the note above provide more detail, for the purposes of this discussion, we 

might reference the simplified model right, which makes reference to both QE and UBI. As a 

very broad generalization, government revenue is based on a multitude of different forms of 

taxation plus the potential of the central bank to offer QE as an additional option. As another 

generalization, UBI schemes are often described as providing a basic income to everybody 

without any conditions, although the economics of these schemes in terms of government 

revenues has to be questioned. Either UBI payments will be too small, such that 

means-tested benefits are still required or have to be so high in order to cover all basic living 

costs that most governments will struggle to sustain UBI payments without QE. However, if 

we put the affordability issue to one side, the purpose of UBI might be seen in terms of a 

necessity, where consumer spending is required to maintain the economy, which also has 

implications on jobs and taxation revenue. While the details of this model appear economically questionable, the primary issue 

of this discussion is how governments might exert ever more control over their population in the 21st century. 

 

Note: If we combine the ideas of QE and UBI with the potential development of a CBDC system, we might come to 

understand how governments might develop a system that increasingly mirrors the capability of a social credit system. 

In such systems, any individual or corporation that deviates from a given political policy might have their CBDC accounts 

frozen such that they can be forced to comply with any government mandate. 

 

How might such an idea be developed? 

 

Clearly, in the case of China’s social credit scheme, nobody was asked whether they agreed with the imposition of such a 

scheme. This scheme already extends the idea of controlling its population by not only freezing credit accounts, but by being 

able to restrict access to all forms of public transport using mass surveillance and facial recognition databases. Also integrated 
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into this system is not only criminal records but also any misdemeanours like traffic violations, paying fines and being drunk in 

public. There is also a suggestion that the system might record whether somebody visits their elderly parents or whether they 

have been fired from a job and why. The ultimate goal of this system has apparently been expressed as allowing the 

“trustworthy to roam everywhere under heaven while making it hard for the discredited to take a single step.” Of course, the 

definition of ‘trustworthy’ would be defined by the government, such that many authoritarian governments around the world 

might be attracted to this ‘ambition’, although it is unclear that any population at large would agree to this level of control over 

their daily lives. Of course, the worry is that they will not be asked even in democratic societies.  

 

But surely, such an idea would not be implemented into any systems in developed democracies? 

 

Possibly many people who live in what were perceived to be developed democracies might now be more questioning of their 

governments after the Covid Pandemic – also see 2022 Analysis for later details. While the details of these discussions is  

beyond the scope of this essay, the agendas of two organizations might be cited, i.e. the Gavi Alliance and the ID-2020 alliance, 

where the goal or mission statement of this latter organisation might need to be questioned further. 

 

Identity is vital for political, economic, and social opportunity. But systems of identification are archaic, insecure, lack 

adequate privacy protection, and for over a billion people, inaccessible. Digital identity is being defined now and we 

need to get it right. 

 

If we consider the call for mandatory vaccinations, typically instigated by groups with self-interest agendas as cited above, we 

might realise the temptation and ability of an extended CBDC system to impose any given government mandate by simply 

freezing a person’s credit account until they comply. In part, the Canadian government imposed similar account restrictions on 

those who participated in the opposition to mandatory vaccines for truck drivers, while similar mandates were attempted in 

many other developed democracies in terms of the threat of job termination and travel restrictions without proof of 

vaccination. While the rights and wrongs of these mandates is not being debated at this point, they may clearly illustrate how 

future developments may increasingly seek to control the masses.   

 

Note: While the idea of a democracy conceptually allows a population to vote out a government, the scope of choice is 

limited, if only two political parties have a realistic chance of winning a majority vote. In many cases, the public is simply 

reduced to an observer of opposing rhetoric grounded in political ideology, where public policy can be further 

compromised by the lobbying of powerful interest groups.  

 

While this discussion is not advocating support for authoritarian governments, it is still questioning whether democratic 

governments will be immune to the temptation to acquire more control over its population through future technology 

developments. While beyond the scope of this discussion, future developments in AI and robotics may come to further question 

how many in society will have any constructive role, if only faced with long-term unemployment supported by UBI. In this 

respect, both authoritarian and democratic governments may see the danger of economic collapse causing increasing instability 

in society, such that governments may seek the imposition of ever more draconian control over its population.  

 

Aldous Huxley: This concern with the basic condition of freedom, the absence of physical constraint, is unquestionably 

necessary, but is not all that is necessary. It is perfectly possible for a man to be out of prison and yet not free, to be 

under no physical constraint and yet to be a psychological captive, compelled to think, feel and act as the 

representatives of the national State, or of some private interest within the nation, want him to think, feel and act. 
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1.1.21                                                                                                                                                                               
A Perfect Storm 

 

If we first consider what might constitute a ‘perfect storm’ in terms of the weather, 

we might cite various events and conditions, such as wind, clouds, tidal surges and 

atmospheric pressure, which may also be dependent on geographic location and the 

time of the year. However, these events are possibly the more observable effects, 

where causality is being driven by other more fundamental factors. If we now 

expand the idea of a perfect storm, by way of analogy, to the events that might, or 

might not, affect a society, there are clearly many potential factors that might affect 

any predictive ‘forecast’, such that uncertainty constrains the discussion to 

possibilities, not probabilities. However, unlike a weather storm, disruptive cause 

and effect events within society may be linked to a series of seemingly unrelated events that unfold over years and decades. So, 

having provided an outline of the uncertainty in which this discussion must proceed, we shall try to consider some potential 

causal factors that may change the nature of present-day society.  

 

Note: As discussed in Brave New Worlds, the works of Aldous Huxley and George Orwell were confined to fiction, 

although their predictions are still seen as a warning of a future society that we ‘might’ wish to avoid. However, the 

word ‘might’ is highlighted because it is unclear that while we of the ‘here and now’ might reject this future, it may 

become the accepted norm of future generations – see The Trouble with Generations for wider discussion of issues.  

 

As suggested in the note above, each generation is a product of its own time and place, such that change may initially be 

rejected, but where future generations may have little to no choice but to embrace this change as the new normal. As such, we 

should not necessarily use our present-day preferences as the only criteria by which to judge whether change is good or bad. 

For history tells us that we, who have been the present-day beneficiaries of modernity, invariably forget the hardship caused to 

earlier generations caught up in the process of change. 

 

So, how might we start to consider this complexity? 

 

First, we might attempt to rationalise the scope of change to three key sectors of present-day society, i.e. its social, economic 

and political institutions. However, the discussion entitled ‘Catalyst of Change’ also suggested that developments in technology 

will also be a factor that could impact society in conjunction with the resources needed to maintain social stability, especially if 

these changes also caused further environmental problems. Within this framework, it might be realised that all manner of 

disruptive events might destabilise a society to some greater or lesser extent. For example, an event like the 2008 financial 

crises was clearly a disruptive event, first within the economic sector, but then spreading to impact social and political life. 

However, the scope of the impact, like weather storms, depended on geographic location of a society and its economic 

situation, where individuals were affected differently depending on their social status. Whether this event could have been 

predicted on the basis of historic economic boom and bust mismanagement might be debated, but clearly it was not avoided - 

see Economic Evolution for more details. Likewise, the 2020 global pandemic might be cited as another disruptive event that 

has profoundly affected most countries around the world in terms of its social, economic and political impact. Again, while it 

may have been possible to predict this event on the basis of a probability waiting to happen, especially if man-made, it appears 

that few countries were prepared, such that most governments overreacted in ignorance – see 2022 Statistical Analysis for 

more details. While hindsight provides us with a somewhat better perspective of these disruptive events, where the impacts 

are still being played out around the world, it is unclear that they have necessarily put us in a better position to predict and 

avoid other disruptive events that will undoubtedly exist in the future. 

 

Note: While the recent invasion of the Ukraine by Russia might also have been predicted on the basis of probability, it is 

clear that it came as a shock and few were prepared. At this point in time, the consequences for both Ukrainian and 

Russian society and the stability of the global order still hangs in the balance as all the potential outcomes have yet to be 
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played out. See two interviews with Julia Ioffe for more background information, both before and after the invasion: The 

Putin Files and Road to War. 

In the case of the invasion of Ukraine, the degree of uncertainty in the eventual outcome undermines the accuracy of any 

future predictions, such that we are left to speculate on all manner of possibilities. In this respect, we might see the difficulty of 

predicting the impact of a myriad of disruptive events that might only exist as possibilities along some future timeline. 

 

So, does this make predictions pointless? 

 

Not necessarily, for while many of the predictions of Huxley and Orwell were wide of the mark, especially in terms of the 

technical details and the predicted timeframe, they are still considered insightful warnings of some potential future.  

 

Note: In part, most of the essays within website-4 are reflective of some form of change that might be disruptive to 

future society. Whether such disruptions are good or bad is difficult to assess if we do not yet really understand all the 

implications, especially when judged by those born in different times and places. 

 

As indicated in the note, many essays have attempted to discuss different aspects of 

change, while website-2 discussed other topics in more detail. These discussions related to 

economics and politics, as well as environmental issues associated with climate change plus 

populations and resources. In this respect, the Brave New Worlds discussion was an attempt 

to integrate all these different issues into some form of overall framework, as illustrated 

right. As such, the current discussion might be seen as an updated synopsis that provides 

links to earlier discussions, such that this top-down overview does not get lost in too much 

detail. 

 

Note: By way of an initial summary of references that might also be relevant to this overview, the reader might wish to 

consider the essay ‘Rethinking Political Governance’ as there are many questions relating to the effectiveness of current 

political systems, if mounting long-term issues are ignored in the face of more pressing present-day problems. Examples 

in which governments fail to adequately understand the implications of their decisions might be cited in terms of the 

discussions entitled Consensus and Climate Change, Prevention versus Cure and 2022 Pandemic Analysis. 

 

If knowledgeable political governance is lacking, we might easily imagine how a range of problems might start to accumulate 

and escalate into a perfect storm at some point in the future. Today, most are hoping that the implications of Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine can be restricted to economic trade and commodity prices, such as oil and gas. While the wider implications on 

global stability are obvious, one immediate implication is that the more zealous rhetoric surrounding climate change in 

pursuance of net-zero carbon emissions and renewable energy might have 

to be moderated, if the energy needs of both the economy and the wider 

population cannot be met – see Energy Developments, Case for Fossil Fuels 

and Nuclear Energy for more details. On a somewhat longer timescale, it 

appears that the economy of most countries may also have to be reconciled 

with future population demographics. With reference to the chart right, the 

current general trend is towards lower population growth in most 

developed countries, which not only has implications on the size of the 

country’s workforce, but also its internal consumption markets. If so, then 

most of the world’s leading economies could start to see stagnation and 

decline, which includes China. While India and Africa might maintain 

population growth for the foreseeable future and therefore come to 

represent the fastest growing portion of the world’s estimated 9.5 billion population by 2050, it is unclear that their import 

economies will support the export economies of countries like China and Germany. If so, the idea of the expanding globalisation 
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of import and export trade that has developed over the last 30 years or so might have to adapt towards a more self-sufficient 

model that accounts for a falling population – see Deglobalisation and Demographics for more details. 

 

But how might this potential change in demographics and the economy be addressed? 

 

In part, even the previous issues outlined have the potential to cause a perfect storm, if disruptive social, economic and political 

change is too widespread to maintain stability. Today, people are possibly aware that political change is taking place, 

irrespective of whether they live in a democratic or autocratic system – see Political Evolution for a wider overview. For 

irrespective of the nature of the political system, governments are increasingly perceiving the threat of social instability being 

caused by a wide range of issues, but where economic instability may be a major catalyst – see Economic Evolution for details. 

While there must be some uncertainty in how governments might react, one possibility might be described in terms of a 

description called Fortress World, which was first outlined in a discussion entitled Which Path to the Future? 

 

Fortress World: Considers the possibility that the global problems get worst, such that powerful nation-states enforce 

order in a more authoritarian form of political and economic governance, which might ultimately only benefit a minority 

within a few powerful nation states. To some extent, it might be argued that aspects of this world already exist in terms 

of the influence of a few ‘superpowers’ and ‘social elites’ that may control 80% of the world resources. 

 

Within the framework of the Fortress World model, a few major powers would seek to secure access to critical resources in 

order to maintain the needs of their own society or, at least, it most influential sectors. This might be done either through 

strategic trading relationships or by more direct means of control. However, in the longer term, most developed economies 

may have to face up to the problem of a declining population, possibly resulting in a disproportionately large elderly population 

in comparison to its falling working population. 

 

So, how might this be addressed? 

 

Let us first consider the growing disparity between the number of people out of work compared to the number in work. This 

disparity might be caused by the changing demographic ratio of the old to the young within a given population, but also by a 

shortage of people with the necessary skills to secure employment in a changing job market. Either way, governments may 

have to impose all manner of taxation on its economy in order to pay for essential services that its population may have come 

to expect. Again, failure to meet these expectations may lead to social instability that most governments will try to avoid, if 

possible. Therefore, if the size of the working population or its skill sets are inadequate to maintain its Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) or the necessary level of productivity in order to remain globally competitive, then governments and industry may seek 

alternative solutions. 

 

Note: Technology in the form of robotics, artificial intelligence and machine learning may come to profoundly impact the 

workforce in terms of unemployment – see AI-Robotics Developments and AI-Robotic Automation for more details. 

While this approach might help to address a shortage of skills and increase the productivity per capita, it might also lead 

to much higher unemployment that may destabilise society, as suggested in the chart below. 
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The chart in black is possibly representative of the types of employment that might be attained as a function of IQ today. While 

the topic and implications of IQ, as suggested in the previous chart, are often avoided in public debate on the basis of what 

might be considered politically incorrect, this does not stop it being a reality in the world. Overlaying this chart is a speculative 

red curve that might be seen to be even more contentious and worrying, if it reflects the levels of employment by IQ in some 

future world. In this model, AI and robotics will continue to have an impact on some lower skill jobs, such as delivery drivers, 

although other manual skills, such as plumbing and general maintenance, may not be threatened by robotics in the foreseeable 

future. However, as suggested by the red curve, many jobs currently considered to be white-collar skilled jobs, e.g. accountants, 

lawyers and even some doctors, may be replaced by future AI or machine learning systems. If this model is pursued as a matter 

of necessity for all the reasons cited, it is possible that 25-50% of all jobs may be at risk by 2050, especially if compounded by a 

downturn in global trade. 

 

Note: While many argue that future developments will create new replacement jobs, it is unclear that the 50% of the 

population that must fall below the average IQ will necessarily qualify for these jobs, even if they materialise. For, it is 

unclear whether all sections of society can be retrained to meet the demands of a higher proportion of highly technical 

jobs, especially if the competition increases for fewer well-paid jobs.   

 

Given the potential implications of this model on society, how might governments seek to minimise the risk of instability. In 

part, one possibility has already been outlined in the essay entitled Controlling the Masses, such that this discussion will only 

highlight some basic possibilities. Broadly, this essay considered the implications where an increasing percentage of the 

population is subject to long-term unemployment with little prospects of ever finding a job that would provide a living-wage. If 

so, it was suggested that governments might seek to maintain stability in society by providing a 

Universal Basic Income (UBI) to all. However, it is far from clear how all governments could fund 

such a scheme without increasing an unsustainable deficit or causing a devaluation of its 

currency through quantitative easing (QE). 

 

Note: One suggestion discussed considered the potential development of a Central Bank 

Digital Currency (CBDC) system. However, concern was raised that such a system might 

also be developed into a social credit system, as in China, where any individual or 

corporation that deviates from a given political policy might have their CBDC accounts 

frozen such that they can be forced to comply with any government mandate. 

 

In part, the fictional predictions of both Huxley and Orwell were both predicated on the fear that technology might give 

governments the power to suppress any dissent in society, such that the population can simply be controlled. Today, there are 

clearly autocratic governments who are using technology to maintain power over their own people, where only a small 

percentage of society perceive any benefit, while almost everybody loses the freedom to criticise the government.  

 

But how many would notice this loss of freedom? 
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The worrying possibility is that most people, even in developed economies, will become preoccupied with their own ‘survival 

needs’ to secure an income that provides for themselves and their family. This situation may be compounded in some future 

world subject to mounting unemployment plus increasing food, water and energy shortages. If so, people may come to 

prioritise survival needs as a matter of necessity, such that the erosion of personal freedoms within a society may largely go 

unnoticed, or simply unopposed, by the majority. As a consequence, by the time the imposition of the state is excessive and 

obvious to all, it may be too late to change the system, if it has achieved a strangle-hold of control in all aspects of a society. 

While many may simply dismiss such an idea if they currently still believe that they live in a democracy, they may still be 

mindful that this level of autocratic and authoritarian governance already exists in the world. What might also be worrying is 

that the future might be shaped by so few issues, as outlined, where each issue is simply disruptive enough to shift the 

direction of society down a path that most might wish to avoid. So, while there is no certainty in the outcomes described, it 

might be too naïve to dismiss the possibility.  
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1.1.22 Nutritional Health 
 

For those readers in a hurry, it is suggested that they just watch two videos. The first is entitled Intermittent Fasting Guide by 

Dr. Mike Hanson and the second entitled Nature Wants Us to Be Fat by Prof. Richard Johnson, both to be discussed further. 

Based on the Pareto 80/20 principle, a 20% effort might return 80% of the results and provide the incentive to learn more.  

 

Note: Despite reference to the 80/20 principle, the scope of nutritional health is a complex issue 

and subject to individual variance, such that the reader is urged to research and decide what 

factors best apply to them. Our metabolism can depend on many factors, genetics and dietary, 

such that there is not a one-size-fits-all solution. In this context, this essay will primarily focus on 

providing a general outline with links to external references, often in the form of short overview 

videos, where various nutritional factors might be helped by modifying our eating habits. 

 

Anybody reading this essay is doing so from the perspective of their own consciousness, which we will simply assumed to be an 

emergent property of the brain. Despite the obvious importance of the brain in creating our perception of the world, it only 

represents about 2% of our body weight. The only reason for starting this discussion with this somewhat tangential issue is that 

our physical existence, including the brain, depends on some level of conscious decision-making relating to a multitude of 

metabolic processes that take place throughout our body, including the brain, simply in terms of what we choose to eat.  

 

Note: So, as suggested, there is a somewhat circular dependency in that our physical health often involves decisions, 

both conscious and unconscious, about what we choose to eat, even if buried in basic survival instincts. However, even if 

we are able to make more conscious decisions, if we are misinformed of the essential importance of nutritional health in 

terms of food types, vitamins and minerals, our decisions may cause more harm than good.  

 

The full complexity of these metabolic processes is way beyond the general scope of this discussion, for even medical science is 

still only beginning to understand the full details of this complexity. For this complexity encompasses the biochemical and 

molecular processes taking place within and between an estimated 30 trillion cells in a human body. 

 

So, how can nutritional health resolve this complexity?  

 

While we may only have a limited conceptual understanding of the nutritional requirements of the 30 trillion cells needed to 

sustain life, any conscious participation in this process is often reduced to what we decide to eat and drink. While it would 

appear that evolution has been quite kind to us in this division of responsibility, it is not clear that evolution and modernity has 

always helped us best understand what we should eat, as opposed to what we would like to eat. 

 

Note: While most of us have lost the ability to survive in the natural world, on the timescale of physical evolution, 

humanity has not necessarily changed appreciably in its dietary needs from our hunter-gatherer roots. However, the 

development of technology over just the last 100 years has caused a profound change in what we eat, and how often, 

which has not always helped us in terms of nutritional health. 

 

Building on this introduction, reference might be made to an earlier discussion entitled Prevention versus Cure, which 

considered some of the negative impacts associated with the food and pharmaceutical industries. While the pharmaceutical 

industry is not the primary focus of this discussion, it might be realised that it may be a beneficiary of poor health in terms of 

the number of drugs it can sells as summarised in the following quote by Dr Matthias Rath. 

 

The purpose and driving force of the pharmaceutical industry is to increase sales of pharmaceutical drugs for ongoing 

diseases and to find new diseases to market existing drugs. By its very nature, the pharmaceutical industry has no 

interest in curing diseases. The eradication of any disease inevitably destroys a multi-billion dollar market of prescription 

drugs. Therefore, pharmaceutical drugs are primarily developed to relieve symptoms, but not to cure.  
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Should you be willing to accept that there may be some truth in the statement above, we might then question how the food 

industry might be a beneficiary of the pharmaceutical industry. As indicated, the pharmaceutical industry may be the primary 

beneficiary of poor health, which this discussion will argue is invariably aggravated by poor nutrition. Therefore, we might 

understand why the pharmaceutical industry might finance erroneous medical research that misinforms the general public 

about what foods they should eat. For those interested in a more detailed overview of this type of misinformation - see video 

The Story of Fat: Why we were Wrong about Health and the role of Ancel Keys. The following quote by the Prevention Institute 

might be cited as criticism of the food industry: 

 

The food industry is targeting children with junk food marketing. The food and beverage industry spends approximately 

$2 billion per year marketing to children. The fast-food industry spends more than $5 million every day marketing 

unhealthy foods to children. Kids watch about 10 food-related ads every day. Nearly all food advertisements viewed by 

children are for products that are high in bad-fats, sugar or sodium. Most (79%) are low in fiber. Nearly 40% of children’s 

diets come from added sugars and unhealthy fats. Only 21% of 6-19 year-olds eat the recommended servings of fruits 

and vegetables. In 2010, the food and beverage industry spent over $40 billion lobbying congress against several 

regulations including those that would decrease the marketing of unhealthy foods to kids, and potential soda taxes. 

 

However, a note of caution is necessary at this point, for while many of the external references are assumed to be reasonably 

authoritative sources of information, ongoing research into the complexity outlined is continuously revising nutritional advice. 

Even so, it is unclear how the Standard American Diet, as shown below left, was not the product of deliberate misinformation. 

In this respect, the information appears to have served the self-interests of the food industry and supported by what might be 

described as erroneous research that best suited the financial goals of the pharmaceutical industry. 

 

  
 

As highlighted in the previous video reference, one of the unproved assumptions of the original American diet was that many 

deaths from heart disease could be linked to animal fats, which were assumed to cause an elevation of cholesterol in the blood. 

Therefore, if not regulated by a low-fat diet, cholesterol could narrow and block arteries preventing blood from reaching your 

heart, brain, or other organs. Ultimately, it was assumed that this condition could lead to strokes, heart attacks, or even heart 

failure – see video ‘The Cholesterol Conundrum’ for more details of the metabolic processes surrounding cholesterol. So, while 

the debate concerning what exactly constitutes a healthy niutritional diet continues, there appears to be growing evidence in 

general support a low-carbohydrate, high-fat diet, as illustrated above right. However, while there appears to be general 

support for a LCHF diet, there is still considerable debate about the details within each food category, i.e. fats, protein and 

carbohydrates. Again, while this discussion cannot detail the full complexity of the debates, it might provide reference to more 

authoritative references.  

 

Note: In the previous chart of the LCHF diet, we only see the food types that we might eat, although there is also a need 

for vitamins and minerals that also play a vital role in the many metabolic systems within the human body. Therefore, 

the reader might wish to review a 50-page summary paper entitled Nutrition for a better overview, as following 

discussion will only summarise this detail. 
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So, as broadly outlined, nutritional health can be linked to the foods we eat, i.e. fats, protein and carbohydrates, although 

additional references need to be made to essential vitamins and minerals. However, once these nutrients are absorbed within 

the gastrointestinal tract, much of the internal activity has to be explained in terms of various ‘hormones’ - see list of human 

hormones for an overview of the complexity. For the purposes of this summary, a hormone might be described as a molecular 

string produced by one organ, or gland, that acts as a signalling mechanism that then invokes an action in other cells and organs 

of the body. While many of these signalling hormones can be produced by certain mental states, e.g. stress, many others are 

triggered by the types of food we eat, e.g. sugar causes the pancreas to secrete insulin. From a preventative perspective, 

research is now beginning to understand how an unhealthy diet might disrupt the functioning of some of these critical hormone 

mechanisms and become the cause of an early death linked to heart attacks, strokes, type-2 diabetes, dementia and even 

cancer. However, as suggested in the chart below, the actual root cause of all these deaths might be linked to various forms of 

inflammation taking place throughout the body. 

 
 

While we normally perceive inflammation as an external redness or swelling, it might also be linked to the body’s internal 

defence system, which can be aggravated by poor nutrition that then triggers various metabolic reactions involving both the 

immune system and various secondary hormone actions and responses.  

 

Note: We now know that certain types of food can trigger inflammation, e.g. trans-fats, hydrogenated fats, sugar, 

refined carbohydrates, processed foods, as well as toxins, pollutants and stress. However, another cause of inflammation 

can often be traced to an imbalance of bacteria in the gastrointestinal tract and food allergies – see The Gut 

Microbiome in Health and Disease for more details. Likewise, some individuals may have an adverse allergic reaction to 

certain foods – see Gluten Sensitivity and Lactose Intolerance for more details 

 

So, having simply made reference to some of the additional 

complexity surrounding nutritional health, we might return 

to the more mainstream issues associated with the 

low-carbohydrate, high-fat diet, i.e. fats, proteins and 

various forms of carbohydrates. Let us first consider the 

idea that there are Good Fats and Bad Fats, where the 

linked reference and chart right possibly provides enough 

general detail for us to now consider the more confusing 

categorisations of carbohydrates.  

 

Note: Carbohydrates are often described as a non-essential food source. However, this classication is possibly best 

understood in terms of sugar, cerels, pastas and breads that might be avoided. As a generalisation, carbohydrates might 

be limited to glucose or fructose, which the body can use as fuel, especially in the muscles, heart and brain. However, 

high levels of glucose in the blood can lead to insulin resistance causing type-2 diabetes. 
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Again, for the general purpose of this discussion, vegetables and fruits might be considered essential to good nutritional health 

- see paper by Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition for more details. However, the idea of a healthy ‘balanced’ diet might be 

simplified to towards a moderation in everything we eat, although the LCHF diet supports a higher percentage intake of ‘good 

fats’. So, finally, we come to the issue of what is the best form of protein, which is a topic often debated in terms of vegetarian 

and carnivore diets, where the note below simply provides some initial references that help outline the various, and often 

contradictory, arguments.  

 

Note: An obvious form of protein might be considered in terms of a Carnivore Diet, but then contradicted by the 

advocates of a Vegan or Omnivore Diets and further questioned by Protein is not Protein. Then there is the issue of 

Fasting & Low Carb Ketosis, which is also compounded by the issue of Fasting vs. Eating Less. The author of these videos 

has been selected, not necessarily as an authoritative source, but rather because the information is presented in a way 

that might be initially understood by the public at large. 

 

While this discussion will return to the issue of intermittent fasting, there is possibly a need to first highlight the importance of 

some key vitamins and minerals. Again, while the full scope of the research into the functions of all the different vitamins and 

minerals in respect to nutritional health is beyond the scope of this discussion, the interested reader might wish to review the 

details in a paper entitled Vitamins and Minerals, where the following passage is taken from its introduction. 

  

Vitamins are organic nutrients that are essential for life. Our bodies need vitamins to function properly. We cannot 

produce most vitamins ourselves, at least not in sufficient quantities to meet our needs. Therefore, they have to be 

obtained through the food we eat. A mineral is an element that originates in the Earth and always retains its chemical 

identity. Once minerals enter the body, they remain there until excreted. Compared to other nutrients such as protein, 

carbohydrates and fat, vitamins and minerals are present in food in tiny quantities. This is why vitamins and minerals are 

called micronutrients, because we consume them only in small amounts. Each of the vitamins and minerals known today 

has specific functions in the body, which makes them unique and irreplaceable. No single food contains the full range of 

vitamins and minerals, and inadequate nutrient intake results in deficiencies. A variety of foods is therefore vital to meet 

the body’s vitamin and mineral requirements. 

 

However, while the quote above finishes with the suggestion that all vitamin and mineral requirements might be met if a 

suitable variety of foods are eaten, it is unclear whether this is possible in most practical diets due to depletion of these 

nutrients in the soil in which even healthy foods are being grown – see Soil Nutrients and Soil Degradation for more details. In 

addition, the requirements of vitamin-D cannot be met by food intake, but rather requires exposure to UVB sunlight, which 

most in the modern world are not getting – see Vitamin D Status and Viral Interactions for details.  

 

Note: Analysis by Johns Hopkins researchers involving 450,000 people found that 

multivitamins did not reduce risk for heart disease or cancer. A study also tracked the 

mental functioning and multivitamin use of 5,947 men for 12 years found that 

multivitamins did not reduce risk for mental declines such as memory loss or 

slowed-down thinking. A study of 1,708 heart attack survivors who took a high-dose 

multivitamin or placebo for up to 55 months suggested that heart attacks, heart 

surgeries and deaths were similar in the two groups. Despite this evidence, 50% of all 

adults in the US, and 70% in the +65 age groups take a multivitamin regularly at a cost 

of $12 billion per year. 

 

However, the findings above are related to the quality of multivitamin supplements does not 

necessarily negate the need for specific high-quality vitamins and minerals. As the previous 

paper Vitamins and Minerals has covered the basic details of most vitamins and minerals of primary interest to nutritional 

health, this discussion will only highlight the potential value of just two vitamins and two minerals, i.e. Vitamins D3 and K2 plus 

minerals zinc and magnesium.  
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Note: The following videos should only be considered as an introduction to the potential benefits of the two vitamins and 

two minerals highlighted, where the actual effectiveness may depend on the type and quantity of the supplement being 

used along with the age of the person – see How Vitamin D Affects Every Organ and Tissue , What is Vitamin K2, Its 

Benefits & Sources, The Amazing Zinc (Part 1): Its Main Function and The Important Unknown Purpose of Magnesium. 

 

So, at this point, the discussion has tried to provide a broad outline of the issues surrounding nutritional health primarily using 

references that might be perceived to be more authoritative sources. Of course, in practical terms, even the scope of these 

general outlines may provide too much detail for most people to assimilate and incorporate into their everyday lives.  

 

So, how might we rationalise this overload of information? 

 

In part, the most important aspect of nutritional health to us personally is how we might best change our health for the better, 

both in terms of its quality and longevity. However, we might attempt to focus the discussion to just three issues, which might 

have most profound effects on human health. These issues will be simplified as follows: 

 

1. Levels of obesity, 

2. The immune system  

3. Alcohol consumption 

 

Today, possibly the greatest threat to health in the modern world is not heart disease, 

cancer or even a pandemic virus, if being overweight or obese is a primary cause of 

inflammation. In 2020, it was estimated that over 60% of the UK adult population was 

overweight or obese with some variance within ethnicity, but where similar statistics are 

being repeated in most western populations, where obesity has nearly tripled worldwide since 1975. 

 

Note: While there might be many causal factors associated with obesity, genetic, socioeconomic and environmental, 

statistics over just the last 50 years suggests that the food many now eat appears to be a primary factor, not only for 

obesity but poor health. This assertion might first be supported by two overview videos Dietary Guidelines & Junk 

Science and Dietary approach for Health.  

 

However, if some growing percentage of the population is already overweight or obese, then these people possibly need to 

understand the issue of insulin resistance that will prevent many from losing weight long-term – see A New Paradigm of Insulin 

Resistance and Treating Metabolic Syndrome for more details. Therefore, it might be useful to have some understanding of the 

correlation between blood sugar level and insulin as shown in the following charts. In the chart left. The blood sugar level of 

obese people, who are invariably prediabetic or diabetic, spike higher due to insulin resistance disrupting the hormone 

mechanism in comparison to non-diabetic people, who generally will not be overweight. However, in the chart right, we see 

impact of different types of nutrients, i.e. carbohydrates, protein and fat, also affect the blood sugar levels differently. 
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Note: At this point, some reference will be made to the science of fasting. However, while this video might be generally 

informative, it should not necessarily be considered authoritative, such that this discussion would urge caution about 

extended fasting beyond a few days, especially without suitable vitamin and mineral supplements. Therefore, a video by 

Dr. Mike Hanson entitled Intermittent Fasting Guide for 2022 might be a more helpful source of information for most 

people, especially those already overweight or obese. 

 

If you are overweight or obese, you will probably have some level of insulin resistance, such that weight loss will require you to 

first address this issue. As highlighted in the Mike Hanson video above, going ‘cold-turkey’ into a strict diet plus additional 

fasting days may be counter-productive for long-term sustainability. However, once the worst effects of insulin resistance have 

been mitigated, the body may then start to adapt to a healthier diet, such that a person might then consider the next step. 

From the perspective of this discussion of nutritional health, the overall goal might be best achieved by transitioning towards 

2-meals per day, aligning to a 16:8 time-restricted eating plan, supported by a healthy LCHF diet inclusive of suitable vitamins 

and minerals. Somewhere within this process, a person is no longer eating to lose weight, but rather maintaining a long-term 

healthy lifestyle, which may also help maintain a healthy immune system.  

 

How does a healthy immune system fit into the overall picture? 

 

Generally, a healthy immune system can provide protection against infections, both from bacteria and viruses, which might be 

outlined in terms of two components. First, the innate immune system acts as a first line of defense against all manner of 

pathogens entering the body. However, by its general nature, the innate immune system only has a limited ability to stop all 

infections from spreading. In this respect, the adaptive immune system takes over if the innate immune system is not able to 

destroy the infection as it can adapt to destroy specific pathogens. 

 
 

Note: As this discussion cannot detail the actual complexity of either the innate or adaptive systems, it might simply 

make reference to the links and chart above along with two general videos entitled Your Immune System and How to 

Repair Your Immune System. In addition, the reader might wish to consider the importance of certain vitamins and 

minerals – see video Zinc, Magnesium, Vitamin D & Vitamin C- Immune System Health. 

 

At this point, we might return to the issue of metabolic health, which was first raise in a video reference entitled Treating 

Metabolic Syndrome, but not directly discussed. So, by way of a general outline, metabolic syndrome is often described in terms 

of a combination of diabetes, high blood pressure and obesity, which can put you at greater risk of coronary heart disease, 

strokes and other conditions that can damage blood vessels. In this respect, metabolic syndrome is estimated to affect 1 in 3 of 

adults over 50 in the UK, but where the root cause may be linked to poor nutritional health over earlier decades of their lives. 

While there is not necessarily an official definition of metabolic health, it is often diagnosed on the basis of 3 or more of the 

following conditions. 
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• Being overweight or obese, especially if having too much fat around your waist. 

• High triglyceride levels; especially if combined with low levels of high-density lipoprotein (HDL) 

• High blood pressure that is consistently 140/90mmHg or higher 

• An inability to control blood sugar levels associated with insulin resistance. 

 

For many seeking medical advice from their doctor on any of these conditions might be prescribed a drug of some description, 

this advice is often influenced by the pharmaceutical industry that might be more focused on increasing their sale of drugs. 

However, there are also many authoritative sources suggesting that metabolic syndrome can be mitigated by adopting a 

healthier nutritional lifestyle. In essence, this lifestyle invariably means losing weight in the initial phase and exercising more 

regularly. However, over time, eating a healthy nutritional diet can help maintain blood pressure and blood sugar levels; 

especially if the individual stops smoking and cuts down on their alcohol consumption. This leads us to the third item in the 

previous simplified list of issues that can have serious effects on our nutritional health - Alcohol Consumption. At one level, 

drinking alcohol is built into the fabric of many societies as a means of celebration and relaxing with friends and family, which if 

kept within moderation will not necessarily lead to the negative side-effects that are always present to some degree. 

 

Note: However, while the previous link is a dire warning of all the potential negative effects of alcohol, the video Alcohol 

Doctor Review might be more generally informative. Like many of the issues associated with metabolic syndrome, the 

negative effects of alcohol consumption can start decades before the scope of damage is even realized by the individual. 

As indicated, alcohol consumption often starts as a means of social interaction, especially when young, but can then lead 

to more regular and excessive drinking as a means to mitigate stress and possibly disappointments in later life. See brief 

outline report entitled Economic and Social Cost of Alcohol for wider details. 

 

So far, the scope of the overall discussion has attempted to provide an outline of the many nutritional and metabolic processes 

that may affect health. However, there is one other factor that has to be taken into consideration, which is our genetic makeup, 

both as an individual and collectively as a species. In this wider context, the human species is the result of a long process of 

evolutionary adaptations to survive in a changing environment, but where our individual genetics may reflect some variance 

that may make us more, or less, susceptible to the modern world. In this respect, the discussion now wants to return to the 

video entitled Nature Wants Us to Be Fat by Prof. Richard Johnson, which was simply reference in the opening sentence 

without comment. For convenience, Prof. Johnson’s work will be described as the ‘fructose model’ and while there are still 

many details being researched and debated, it does appear to be supported by evolutionary adaptations. 

 

Note: The video referenced above is part 1 of 3, where parts 2 and 3 do not seem to be available at the time of writing. 

However, Prof. Johnson has also written a book with the same title, which is available from Amazon, such that the 

interested reader can read further into details. On the basis of these references to the original source material, it is 

hoped the author will not object to some of the paraphrased quotes below taken from the book. 

 

As to be highlighted in the following quotes, evolutionary adaptations are embedded into the DNA of all species, however, in 

the case of humanity, these evolutionary adaptations have possibly been outpaced by developments in human society; 

especially over the last 100 years. Let us try to set the scene with the first paraphrased quote. 

 

Natural selection is the process whereby the environment in which a particular organism lives develops specific 

variations in its genetic makeup that are advantageous for survival, which can then pass to future generations. As such, 

whether the genetic change is advantageous is very much context dependent in terms of the environment in which it is 

trying to survive. 

 

As previously inferred, significant evolutionary adaptations to the genetic makeup of a species are relatively slow, which then 

has to be put into context with the accelerating timeline of human progress. However, the mechanism of epigenetics may be 

another factor that may need to be taken into consideration, although it does not necessarily impact the following quote. 
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For the most part, environmental changes affecting life on our planet have been relatively slow. The incremental nature 

of these shifts in variables, like temperature and food availability, have therefore played well with the selection of 

random genetic variations that coded for survival in the face of these new environmental challenges. 

 

Initially, these climate challenges were cause by all manner of natural disasters, such as major volcanic eruptions and meteor 

impacts, as well as natural cycles in the Earth’s temperature. 

 

Our distant primate ancestors faced such an environmental challenge many millions of years ago. A cooling planet, over 

millions of years, with its consequent decline in food availability, presented an environmental pressure favoring genes 

that could maximize survival. This new genetic constitution was one that provided a survival advantage by allowing our 

distant forebears the ability to more aggressively make and store fat, a powerfully effective physiological advantage 

during times of food scarcity. 

 

While these initial quotes are general statements about evolutionary adaptations, this discussion is focus on the issue of human 

health and how it might be affected by what we eat. Therefore, the idea of a ‘cooling planet’ might be considered in terms of 

the Last Glacial Period. One of the implications of this fructose model is that the last glacial period, which started some 12,000 

years ago, profoundly affected the availability of fruits; especially in the more northern latitudes of Europe, which was the 

primary source of fructose, as opposed to glucose. For the purpose of the discussion, the main difference between glucose and 

fructose is how they are processed within your body and how a genetic change in humans may now make modern humans 

more susceptible to fructose, which is outlined in the next quote. 

 

Fructose sugar uniquely serves as a critical signaling molecule, alerting the body to prepare for food scarcity by 

augmenting the creation and storage of fat as a caloric reserve and enhancing insulin resistance, the harbinger of type-2 

diabetes. This fructose model highlights the central role of uric acid, the ultimate downstream product of fructose 

metabolism in the ever-increasing global issues related to all manner of metabolic diseases. 

 

Having evolved a dietary dependency on fruits containing fructose, humanity developed a new genetic pathway in which 

fructose also produces more uric acid. As a generalization, uric acid is often considered to be a waste product, but where high 

levels can often be an indicator associated with metabolic syndrome. Likewise, when uric acid levels rise, it signals to your body 

to store fat. While this discussion will not pursue the details, reference might be made to the next quote and the diagram right. 

 

The development of agriculture some 12,000+ thousand years ago led to change 

that was both sudden, in evolutionary terms, and dramatic. This event, called the 

Agricultural Revolution, confronted human physiology with intense environmental 

stress of a different sort. Within a few short millennia, calories derived mostly 

from carbohydrate-rich crops became abundant and ultimately dominated the 

human diet. The change was so rapid that adaptive genetics could not respond. As 

such, a threatening environment versus evolution mismatch continues to threaten 

our health to this very day. Our genetic makeup continues to prepare our bodies 

for food scarcity, making and storing fat whenever we are exposed to an 

abundance of carbohydrates, particularly fructose. In essence, we are constantly 

preparing for a winter that never comes. 

 

As already outlined, obesity is defined as a condition of having excess fat, which is now 

generally considered as being unhealthy. The reason for this conclusion is that obesity is often associated with elevated blood 

pressure, high concentrations of triglycerides and high blood sugar levels, which ultimately can lead to diabetes over time.  

Again, all of these conditions are collectively described as metabolic syndrome. However, the fructose model being outlined 

possibly provides a wider perspective. 
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In nature, obesity is not undesirable and is often necessary for survival, which helps many species survive winters, 

droughts and other disasters that may affect food sources. In this context, fat is not a bad thing, if you live in the wild. 

 

Of course, as outlined, most of humanity no longer has to survive in the wild, where access to carbohydrate containing glucose 

and fructose was seasonal or limited in supply. Unfortunately, the modern diet that includes concentrated fruit juice, soft drinks 

of all descriptions and many processed foods contain both fructose and glucose, which are often consumed in excessive 

quantities all year round. 

 

Note: While various types of soft, energy and sports drinks collectively 

make up the largest contributors of added sugars in the modern diet, they 

are not the sole source. Another major source of sugar-laden products are 

grain-based desserts in the form of biscuits, cakes, pastries, pies and 

donuts along with a variety of fruit drinks. 

 

To put the pie-chart right into some overall perspective, one study of over 85,000 

packaged foods showed that 68% contained fructose, glucose or combined 

fructose-glucose caloric sweeteners. In addition, over 77% of all the foods we eat contain caloric sweeteners. As such, the 

average person would be consuming the equivalent of 22 teaspoons of added sugar per day, which would account for 15-20% 

of their overall caloric intake. Disadvantaged and minority populations tend to ingest even more, possibly due to the lower cost 

of packaged foods that come with higher added sugars, as do adolescents and young adults. However, at this point, we might 

return to the role of the human brain in our dietary decision-making, which itself is dependent on the nutritional value of the 

foods needed to fuel a myriad of metabolic processes. In humans, as in all species, the survival of the brain depends on the food 

we eat, but where the human brain requires 20% of the calories consumed, even though it only represents about 2% of our 

body weight. This bias towards the brain is controlled by the hormone insulin as highlighted in the next quote.  

 

The brain has a preferred fuel, glucose, which is carried in the blood from which it is also taken up in muscles, the liver 

and the brain as a fuel. For glucose to enter muscle and the liver, the hormone insulin is required, whereas it can enter 

most regions of the brain even when insulin is absent. The clever way animals respond to food shortage is by making 

insulin less effective at moving glucose into muscle and the liver. With less glucose going into these tissues, levels in the 

blood rise, thereby ensuring sufficient glucose for the brain. This phenomenon is called insulin resistance. 

 

Let us consider one final aspect of the fructose model and how it might lead to an increase in obesity across the world. 

 

The main reason people are eating more today is that many of us, and especially those of us who are overweight or 

obese, tend to be hungrier than usual because we do not get a sensation of being full after we have eaten. Normally, we 

get a sensation of satiety after a meal because a hormone called leptin tells a region in the brain called the 

hypothalamus to signal us to stop eating. Leptin is secreted by fat cells, and levels vary in relation to insulin levels and 

Body Mass Index (BMI). However, people who are overweight respond poorly to the leptin signal, something called 

leptin resistance, and so remain hungry longer. 

 

While there are many more details associated with the fructose model, it may be sufficient to simply highlight another aspect of 

nutritional health, where the various links allow the interested reader to research further details. However, the 80/20 principle 

first cited at the start of this discussion does not require a person to understand all the details, but to only consider what might 

be the best things for themselves, personally, to eat and drink. As indicated, there is not a single solution that will suit 

everybody due to variance in genetics, existing health conditions and age, although the basic idea of nutritional health may still 

apply to all. So, while this discussion was never intended to be extensive or authoritative, it has attempted to provide external 

references to sources of information that might be useful in better understanding some of the wider issues underpinning 

nutritional health. However, while most people might not necessarily know the details, as outlined, most will probably know 

whether they are overweight, if not obese. However, if many of these people already understand that their unhealthy lifestyle 

invariably leads to illness and unhappiness, it raises one final question that extends beyond nutrition. 
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Why are so many people leading an unhealthy lifestyle? 

 

While the question is straightforward enough, the answer is not. In many instances, many of the causes of an unhealthy diet, 

both in terms of eating and drinking, may be traced back to our childhood and the social and financial status of our parents. For 

our upbringing provides an initial benchmark of social norms that most of us tried to conform in order to best fit in with our 

peers. While education and opportunity might change our circumstances in later life, it is often difficult to forget the eating 

habits and preferences established in our formative years. Of course, by the time we reach our adult years and have a degree of 

independent thought, our priorities are often being driven by another set of hormones, such that the focus is not necessarily on 

living a healthy lifestyle. However, what we eat and drink can, and invariably does, have adverse consequences over the coming 

decades.  

 
So, by the time most people reach 50+, their body will start to store more fat and loses muscle due to hormone shifts, which 

can be compounded by slowing metabolism. In the context of age, the issue of what constitutes nutritional health becomes 

increasingly important in order to help mitigate some of the worst effects of aging. In this respect, you will need to maintain a 

healthy brain in order to help you make conscious decisions about what is best to eat and drink, even though the conscious 

decisions may not always determine what we actually do.  

 

Final Footnote: If you have many of the conditions associated with metabolic syndrome, which may stem from insulin 

resistance plus high-sugar consumption then cutting out high-sugar foods and drinks is an obvious starting point. In this 

respect, the LCHF diet and the fructose model previously outlined may provide ‘useful food for thought’. While calorie 

restrictions may be necessary for a person to initially lose weight; especially if they are already overweight or obese, the 

focus should be on determining a nutritional health diet that works for you as an individual, but also one that adapts to 

our changing requirements as we age. 
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1.1.23 The Scope of Purpose 
 

This discussion wants to reflect on whether there might be purpose at work in the universe at large. Of course, such a 

discussion has to be beyond speculative, if the evidence can only be weighted on the basis of the improbability of a complex 

universe existing without some guiding purpose. However, at this point, an initial distinction might be made between causality 

and purpose, where the former may explain a connected sequence of events, while the latter possibly suggests some overall 

design.  

 
 

Of course, any inference of design can quickly lead to the assumption that there has to be an intelligent designer, as assumed 

by many theological beliefs. However, while an intelligent designer cannot be ruled out, most religious doctrines essentially 

represent a historic perspective that lacked any real scientific understanding of the complexity of the wider universe, both large 

and small. Equally, while possibly controversial to some, there is also an argument that most of the major religions that exist to 

this day do so because they were developed as a means of socio-political control rather than as any insightful interpretation of 

the physical world, let alone the entirety of the universe. 

 

Note: Various deities have been proclaimed over the thousands of years of human history. It is estimated that more than 

2,500 deities existed in earlier polytheistic societies, e.g. Hittite, Sumerian, Mesopotamian through to the contemporary 

gods of the major monotheistic religions, i.e. Yahweh, God and Allah. Of course, this may not fully account for all the 

gods of Africa, India, Asia, pre-Islamic Arabian, Aztec, Babylonian, Buddhist, Canaanite, Celtic, Egyptian, Native 

American, Etruscan, Germanic, India, Asia, Greek, Roman, Persian, Polynesian, Shinto etc. Today, it is estimated that 

there are some 20 major religions across the world, but these subdivide into over 250 large, and essentially separate, 

religious groups. So, while one of these religions may have an answer, there appears to be no consensus on the scope of 

this answer. 

 

It might also be argued that most of the deities referenced above held a somewhat parochial and historic perspective that 

aligned to a given culture, where none could really explain the complexity of the physical universe that confronts us today. 

However, this does not mean that some purpose is not at work within the universe, only that humanity may have no idea of its 

scope, even if it exists, especially if this purpose was not centred on planet Earth or humanity.  

 

Note: As a counterpoint to the theological deities outlined above, it seems that some philosophies have a similar concept 

where the universe is assumed to be a conscious entity. Within this idea, all other entities within the universe, e.g. 

humanity, are part of this ‘cosmic consciousness’. While this idea might also provide some reassurance that purpose 

exists in the universe, it is unclear that it provides any more substantiative clarity as to this purpose than theological 

beliefs. 

 

So, having made reference to two possibilities, let us consider how purpose might exist within a wider universe without 

necessarily making reference to any obvious guiding consciousness. In this respect, we might return to the issue of causality, 

where complexity might be explained in terms of a hierarchy of cause and effect, which starts at the subatomic level of the 

universe, which then ‘evolved’ into ever greater structural complexity as now observed. However, this idea might be seen as 

skipping over the most important issue as to how and why anything came into existence, which includes both space and time. 

We might initially liken this issue to what Aristotle called the ‘prime-mover’, which was an early philosophical argument used 

to explain the root cause of all motion in the universe based on the following logical argument: 
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• Motion is seen to exist in the universe. 

• This motion requires a cause. 

• This leads to a near infinite chain of causes. 

• That requires some initial unmoving cause. 

• This cause was called the prime mover. 

 

Of course, it has to be recognised that the early Greek philosophers only had a limited conceptual idea about the nature of an 

atom and none about its substructure or how various force-fields might explain action-at-a-distance. However, while science 

has progressed considerably since the time of Aristotle, the existence of the universe is still an essentially unresolved issue that 

might be summarised in terms of the note below. 

 

Note: In order for the universe to exist, it must either have always existed or was created. While an eternal universe 

side-steps the issue of creation, the human mind struggles to comprehend the idea of an infinite universe, both in terms 

of time and space. However, the idea of creation has its own set of issues in which science struggles to explain how 

something could have been created out of ‘nothing’. While theology might side-step this issue by invoking a deity that 

can perform the miracle of creation, we are left to ponder whether this eternal deity existed before the physical universe 

was created.  

 

While the note above is only attempting to characterise the nature of the debate, either starting point appears problematic, 

e.g. infinite and timeless versus finite and creation. Unfortunately, without some attempt to clarify the implications surrounding 

both possibilities, the issue of purpose at work in the universe is difficult to even characterise. Still, let us first consider the idea 

of an infinite universe, even though this is a very difficult concept for the human mind to imagine, let alone understand. For this 

reason, we might use the analogy of a video game that exists within the more understandable idea of a virtual reality, which 

conceptually has no physical limits and might therefore be considered infinite in size. This idea then leads to a question. 

 

Could our universe be a form of virtual reality? 

 

While many may simply dismiss the idea that our universe is actually a form of virtual reality that has no physical substance, the 

following quote taken from a book called 'The Science of Human Emotions' questions the reality of human perception: 

 

“Most of us believe that the world is full of light, colours, sounds, sweet tastes, noxious smells, ugliness, and beauty, but 

this is undoubtedly a grand illusion. Certainly, the world is full of electromagnetic radiation, air pressure waves, and 

chemicals dissolved in air or water, but that non-biological world is pitch dark, silent, tasteless, and odourless. All 

conscious experiences are emergent properties of biological brains, and they do not exist outside of those brains.” 

 

This quote is reminding us that our human senses help create our perception of physical reality, which in some respects may 

only exist in our head. Of course, there is an inference in the quote that this virtual reality is still predicated on some form of 

physical reality that exists outside our conscious perception, although it might still be argued that the physical reality of 

electromagnetic waves might equally be a manifestation of a virtual universe. While this is an interesting idea that possibly 

helps rationalise the issue of an infinite universe, it is not clear that it really helps with the central issue of ‘how, when and why’ 

the universe was created, irrespective of whether it is physical or virtual. Of course, theological belief may offer up a different 

explanation of creation, although most are vague as to the scope of purpose in the wider universe, as most appear to focus on 

some small cultural group of ‘chosen people’ here on planet Earth.  

 

So, can science offer up any better explanation? 

 

At this point, we might make reference to the current cosmological model of an expanding universe, which suggests a point 

of creation in terms of the initial Big Bang Model. However, subsequent revisions of this model forward the idea of creation 

disappearing into a potentially infinite quantum universe of speculation regarding the nature of space and time. 
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Note: Again, while only summarising the scope of possibilities, it might be argued that we do not understand the scope 

of any purpose within the universe, irrespective of a preference for theology or science. My own position accepts that 

people have an emotional need to belief in ‘something’ that can provide solace and reassurance, but then questions 

whether theology has really considered the probability of any deity. However, it is unclear that science really has any 

better insight; for at one level the original Big Bang model described a point of creation out of nothing, violating the first 

law of thermodynamics, which was subsequently modified such that creation becomes linked to a quantum universe 

that may possibly be infinite in both time and space. 

 

While the prior discussion has only outlined some of the different ideas, it appears that all are essentially speculative and 

beyond any obvious means of verification. As such, it might be accepted that further speculation on the issue of ‘how, when 

and why’ the universe came into existence may not be productive, although the philosophical debate will undoubtedly 

continue. So, let us table a different question. 

 

How can the discussion proceed from such an unresolved position? 

 

In part, if we accept that our understanding of the wider universe is very limited, we might proceed by questioning what we 

think we know and may possibly ever know. In this respect, the scope of purpose within the wider universe might be reduced to 

a more tangible issue associated with how conscious intelligence here on planet Earth might have evolved. Even so, there is still 

considerable uncertainty in our knowledge of how life evolved from inorganic towards organic chemistry plus the subsequent 

evolution from prokaryote towards eukaryote cells that underpin all higher lifeforms, including humanity. 

 

Note: While this discussion cannot directly address all the inferences in the paragraph above, it might make some 

clarifications and provide an additional reference for further reading. By way of a crude distinction, inorganic chemistry 

is constrained to the study of compounds that are not carbon-based, while organic chemistry extends the scope to 

carbon compounds. However, at a more fundamental level, the potential energy, described as the enthalpy of 

formation, bound up in most of the 20,000,000 known kinds of molecules, is less than that of its constituent elements. 

Therefore, in this case, entropy allows complexity to be spontaneously created from simpler elements. Of course, while 

this example might refute the need for a 'guiding hand', the counter-argument is that the 'guiding hand' wrote the laws 

of physics – see The Organic Model for more details. 

 

While not conclusive, the note above suggests possible mechanisms by which structural complexity might increase by means of 

spontaneous and non-spontaneous processes. Spontaneous processes can be directly attributed to the second law of 

thermodynamics, where molecules are formed because they are in a lower-energy state. A non-spontaneous process requires 

external energy to reverse entropy, but can then form stable molecules. However, in order to continue our discussion of 

purpose within the universe, we have to try to answer the next question.  

 

How did life originate? 

 

The reference to a ‘guiding hand’ is often raised in the context of intelligent 

design as the structural complexity being outlined appears beyond any 

reasonable assumption about causal probability. While the note above might 

provide a causal explanation for the transition from inorganic toward organic chemistry, the transition towards cellular life 

might seem to defy any reasonable probability - see The Cellular Model for more details. For even the first step towards 

bacterial life in the form of a prokaryote cell appears impossibly complex to happen by random chance. However, while 

accepting the speculative nature of the evolutionary model at this point, cellular complexity did not appear fully-formed from 

the primordial soup, but rather assumed to ‘develop’ as a series of small steps, each building on previous complexity. In this 

context, simple organic molecules, similar to the nucleotide shown right, became the initial building blocks of life, where later 

RNA and DNA molecules were longer chains of simple nucleotides that would become the genetic material for all life.   
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But how did this structural layering of complexity lead to conscious intelligence? 

 

Those who prefer the idea of some ‘guiding-hand’ at work within the universe might reasonably highlight the implausible 

probability of the evolutionary model being outlined. While there is some obvious uncertainty surrounding this model, it is 

possibly within the framework of science to one day verify, while the true nature of the ‘guiding-hand’ may forever be 

speculative. At this point in time, it might simply be stated that cellular life is very complex, such that any causal mechanisms 

leading to this complexity still have to be proved. Of course, the issue of conscious intelligence only leads to more complexity 

that will only be outlined in terms of 5 speculative phases of evolution that transitions life from physical chemistry to the 

emergence of increasing intelligence and consciousness - see discussion And in The Beginning for more details. 

 

• Phase-1: Physical chemistry 

• Phase-2: Chemical structure and function 

• Phase-3: The aggregation of functions 

• Phase-4: The aggregation of cells 

• Phase-5: The emergence of intelligence & sentience 

 

While the cited link above provides the rationale for these phases, a wider discussion of consciousness might be linked to a 

book by Iain McGilchrist entitled ‘The Master and his Emissary’, which was reviewed under the heading ‘In Two Minds’. 

While this review deviated from the conclusions of the author, it suggested a possible reason for why intelligence and 

consciousness evolved as a survival mechanism. At face-value, the timeline of evolution, 

as presented in the cartoon right, suggests that life had very little intelligence and 

possibly no conscious thought, as characterised in the sound-bite of ‘eat, survive, 

reproduce’, which only changed with the appearance of homo sapiens. However, the 

evolutionary model had already established most of the functional blueprint 

underpinning the physiology and neurology of most species long before homo sapiens 

appeared. If so, we might speculate how and why evolution slowly gave rise to 

increasing intelligence within the survival model of predator and prey, where 

consciousness evolves from a much simpler need for self-awareness as outlined in the 

note below.  

 

Note: When in predator mode, the conscious aspect of the mind may want to focus all its attention on the prey. 

However, we might recognise that this may not be the best survival strategy, if this focus leaves you open to becoming 

the prey of another predator. As such, we might perceive an evolutionary benefit for part of the brain being 

simultaneously aware of the wider environment without distracting attention away from the task at hand. As a slight 

aside, it might also be speculated that a rudimentary form of consciousness may have evolved within this predator-prey 

model, as without an awareness of self, it is difficult to define what is predator or prey. As such, both predator and prey, 

required some primitive form of self-awareness, long before intelligent consciousness, where the boundary of ‘self’ 

comes to define what needs to be protected in order to survive. 

 

It is recognized that this discussion has deviated from its starting point relating to the potential scope of purpose in the wider 

universe. However, it was suggested that because all discussions, whether theological, philosophical or scientific, ended as 

unprovable speculation, the focus of purpose within the universe has to be reduced to a human perspective. For it seems that 

we do not really understand whether our universe is infinite and eternal, finite and created or even whether it might be an 

illusion, existing as a virtual reality rather than a physical one. With these doubts raised, the existence of any form of deity or 

cosmic intelligence was questioned, such that no purpose could be addressed. In this respect, it might be argued that humanity 

can only continue to define and refine its own purpose within a framework of hopefully improving man-made morality. 
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1.1.24 The Efficacy of Covid Vaccines: Part-2 
 

An initial justification for the picture right is made in the discussion entitled 

Nutrition Health published in 2022, although the analysis to follow may further 

support this position. However, part-1 of this discussion references back to 

Aug-2020, which was an initial attempt to not only quantify the efficacy of 

vaccines, but also to highlight some of the ‘motivations’ behind various vaccine 

campaigns. This initial discussion was followed in Feb-2021 as some of the major 

pharmaceutical companies began to publish their results that suggested a vaccine 

efficacy in the region of 95% - see Vaccine Perspective for more details. While 

most mainstream publications still suggest that the efficacy of Covid vaccines is 

high, this essay will attempt to further analyse whether this efficacy can be 

quantified in terms of a statistical reduction of deaths, hospitalizations and infections, especially when correlated to age. While 

this discussion is not ‘anti-vaccine’, it is not clear whether those with a vested self-interest in promoting vaccines have tried to 

suppress a wider discussion of the effectiveness of these vaccines and the scope of any negative side-effects, possibly for both 

economic and political reasons. At the end of the previous Covid Statistical Analysis essay, published Jan-2022, an 

unanswered question about the efficacy of Covid vaccines was raised in the last sentence – see note below by way of reference.  

 

In 2020 there were no vaccines, while in 2021 there was mass vaccinations. However, the analysis of the ONS official 

data appears to suggest that Covid deaths, as a percentage of the UK population, probably never exceeded 0.1% in 

either year. If so, how might the efficacy of any Covid vaccine be calculated with respect to preventing death?  

 

We might start with the inference in the note above, which alludes to the data in the updated table below, where all figures are 

taken from the website virusncov.com. The figures from earlier dates can still be cross-checked, but now includes the latest 

figures for the UK, dated 07-May-2022, such that we might make a progress comparison to 2020 and 2021. 

 

  Infections %-pop deaths %-pop %-annual 

31/12/2020 uk-2020 2,488,780 3.71% 73,512 0.110% 12.25% 

31/12/2021 uk-2021 10,449,106 15.60% 75,112 0.112% 12.52% 

07/05/2022 uk-2022 9,176,148 13.70% 27,588 0.041% 4.60% 

 

Note: For clarification, the UK population is estimated to be 67 million, where the annual number of all-cause deaths is in 

the region of 600,000. As such, this figure suggests that approximately 1% of the UK population die every year. To-date, 

the accumulated number of infections in the UK is listed to be 22,114,034, which might suggest that about 33% of the 

population may have been exposed to the Covid virus. However, such an estimate does not include people infected, but 

not detected or account for people being infected multiple times. As such, infection numbers are considered unreliable as 

a total count for a virus that has been in circulation for over 2 years. 

 

The current date of 07-May-2022 represents the 126th day of the year, such that we might project out the number of Covid 

deaths for the whole of 2022 to be 82,764. While this is higher than both 2020 and 2021, there are on average fewer death 

during the UK summer months, such that we might initially work with a comparable figure of 80,000 for each year, which is 

approximately 13% of the all-cause 600,000 figure.  

 

Note: However, we might question the accuracy of the 80,000 Covid deaths per year. First, on the basis of an interview 

with Professor Karol Sikova (19-Jan-2022), where it was stated that a freedom of information (FOI) request to the ONS 

suggested that only 17,371 people had died directly of Covid over the last 2 years, which would equate to 8,685 Covid 

deaths per year, where the average age was 82.5 years. Second, on the basis of a similar and revised figure of 12% 

deaths issued by Professor Walter Ricciardi for Northern Italy in 2020.  
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While it is unlikely that there will ever be a case-by-case review of the official 80,000 Covid deaths in the UK, the idea that all of 

these deaths could be attributed solely to Covid, especially given an average age of 82.5, seems questionable to say the least. If 

we were to reduce the number of deaths directly related to Covid to a somewhat arbitrary lower estimate of 20% of the official 

80,000 figure, then a revised figure of 16,000 deaths per year would only represent 0.024% of the UK population and only 2.7% 

of the annual all-cause mortality figure. We might also seek to better understand the risk of death by age, which was outlined in 

the ONS Statistical Analysis discussion.  

 

Note: By way of initial summary based on ONS data, it was estimated that the +60 age groups accounted for 93.85% of 

all deaths with Covid cited on the death certificate. However, the presence of the Covid virus at death only became a 

mandatory requirement introduced in 2020, which was never previously required for the influenza virus. As such, it is 

unclear that there are reliable statistics to support the assumption that all of the cited deaths were actually caused by 

the Covid virus, especially as analysis shows that over 61% of these deaths were in the +80-age group, who invariably 

had multiple comorbidities and statistically may have had only months to live, irrespective of the availability of any 

vaccine.  

 

At this point, we might consider two high-low statistical perspectives, based on 100% Covid deaths (80,000) against an estimate 

of 20% Covid deaths (16,000). Within this somewhat speculative framework of the deaths being directly attributed to Covid, we 

might then consider two different risk assessments in the table below, where the notation (CV) and (AC) denote Covid and 

all-cause deaths for each age group.  

 

Age  Pop %-Pop AC %-Pop 100%-CV %-Pop %-CV/AC 20%-CV %-Pop %-CV/AC 

0-9 7,939,000 11.83% 537 0.007% 4 0.000% 0.75% 1 0.000% 0.19% 

10-19 7,734,000 11.52% 1,014 0.013% 16 0.000% 1.58% 4 0.000% 0.39% 

20-29 8,608,000 12.83% 3,103 0.036% 104 0.001% 3.35% 21 0.000% 0.68% 

30-39 8,931,000 13.31% 6,821 0.076% 312 0.003% 4.57% 63 0.001% 0.92% 

40-49 8,404,000 12.52% 15,012 0.179% 1,063 0.013% 7.08% 213 0.003% 1.42% 

50-59 9,128,000 13.60% 36,063 0.395% 3,470 0.038% 9.62% 694 0.008% 1.92% 

60-69 7,215,000 10.75% 67,583 0.937% 7,827 0.108% 11.58% 1,566 0.022% 2.32% 

70-79 5,768,000 8.59% 138,563 2.402% 18,699 0.324% 13.49% 3,740 0.065% 2.70% 

>80 3,386,000 5.05% 331,303 9.785% 49,325 1.457% 14.89% 9,865 0.291% 2.98% 

All 67,113,000 100.00% 600,000 0.894% 80,820 0.120% 13.47% 16,164 0.024% 2.69% 

 

Note: In the first three columns, we see the UK population by age groups. In columns 4 and 5, we see the ONS data for 

all-cause (AC) deaths by age groups, normalised to 600,000 deaths per year. In columns 6-8 are official Covid (100%-CV) 

deaths by age group, while columns 9-11 reflect the reduced Covid (20%-CV) deaths. 

 

As always, there are different ways of presenting statistics, such that we shall try to highlight two possibilities based on the 

Covid deaths per population (%-Pop) and Covid deaths per all-cause mortality (%-CV/AV). In this respect, it is argued that the 

%-CV figure is more representative of the overall risk of death from Covid within the UK population, while the %-CV/AC figure 

may reflect the impact of Covid on all-cause mortality. However, the %-CV/AC figure would suggest that Covid deaths should 

appear as excess deaths in both 2020 and 2021, which is questioned by official ONS statistics in the following charts showing a 

normalisation towards the 5-year average, shown as the black curve.  
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The vertical scale on both charts shows the 100%-CV deaths per week as a percentage of the UK population, rather than 

absolute numbers on the basis that % figures are a better measure of the statistical risk. The colour legend on each chart 

indicates the nature of the curve. In 2020, there is clearly a spike in the red curve associated with Covid deaths. However, the 

all-cause blue curve decays back towards the 5-year average, the black curve, by week-25, i.e. Jun, in 2020. It might also be 

highlighted that the orange curve possibly reflects excess deaths in 2020 caused by the lockdown impact on normal health 

services. While we can also see a secondary spike in the winter period 20/21, this is possibly more reflective of the normal 

seasonal spike in deaths that occurs every year, although potentially compounded by Covid. However, we see that the all-cause 

blue curve decays back towards the 5-year average, black curve, by week-11, i.e. March, in 2021. If we now return to the 

bottom row in the previous table, the figure of 600,000 all-cause deaths per year equates to 0.894% of the UK population, i.e. 

the 1% estimate. In this context, 80,820 Covid deaths per year equated to 0.12% of the UK population, but 13.47% of all-cause 

deaths. In columns 9-11, we see the revised figures when the Covid deaths are revised down to 16,164 and while accepting that 

these figures are only approximations, we might now come to some initial assessment of risk. 

 

Note: When considered in terms of the UK population, we see that the official (100%) Covid deaths are heavily weighted 

towards age as we might expect, where the overall average, as a percentage of the population is 0.12%. However, the 

percentage of Covid (CV) deaths against all-cause (AC) deaths might be seen as more relevant to the discussion of 

vaccine efficacy, which is similarly weighted toward age, although this is not necessarily true of all virus infections. If it 

were accepted that the estimate of 20% Covid deaths might be closer to the true figure, then these deaths as a 

percentage of the age group population appears much lower, even when compared as a percentage of all-cause 

(%-CV/AC) deaths. 

 

As has been highlighted in many of the previous discussions, the Covid pandemic has undoubtedly resulted in many tragic and 

early deaths across all age groups, although most will be thankful that younger age groups have been at significantly lower risk. 

However, the primary purpose of this analysis is to try to put the statistical risk into some better overall perspective. The figure 

of 600,000 deaths per year in the UK is obviously a large tragic number, although we might rationalise this risk to 1% of the 

population. As such, the official figure 80,000 Covid deaths would equate to 0.12% of the population, while a reduced figure of 

16,000 Covid death falls to 0.024% of the population. However, it might be accepted that the majority of all deaths, Covid and 

all-cause, are weighted towards older age groups, as reflected in the chart below. 

 

Note: Again, presenting the percentage statistics by age, rather 

than absolute numbers, possibly helps us to better rationalise the 

risk. If we were to use the 1% figure as a global average of deaths 

per year, it would equate to 78 million per year or over 200,000 per 

day. The scale of this human cost is difficult to comprehend, but we 

possibly have to accept that this tragic loss of life takes place every 

day, every year, irrespective of the impact of any pandemic or 

vaccine. Currently, the website virusncov.com attributes 6,280,390 

deaths to Covid after 800 days, which would average to 2.86 million 

per year and equate to 0.04% of the global 7.8 billion population.  
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While this discussion has primarily focused on UK data for continuity with previous analysis, the following table might provide 

some wider perspective, where the first row relates to a ship, the Diamond Princess, which could be considered as an early 

study case that began its voyage on 20-Jan-2020 and was held in Covid quarantine until 1-Mar-2020. Over this time, 567 out of 

2666 passengers and 145 of the 1045 crew were infected and 14 died. Row 2-5 then presents data taken from virusncov.com 

showing 3 different countries with the final row showing the global figures. However, it possibly needs to be highlighted that 

these figures are the accumulated totals after 800 days. 

 

Order Region Pop Infection %-pop Deaths %-cases %-pop 

1 Ship (DP) 3,711 712 19.19% 14 1.97% 0.38% 

2 UK 68,543,359 22,114,034 32.26% 176,212 0.80% 0.26% 

3 India 1,360,903,399 43,102,508 3.17% 524,064 1.22% 0.04% 

4 US 334,580,570 83,567,707 24.98% 1,024,525 1.23% 0.31% 

5 Global  7,982,659,421 517,087,641 6.48% 6,276,075 1.21% 0.08% 

 

Again, it will be stated that the number of infections as a percentage of the population is probably not representative of the 

actual percentage of a population exposed to the Covid virus. While this would seem to also question the number of deaths as a 

percentage of infections, the values in column-7 appear remarkably consistent. However, we then see a much wider variance 

when deaths are quantified as a percentage of the population, as shown in column-8. In part, the age demographics onboard 

the Diamond Princess were biased toward elderly passengers, which might then explain the higher figures in columns 7 and 8, 

while figures for India might reflect an under-reporting of Covid related deaths, especially in its rural regions. On the other 

hand, the reported Covid deaths in the UK and US may have been over-inflated, if the difference between Covid being the cause 

of death rather than simply being present at death was not accurately resolved, especially in the majority of elderly patients. 

Again, we might use an earlier hypothetical example by way of an illustration as to why it might be difficult to be precise about 

the actual cause of death in elderly patients. 

 

Note: A frail 85-year-old man is walking along, when a strong gust of wind causes him to fall, such that he sustains a 

serious head injury. As a consequence, he is taken to hospital for what is perceived to be a life-threatening injury, where 

unfortunately he is exposed to an influenza virus. Due to his poor general health, the shock of the head injury and a virus 

infection, his weaken immune system succumbs to pneumonia, where respiratory complications lead to his subsequent 

death. So, the question is what was the cause of death? 

 

As such, there is possibly a need to be more explicit about the ambiguity surrounding Covid deaths. Therefore, we might 

reproduce a previous chart showing all-cause deaths by age, shown left below, such that it can be more easily compared with 

the UK Covid deaths by age, shown right, with both the 100% and 20% CV-deaths previously outlined. 
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In general, we might see the similarities in the shape of the curves being biased towards age, where the chart left reflects that 

66% of the 600,000 all-cause deaths per year in the UK were caused by just 3 illnesses, i.e. cardiovascular (28%.6%=171,000), 

cancers (25.6%=153,600), respiratory (12.2%=73,200). However, the actual root cause of many of the all-cause deaths were 

also linked to various forms of inflammation throughout the body compounded by an immune system that weakens with age – 

see Nutrition Health for more details. What might reasonably be inferred from this data is that older age groups are at higher 

risk from all manner of illness, including the Covid virus, such that Covid was only one of many potential causal factors that 

contributed to these deaths. 

 

Note: A critical factor that makes older age groups more susceptible to infectious diseases is called 

immunesenescence, which in plain English describes the decline in the effectiveness of the immune system as people 

age. However, this also results in an increase in inflammatory diseases as older age groups invariably experience more 

chronic low-grade inflammation, especially in terms of respiratory diseases. As a consequence, a Covid infection in older 

age groups can often cause more severe inflammation in the respiratory tract. Overall, immunesenescence invariably 

leads to a diminished response to vaccination and it is well known that flu vaccines are far less effective in older age 

groups. However, the fact that immunization may be less effective in older age groups appears to be largely ignored in 

terms of any Covid vaccines, despite these older age groups being at significantly higher risk. 

 

On the basis of the analysis of official ONS data, it is argued that the efficacy of any vaccine to prevent death due to Covid can 

only be rationalised in terms of the number of people who have officially died from Covid per year, i.e. 80,000, or possibly the 

lower estimate of 16,000. If so, a vaccine that was theoretically 100% effective might have saved all these lives, but as pointed 

out in the initial note, there were no vaccines in 2020, which only became widely available in 2021. However, the analysis of the 

ONS data appears to suggest that Covid deaths, as a percentage of the UK population, was almost identical in 2021 and 

probably never exceeded 0.1% in either year with little projected change in 2022. Therefore, it seems very difficult to justify the 

common assertion that Covid vaccines are highly effective, at least, in preventing death, such that we might now try to consider 

the efficacy of these vaccines with respect to hospitalizations and infections. Unfortunately, it is difficult to find consistent data 

on which to judge the severity of hospitalisations and infection and to correlate this data with deaths. In this respect, the 

following tables for Germany and UK have been extracted from the website virusncov.com, for the dates shown, i.e. 

approximately every 3 months. This website specifies two measures ‘Active’ and ‘Serious’, which might be equated to 

‘infections’ and ‘ICU hospitalisations’. As defined on the website, active cases equal the total cases minus total deaths minus 

recovered, where the figure is said to represents the number of people infected with the virus within the limitations of testing. 

The figure for ‘serious’ cases is said to reflect the number of patients being treated in Intensive Care Units (ICU). While the ICU 

number would not account for less serious cases still requiring some form of treatment or hospitalisation, it might be assumed 

that those most at risk may be reflected in the ICU figure. Finally, the delta (Δ) death figures are the difference in total deaths 

between two consecutive dates. While all these figures depend on the accuracy of reporting, it is assumed that they may, at 

least, be a reasonable ballpark estimate. We will start with Germany. 

 

 Germany 

Date Δ-Deaths %-Pop Active %-Pop Serious %-active 

01/05/2022 17,386 0.021% 2,278,400 2.738% 1,446 0.06% 

01/02/2022 22,262 0.027% 2,072,817 2.491% 2,274 0.11% 

01/11/2021 4,093 0.005% 227,165 0.273% 1,984 0.87% 

01/08/2021 8,497 0.010% 30,681 0.037% 361 1.18% 

01/05/2021 24,800 0.030% 309,129 0.371% 5,049 1.63% 

01/02/2021 48,274 0.058% 233,756 0.281% 4,348 1.86% 

01/11/2020 1,026 0.001% 180,535 0.217% 1,944 1.08% 

01/08/2020 2,935 0.004% 7,873 0.009% 261 3.32% 

01/05/2020  0.000% 30,002 0.036% 2,189 7.30% 
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Germany has a population of 83 million. Over the 800 days implied by the table, Germany recorded 137,020 Covid deaths, 

which would approximate to 62,500 Covid deaths per year and correspond to 0.075% as a percentage of Germany’s population. 

The number of active and serious cases correspond to the date shown. It is generally assumed that people are at their most 

infectious 1-2 days before the onset of symptoms and for 2-3 days afterwards, such that the active number would apply for 

about 5 days. It might be assumed that serious cases admitted to an ICU may require 15 days to either recover or become a 

fatality. While the number of serious cases is too small to be represented as a meaningful % of the population, the number of 

ICU cases only appears to represent less than 1% of active cases on average. 

 

 UK 

Date Δ-Deaths %-Pop Active %-Pop Serious %-active 

01/05/2022 18,939 0.028% 653,021 0.95% 302 0.046% 

01/02/2022 15,301 0.022% 3,787,443 5.53% 571 0.015% 

01/11/2021 10,953 0.016% 1,566,518 2.29% 946 0.060% 

01/08/2021 2,195 0.003% 1,230,749 1.80% 869 0.071% 

01/05/2021 20,960 0.031% 72,834 0.11% 185 0.254% 

01/02/2021 59,847 0.087% 1,961,247 2.86% 3,228 0.165% 

 

The UK has a population of 67 million. Over the 800 days implied by the table, the UK recorded 176,424 Covid deaths, which 

would approximate to 80,400 Covid deaths per year and correspond to 0.117% as a percentage of the UK population. Again, the 

number of serious cases is too small to represent as a percentage of the population, while the number of ICU cases represents 

less than 1% of active cases on average. However, at this point, it might be highlighted that there is significant evidence that 

obesity increases the risk of a serious outcome of being infected with Covid. While somewhat anecdotal, it has been estimated 

that possibly 80% of those infected may have been asymptomatic or only have mild symptoms, while the next 15% may have 

had more severe symptoms, some possibly requiring some medical treatment. The last 5% may have experience life 

threatening symptoms requiring ICU treatment, the previous charts suggests that this number was closer to 1% of active cases, 

where subsequent Covid deaths probably represented about 0.1% of the population. 

 

Note: As previously highlighted, obesity is known to impaired the functioning 

of the immune system and decrease lung capacity, such that obesity may 

triple the risk of hospitalization due to a Covid infection. Unfortunately, 

obesity is a problem affecting all age groups. 

 

When a person has a background of chronic inflammation and is then exposed to a 

virus, the cells that are responsible for fighting the attack do not function as 

effectively as they should. Excess body fat in the abdomen that surrounds the liver, pancreas and even fat underneath the skin 

release several pro-inflammatory cytokines. However, a ‘cytokine storm’ is an abnormal immune response that can lead to a 

condition known as ‘acute respiratory distress syndrome’ that causes severe lung injury and death in many of those who are 

killed by Covid. Global data has revealed that in those under the age of 50 that have succumbed to Covid, obesity was the 

biggest risk factor for hospitalisation and death. While it still has to be highlighted that statistical data cannot quantify the risk 

to an individual prior to being exposed to Covid, it might be accepted that age, obesity and general health have to be obvious 

risk factors. At this point, we might cite a qualified assessment in 2021 by Dr. Anna Durbin, director of Immunization Research 

at Johns Hopkins. 

 

Much like the flu shot, Covid vaccines are intended to lower your chance of infection and severe illness, not eradicate it. 

 

As such, the statement that vaccines do not necessarily prevent infection or illness would appear to be a balanced assessment 

of the potential effectiveness of a Covid vaccine, although it does not quantify the efficacy of a vaccine. However, the Centre for 

Disease Control and Prevention subsequently claimed that being fully vaccinated prevents hospitalization in 86% of patients 
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and death in 82%. However, it is unclear how to interpret these figures, if 80% of those previously unvaccinated were 

essentially asymptomatic, while the next 15% may have only required local medical treatment. If we assume that only the last 

5% may experience life threatening symptoms, does the 86% prevention figure only apply to this 5% figure. Finally, if only 0.1% 

of the population has died from Covid, does the 82% prevention figure only apply to the 0.1%. The statement above might also 

be questioned further as it does not make any reference to the susceptibility, or seriousness, of a Covid infection when 

weighted by age, obesity or possible vaccine side-effects. As cited, 93.85% of Covid deaths are associated with the +60 age 

groups, while 61% are associated with just the +80 age groups, where most are suffering from multiple comorbidities. If so, the 

effectiveness of the Covid vaccine needs to be assessed within each age group, where we might reference an earlier analysis 

of the risk of death as shown in the following table.  

 

Age  Deaths %-Deaths Group-risk Pop %-Pop Group-Pop 

0-9 4 0.005% 

1.85% 

7,939,000 11.83% 

62.01% 

10-19 16 0.020% 7,734,000 11.52% 

20-29 104 0.129% 8,608,000 12.83% 

30-39 312 0.386% 8,931,000 13.31% 

40-49 1,063 1.315% 8,404,000 12.52% 

50-59 3,470 4.293% 4.29% 9,128,000 13.60% 13.60% 

60-69 7,827 9.684% 

93.85% 

7,215,000 10.75% 

37.99% 70-79 18,699 23.137% 5,768,000 8.59% 

>80 49,325 61.031% 3,386,000 5.05% 

All 80,820 100.000% 100.00% 67,113,000 100.00% 100.00% 

 

By way of clarification, the table above reflects the official 2020 ONS numbers of Covid deaths, although this analysis has 

suggested that the actual number of deaths directly attributable to Covid might be considerably reduced. Equally, just focusing 

on Covid deaths ignores any excess deaths caused by the negative impact on health services for all other illnesses due to 

lockdowns and other stress factor or even vaccine side-effects. While similar ONS data for 2021 and 2022 was not available at 

the time of writing, there is no indication that the breakdown by age groups does not still apply.  

 

But is this analysis simply biased against vaccines? 

 

Those who support the various Covid vaccine campaigns around the world, both voluntary and mandatory, may simply assume 

that the analysis presented reflects the uninformed opinion of an ‘anti-vaxxer’. However, it is argued that the purpose of this 

analysis has not been to deny any potential benefits associated with a Covid vaccine, only to put these benefits into some 

statistical perspective. For those that remain open-minded to further discussion, we might consider a different question: 

 

How does the public at large come to judge the efficacy of Covid vaccines? 

 

How this question is addressed may depend on where you live in the world, but as a generalization, the understanding of many 

people is often based on the assumption that everything they have been told about vaccines in mainstream sources is true. Of 

course, this then raises the issue as to whether these sources of information have been totally transparent with the public 

about their own sources of information and any underlying self-interests.  

 

Note: To avoid too many complications, we might separate the idea of self-interest into two broad groups, political and 

economic, although there is often an underlying ideology driving both. However, information can quickly fragment into a 

multitude of opinions spread across various forms of ‘social media’. In this context, it might be accepted that the 

majority of articles published on both mainstream and social media may simply be repeating or summarizing other 

sources of information that is believed to represent a majority consensus. 
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While the basic idea of a ‘consensus of public opinion’ is not necessarily a bad thing, it is one that can be manipulated by 

influential individuals and powerful institutions to possibly best meet their own self-interests. When this is the case, the goal is 

not only to create a consensus in support of their position, but to then protect this consensus within a form of censorship, 

which attempts to restrict the publication of anything that might contradict the consensus – see The Nature of Consensus for 

more details. This position is not some veiled conspiracy theory, as any wider review of what has happen throughout the Covid 

Pandemic clearly highlights the attempts of governments and powerful institutions to control the narrative to the general 

public. While we might initially assume that politicians in government must be one of the powerful institutions controlling this 

narrative, the following quote might make us question this assumption.  

 

Note: As an example of how institutions can use the media to force governments to adopt specific policies, in March 

2020, prior to the UK government enforcing its lockdown policy, the Guardian newspaper ran a headline suggesting that 

if the UK government had enforced its Covid lockdown one week earlier, it could have saved 20,000 lives. It is believed 

that the source of this unsupported claim was based on statements made by Prof Neil Ferguson, initially an influential 

member of the SAGE advisory group, whose SIR model was subsequently discredited. However, we might possibly 

understand why politicians can be manipulated by such headlines, especially if they have no real understanding of the 

issues.  

 

Similar examples might be cited as the only way to explain the near uniformity of government lockdown policies in the 

developed world, even though questioned by many eminent scientists around the world – see Pandemic Addendum for more 

details. Again, reference might also be made back to the political rhetoric made by the Governor of New York, Andrew Cuomo. 

 

I want to be able to say to the people of New York, I did everything we could do.  

And if everything we do saves just one life, I’ll be happy. 

 

However, without an understanding of the real risks by age groups, politicians in New York transferred elderly Covid patients 

back into care homes at the height of the pandemic. As a consequence, New York had one of the highest care home death tolls 

with more than 6,400 Covid related deaths in its care facilities.  

 

   
  

Around the same time as the previously cited Guardian article, Facebook assumed the role of public censor when it announced 

that they would alert its users to what it considered to be ‘misinformation’ concerning the pandemic. In this respect, it started 

to substitute references to the World Health Organization (WHO), as one of only a few authoritative sources of information. 

However, whether the WHO director Dr. Tedros Ghebreyesus acted in the best interest of public health or his own might be 

debated. We might also question whether Anthony Fauci, once Chief Medical Advisor to the US President, acted in the best 

interest of the public or his own self-interests.  

 

Note: For while being a physician and immunologist, Fauci has often been described as a power broker between 

government and the pharmaceutical industry. In essence, Fauci had the power to control the flow of research funding by 

cutting off funding to researchers who did not conform to the consensus narrative. He could also censure journalists by 

restricting access to information and scientists. It is claimed that within this framework of control and censorship, Fauci 

could manipulate the narrative of scientists, doctors, journalists, and companies. 
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Finally, we might turn our attention to the pharmaceutical industry 

that profits from the manufacture and distribution of the Covid 

vaccines. The third quarter financial reports released in 2021 showed 

that Pfizer and Moderna had made combined profits of $65,000 every 

minute from vaccines that were primarily developed by public funding. 

These two companies alone have produced five new billionaires during 

the pandemic with a combined net wealth of over $35 billion. 

However, we might cite the abstract of a 2021 paper entitled 

Epistemic Corruption, the Pharmaceutical Industry, and the 

Body of Medical Science. 

 

When a knowledge system importantly loses integrity, ceasing to provide the kinds of trusted knowledge expected of it, 

we can label this epistemic corruption. Epistemic corruption often occurs because the system has been co-opted for 

interests at odds with some of the central goals thought to lie behind it. There is now abundant evidence that the 

involvement of pharmaceutical companies corrupts medical science. Within the medical community, this is generally 

assumed to be the result of conflicts of interest. However, some important ways that the industry corrupts are not 

captured well by standard analyses in terms of conflicts of interest. It is not just that there is a body of medical science 

perverted by industry largesse. Instead, much of the corruption of medical science via the pharmaceutical industry 

happens through grafting activities: Pharmaceutical companies do their own research and smoothly integrate it with 

medical science, taking advantage of the legitimacy of the latter. 

 

It has been argued that this discussion has not been a veiled attempt to construct a conspiracy theory, as it has shown the 

evidence on which a better understanding of the statistical risks associated with Covid could have been based. However, it has 

questioned how powerful institutions, both political and economic, attempted to control the narrative given to the general 

public, possibly in their own self-interests rather than the public at large.  

 

Note: Whether you accept that some of these issues need to be examined through a more open and transparent process 

has to be a personal decision. However, as indicated, many of the institutions inferred will not necessarily help you to 

come to the best decision for the general public, if it conflicts with their own self-interest. 

 

Therefore, it might be suggested that public policy throughout the pandemic needs to be subject to an independent inquiry, not 

just in terms of the efficacy of vaccines, but also the efficacy of lockdowns, PCR tests and mask-wearing; especially in respect to 

age groups. If not, political rhetoric will remain open to manipulation and potentially slide towards the authoritarian policies as 

now being imposed in China – see The Great Reset for more details. 
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1.1.25 Limits to Knowledge 
 

While knowledge can be limited by our own personal abilities and resources, this is not the primary focus of this essay. For it 

will be argued that philosophical knowledge, both theological and scientific, is also limited in its ability to explain both ‘purpose’ 

and ‘causality’ at work within the universe. As indicated, we are starting from a premise that both theology and science are also 

a form of philosophic knowledge, which attempts to explain ‘purpose’ and ‘causality’ respectively. This said, we possibly need 

to make some justification of this position by tabling some questions. 

 

What is knowledge? 

 

Let us start with the diagram right that provides some initial indication of the broad 

scope of knowledge. We might then ask how, and by what means, was this breadth and 

depth of this knowledge acquired. While we might reasonably assume that this 

acquisition of knowledge was based on both experience and study, it does not quantify 

whether all this knowledge has been empirically verified by observation. If so, then 

aspects of both theological and scientific knowledge may be predicated on what are 

essentially philosophical assumptions grounded in two types of logic.  

 

So, what is different about philosophy? 

 

Traditionally, philosophy has encompassed the study of anything and everything, such that it might question the causes, 

principles and even the purpose of existence through a process of logical reasoning. In broad terms, this logical reasoning may 

be ‘deductive’ when going from premise to conclusion or alternatively ‘inductive’ when going from observation to conclusion. 

However, if the issue in question exists beyond empirical observation, then deductive logic alone may proceed on a false 

premise, such that this perception of knowledge may be equally false.  

 

So how might theology be a philosophy? 

 

While theology encompasses the study of religion, it is not necessarily constrained to the beliefs of a specific religion and may 

therefore expand to be more philosophical in scope. If so, then within this wider framework, theology has the scope to consider 

the issue of purpose within the universe without necessarily assuming the role of an intelligent creator. Of course, for many, 

this idea leaves the question of purpose unresolved or, at least, open to other ideas. However, even within this wider scope, it 

might be argued that theology has never been in a position to verify any deductive premise about purpose within the universe 

with empirical evidence. 

 

And how might science be a philosophy?  

 

Historically, natural philosophy was essentially an intellectual study of the nature of the physical universe long before the 

various branches of modern science were established that did not, or could not, verify all its logical premises. Equally, in these 

earlier times, it was often simply accepted that the issue of purpose was a theological matter to be resolved in terms of 

whichever religious scriptures dominated a given society. However, over time, science was given more freedom to start 

investigating the day-to-day world of physical causality, even though what was unknown was often deferred to some ‘guiding 

hand’. In this respect science has often been confined to deductive logic, such that the idea that all scientific knowledge was, or 

is, empirically verified needs to be questioned further. 

 

But does this description still apply in the modern world? 

  

While the institutions of the modern world have possibly changed beyond all recognition, it is not clear that basic human nature 

is so different. Of course, humanity has never shared a single nature, such that people of different cultures, abilities and 

resources may seek answers to apparently unresolve questions within a worldview based on theology and/or science. In this 
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respect, a multitude of philosophical premises within both theology and science still play a role when attempting to answer the 

‘big questions’ we might have about purpose and causality within the wider universe without necessarily questioning the limits 

to this knowledge. 

 

So, what are the limits of this type of knowledge? 

 

Let us consider the idea that knowledge may exist in three basic forms, beliefs, logic and facts. While we might weight these 

forms towards theology, philosophy and science, they can apply to all. For an unproven premise without reference to empirical 

evidence is possibly not that different to a belief and is certainly not a verified fact. So, while theology may extend beyond 

religious belief, it is still constrained by the limits of philosophical deductive logic when a premise cannot be verified. If so, any 

theological discussion of the ‘purpose’ at work within the universe remains essentially conjecture. In contrast, science may 

argue that its methodology is grounded in both inductive and deductive logic, such that any deductive premise has to be 

verified against inductive logic supported by observations. However, it might be recognized that many aspects of theoretical 

science operate beyond the threshold of the observable universe, both large and small, which can be verified by direct 

observation. If so, then science like theology has also reached a limit to its knowledge beyond which causality also remains 

conjecture.  

 

What are the dangers to these limits of knowledge? 

 

In truth, humanity has always existed, and survived, without necessarily understanding any purpose at work within the universe 

or the fundamental principles of causality that might explain its workings. While developments suggest that the collective 

knowledge of humanity has increased exponentially through spoken languages, the written word, printed books and computer 

processing, none of these developments have necessarily excluded some knowledge being based on a false premise. In fact, 

many of these developments may have only compounded the issue of a false premise by allowing ideas to be propagated more 

widely as authoritative knowledge. In this context, the danger inherent in our limited knowledge is not the limit itself, but 

whether we collectively recognize where this limit exists. 

 

What are the limits of theological purpose? 

 

While it has to be accepted that many people may need to believe in some a guiding purpose, both in their own lives and the 

wider universe, for both psychological and emotional reasons, the premise of this belief may still be false. The failure to accept 

this limit has not only resulted in many dying for their beliefs, all of which could not have been true, but undoubtedly resulted 

in even more deaths of people, who simply did not share their beliefs. This is not an argument for atheism if it is accepted that 

beliefs may play a fundamentally important role in the lives of many and may be a very necessary solace in times of grief. 

However, beliefs imposed on others with fanatical certainty has never been good for humanity as a whole.  

 

What are the limits of scientific causality? 

 

It might be argued, at least within the context of classical science, that physical causality is based on the inductive premise of 

observed cause and effect. While the development of relativity and then quantum physics may have muddy the waters in 

respect to physical causality, it is still generally accepted that the classical premise holds true. Of course, there is another 

concept of cause and effect that is not directly physical and lies within the ability of powerful institutions of society to causally 

affect the world in terms of politics, economics and social norms. While this idea appears to be drifting away from the issue 

specific to scientific causality, history tells us that science does not work in a vacuum separated from the rest of human society. 

For science is a human undertaking and many scientists may continue to consider the role of science from within the confines 

of their own worldview or the cultural worldview in which they live. So while many may like to believe that the enlightenment 

of the 17th and 18th century freed science to pursue physical causality, recent developments in the 20th and 21st century might 

question this belief. For today, we often hear of an apparent consensus within science, even though history has repeatedly 

rejected the ideas held by a consensus. However, a consensus may hold sway over both public and scientific opinion, such that 
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the knowledge pertaining to physical causality can be side-tracked by a false premise. Of course, even if not constrained by the 

consensus of opinion, the premise of physical causality may still be based only on deductive logic, such that a hypothesis or 

theory remains unchallenged because empirical verification lies beyond the limits of science.  

 

Is there a way to mitigate the limitations outlined? 

 

Yes, but it is not obvious that an easy solution is possible if the issues outlined are rooted deep within the human condition. 

While the concept of the human condition is complex and multifaceted, we might consider the idea that self-interests may 

drive the action of not only individuals, but the powerful institutions within society. If so, then we possibly need to frame the 

previous question above in a different way. 

 

So, how might self-interests have come to influenced both theology and science? 

 

In the context of the question tabled above, we are considering the validity of any philosophical premise within theological and 

scientific knowledge, if biased to meet the self-interests of individuals and collective groups. From a historical and theological 

perspective, it might be accepted that many creation myths were developed in the absence of any real knowledge of purpose 

or causality at work within the wider universe. However, it might be recognized that these myths possibly reflected a 

psychological or emotional need for some sort of answer. This said, over time, others possibly came to recognize a wider 

advantage to themselves, if they spoke with authority on the nature of creation in which the issue of causality could be 

effectively subordinated. Over even more time, the scope of various self-interests became subsumed into evermore powerful 

institutions: theological, political and economic, which were first protected by the force of arms and then by the control of a 

social consensus. Initially, any consensus in science was subordinated to a theological authority on the issue of purpose, but 

which then imposed limits to knowledge in respect to physical causality, especially in the early science of celestial mechanics. 

However, even when freed of direct control by theology, science was not free from the influence of the self-interests of 

powerful institutions and the people that control them.  

 

Note: This idea is not being forwarded as some form of Machiavellian conspiracy, but simply a statement of how human 

society works. Adam Smith recognized the influence, and corruption, of self-interest in his seminal work entitled ‘The 

Wealth of Nations’ when he stated that ‘the proposal of any new law or regulation comes from men, whose interest is 

never exactly the same with that of the public, who have generally an interest to deceive and even oppress the public’. 

 

In the context of today’s complex world, the self-interest highlighted by Adam Smith is not just confined to monetary matters, 

as it now manifests itself in the acquisition of power and influence across all aspects of society, as suggested by the diagram 

below. This diagram might be linked to Maslow’s more basic hierarchy of human needs, which has been extended to show the 

more complex interrelationships between various self-interests framed within the institutions of society, i.e. politics, economics 

and social, which in-turn might be guided by a worldview influenced by some combination of philosophy, theology and science. 

 
 

But where does purpose and causality exist in this model? 
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If we consider this question in terms of just human survival, as described by Maslow’s three most basic needs, then the first 

need is physiological and relates to the physical need for warmth, shelter and food. The second need relates to safety, both in 

terms of the physical security from dangers and the suppression of psychological fear. Finally, the third need relates to social 

dependency in the sense that groups may better satisfy both physical and safety needs plus the additional psychological need 

for family and friends. In the context of these basic needs, any wider purpose may be reduced to a simple sound-bite: ‘eat, 

survive, reproduce’ without reference to any metaphysical purpose within the world, let alone the wider universe. Of course, 

within the development of social groups, numerous creation myths took root, where the social needs of survival invariably 

required conformance to the beliefs of the group. Later, these earlier creation myths were often replaced by the idea of a 

monotheistic theology based on Judaism, Christianity and Islam, where failure to conform had some very obvious implications 

on personal survival. However, the need for conformance still exists in the modern world, where the hierarchy of power and 

influence now extends far beyond the original authority of theological institutions. 

 

Note: With reference to the previous diagram, it is argued that the blue half-circle contains the primary institutions of 

society, where each has its own hierarchy of self-interests and power. Likewise, the green half-circle contains the primary 

ideas that may underpin a given worldview, which also has its own hierarchy of self-interests and power. In such a 

system, the sum total of self-interests that control a society may be far from obvious. 

 

In part, the control alluded to in the note above might be likened to a Ouija board, where the outcome is not necessarily 

controlled by any single person. However, if we set aside any paranormal influences, then we have to question whether any 

meaningful result can be pure chance. In this respect, the control imposed on any society may be the net sum of all the 

powerful self-interests suggested, where the issue of any deeper metaphysical purpose to life or fundamental causality at work 

may be subordinated to numerous competing self-interests in the everyday world.  

 

So, where do these ideas lead us? 

 

The conclusion that there are limits to human knowledge will be unsurprising to most, although the consequences possibly 

need to be highlighted. If knowledge is predicated on a deductive premise without empirical verification, then any conclusions 

remain questionable. However, even if knowledge is predicated on inductive observation, then any conclusion might still be 

questionable. In this respect, theology based on only deductive logic has to be classified as unproven philosophical knowledge, 

while a scientific hypothesis that extends beyond verification has also to be classified as unproved philosophic knowledge. On 

this basis, humanity does not have proven knowledge of any purpose at work within the wider universe or necessarily 

understands causality at work within either the cosmic or subatomic universe. However. It might also be argued that most of 

human knowledge is further limited by humanity itself through the imposition of self-interests within its institutions of power. 

While such limits have always been imposed throughout human history, It is possible that technology now allows the 

information underpinning knowledge to be manipulated on a scale that was previously unimagined – see Brave New Worlds. 

Today, powerful self-interests in the form of political, economic and social institutions are increasingly using mainstream and 

social media to distort information to influence, if not, control public opinion. In the future, developments in AI will compound 

this situation through its ability to generate ‘fake news’ in the form of sounds, pictures and videos, such that the reality of 

everything we see and hear may also become increasingly questionable – See Scope of Propaganda. If such developments are 

integrated into social credit systems, as already being developed by China and other governments around the world, then the 

ability of those few individuals who even care to speak out about the loss of personal freedom may effectively be silenced – see 

The Great Disinformation Hoax for more details. 

 

George Orwell: “Every record has been destroyed or falsified, every book has been rewritten, every picture has been 

repainted, every statue and street building has been renamed, every date has been altered. And that process is 

continuing day by day and minute by minute. History has stopped. Nothing exists except the endless present in which the 

party is always right. And if all others accepted the lie which the Party imposed, if all records told the same tale, then the 

lie passed into history and became truth. Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls 

the past”.  
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