Chapter 4
What Will Our Actual Future Turn Out
To Be?

For thousands of years, people have discussqutdbable future of
their civilization. In recent years, countless keaeports, films, and plays
have pictured one sort of future or another, ragdiom catastrophic to
utopian. These diverse images, prophesies, vissmesarios, and ideas are
exciting, entertaining, mind-expanding, richly detd, and useful.

What will our civilization's actual future turn oo be, though? Faced
with such an overwhelming diversity of answershis fjuestion, | have felt
a strong intellectual need to develop some sostrople comprehensive
framework, a need to have some sort of conceptualle on the diversity.
By climbing to the top of a high mountain on a clday, we can gain a
3600 panorama-a total view of the landscape, enassipg all of the
possibilities.

Our first step is to choose one particular futygar as an anchor point
in order to make our discussion more concrete padic. It seems to me
that 40 years from now is the best choice. Thialmer of years is not
impossibly remote nor an impossibly long periodmpdich to reflect.
Human life hundreds or thousands of years from rwgontrast, is
difficult to contemplate meaningfully. At the othend of the scale, periods
of five or ten years are very appropriate for matbur individual and
organizational planning, but it is also very impmitfor society to pay
some attention to the 40-year perspective. Otlsenaur civilization could
make some very foolish mistakes.

We may balk at looking 40 years into the futureduese that is a longer
span of time than most of us customarily adoptuaperspective. We
must realize, though, that four decades is fairigflvhen viewed within
the total span of human culture and civilizatianetehing hundreds of
decades into the past and possibly thousands afideanto the future.
Indeed, Daniel Bell (1967, pp. v-vi) defends fivanturies as a sensible unit
for certain purposes: “While it still may be stiaug to think of looking
ahead five hundred years, one realizes that tred gretorians have always
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taken periods of several hundred years to ideatify explain the major
social processes which lay behind the course dfzation and empires.”

Three Types of Outcome

The state of human civilization 40 years from rawld turn out to be
clearly worse than today. It could turn out tockearly better. Or it could
be somewhere in between. In a nutshell, thestharthree types of
outcome that encompass all of the richly detailesspilities. Let us look
at each in turn.

The first type of future is highly negative. lould be so bleak and
grim that a majority of historians and social as#dyif given a description
of today and of civilization 40 years from todayowid agree that the latter
is clearly worse. This, indeed, serves as thendisin of the first type of
outcome. Comparing the two periods, would the nigjof historians and
social analysts around the world (living todayieinlg 40 years from now)
agree that the future is definitely worse thanghesent? Forty years from
now, if the planet has been devastated by nucleapons or if law and
order have completely broken down around the wakiele would be little
doubt that this outcome fits into the “highly nagat category. Even with
outcomes that are less clearcut, however, we daaggtly our criterion:
would the majority agree that this outcome is defly worse, compared to
civilization 40 years earlier? Only a few potehtiatcomes would be
borderline; for most, the answer would be a clear gr no.

At the opposite extreme, the state of our civil@a40 years from now
may be so much better than today that the majofitystorians and social
analysts would agree that it is definitely bett®iastly improved global
governance or a new world spirit of cooperatiom,fstance, might
produce such an outcome.

The third type of outcome covers all the richlyadled possibilities
between the two extremes just discussed. Fortsyfeam today, the well-
being of our civilization would not have deteri@dmor improved so much
that it clearly was worse or better than todaywaduld be roughly equal;
we would have held our own, but only barely.

Various improvements may occur just fast enougbffieet the aspects
of our civilization and environment that deteri@ratCrime, population
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size, poverty, and the natural environment willgaioly be worse than
now, for example, while knowledge, technology, &lanformation
systems, communications, regional governmentsJicorésolution,
education, and space exploration might be far ath@n Over the decades
we may hold our own in the overall net balanceadifive and negative,
happiness and suffering, improvements and detéioorehelpfulness and
cruelty, love and revenge, effectiveness and braakdfunctioning and
disruption, peace and warfare.

Although our gains and losses may in fact rougal\ance,
complacency is a dangerous response to this pligsibnstead we should
do our best to avoid or minimize the negative siffhe equation,
especially those factors that could turn out tad@strophic.

Even if the future is approximately equal to todawvill also differ
dramatically from today in many particular waysveR our most
imaginative forecasts, scenarios, and sciencefiatiill probably fail to
imagine many of the actual details of human lifeyd@rs from now.

Virtually all possible outcomes fit into one okete three types, as do
virtually all of today's diverse forecasts, sceogrand images of the future.
Apparently this simple typology is reasonably coatgland
comprehensive.
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Can We Compare Two Periods?

The three-category typology for classifying poiginfiutures assumes
that we can compare two periods in human histodydatide whether
general progress or improvement has occurred, wheterioration has
occurred, or whether the results are somewheretimden or generally
mixed. Is this assumption correct?

Let us first look at the opposition. In all myateng, the most powerful
attack against such an exercise was written bypiast Warren Wagar
(1972). When all the experiences, qualities, atgdsires, and happiness of
all people alive at two different periods must beasured, he said, what
hope can there be of answers acceptable to anyceéle“The apostles and
opponents of doctrines of progress and retrogrestdiano more than guess
on the basis of prejudice and intuition.... The sceeof progress, if it
means anything at all, requires bookkeeping-bugumi a colossal scale,
and with so many arbitrary judgments of value, trdy a god could
perform the tasks demanded” (p. 351). If one twesompare #uture
period to the present or past, the exercise beceresmore difficult.
“Who can quote accurate odds? Bookmaking is mohezardous than
bookkeeping, when the destiny of all mankind istake” (p. 352).

Scholarly and scientific activity, then, cannotide or prove whether
one period (past, present, or future) is bettevanse than another, says
Wagar. He becomes surprisingly positive, thoudhenvhe switches to
viewing comparison aslauman activity instead of a scientific activity. As
a human activity, comparing the past, present,fafuole is a profoundly
important activity for all of us. Wagar statestttes scholars, we know
that we do not know whether progress has occunredliooccur. But as
human beings, each of us must...have some sense biithan prospect.
We may please neither reason nor intellect byubdgments we make, but
when we make none at all, we abandon our huma(pty”’ 352-253).

Warren Wagar then presents his own informed judgsngbout the
progress made by human civilization over recentwes. “We have
progressed in knowledge of the world and ourselaed,in technical
mastery of our environment. We have progressedaterial wealth,
personal comfort, security of life and limb, longgyfreedom from pain,
and powers of perception, reasoning, and sensy@lraant. We have
progressed in individuation, self-awareness, aeeddom of personal choice
and thought. We have progressed in the richnessamety of our
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cultures, in the scope and sensitivity and quawfityur art, music,
literature, philosophy, scholarship, and religioile have progressed
toward world unity and community. We have progeelss the ideals and
practice of peace, nonviolence, and brotherhoogbri the family and the
clan” (p. 353). In a personal communication (®eto22, 1990) he
reaffirmed his belief that humanity has made n@igaince prehistoric
times.

What Are Our Chances?

When each of us considers the possibility of alyigegative future
for our civilization 40 years from now, we probalblgve in our mind some
sort of holistic or intuitive estimate of thigelihood of this type of
outcome. As we take into account everything thekwow about the
dangers, negative and positive forces, and potdmgakthroughs and
solutions, we have some sort of guess about priiyal-or some people,
this guess will be fairly vague: “A highly negagiwutcome certainly could
happen but it's not particularly likely” or “As hink of all the things that
could go wrong, | figure our chances of avoidingighly negative future
aren't very good.” Other people will be a littl@ra precise: “The chances
of a highly negative future are somewhere aroun8®0or “about 1 in 3.”

My own guess is that the likelihood of a highlygagve outcome 40
years from now is approximately 3 chances in 1(hat¥his means
conceptually is that if (in a thought experimehigre were 10 identical
human civilizations in identical situations to ou8sof these would
experience a definite deterioration in their wadiflg as events unfolded
over the next 40 years. (If I look even fartheeadh to 100 years from
now, | become a little more worried and | estimatances of 4 in 10.)

| certainly do not claim any precision for my estite of 3 out of 10,
but | do find it a useful way to think about thkdiihood of a highly
negative future. Also, | do feel somewhat preaisthe sense that | am
sure that our chances are somewhere between landlb in 10, so 3 in 10
feels about right to me. Many people find thissaful way to discover the
intuitive holistic estimate that is at the backlodir mind; by thinking about
the whole spectrum of odds they soon eliminatedltbat seem too high or
too low, thus focusing on the narrower range tloat&ins their estimate.
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Shifting our attention to a highly positive fututé years from now, my
best guess is that our chances are something likd@ (For 100 years
from now, | might say 2 in 10; over the longer tispgan the chances of an
extreme outcome increase.)

Simple arithmetic and my intuitive judgment agogea likelihood of
about 6 chances in 10 for the so-so, in betweegroapnately equal,
“barely hold our own” future.

The Benefits of Estimating Our Chances

Estimating the likelihood of the three basic fewrs a very useful and
thought-provoking exercise. It forces us to facerg factor that might
significantly affect the outcome, and to consideiausly the entire range
of literature and opinion on the future. It prozsdan excellent answer to
our initial question: What will our actual futunern out to be? It clarifies
the guesses that are already part of our thinkuidnalf-hidden from
awareness. It forces us to face three unpleaaatst f our chances are not
superb, they may not be as good as they were 18 gga, and despite our
feelings of powerlessness and busyness we reailgtaa change our
behavior radically. It can influence our basi@astgy for contributing to
the world: aim to reduce drastically the chandes lighly negative future,
and perhaps also aim to improve our chances fagtdyhpositive future.
Dore (1984, p. 16) defends such an exercise bytipgiout that such
estimates “are not too far from the judgements withoughtful and
informed observers would make if they were foraegut figures to their
intuitions.” He describes his figures as “primaudidactic in purpose.”

Estimating the likelihood of three basic outcoraks® helps people
avoid falling into the trap of assuming that soraetipular future is
inevitable. A highly positive transformation isitpupossible in the next
four decades, but so is a highly negative catalaopVe could present a
convincing argument and plausible scenario for@mg of the three types
of outcomes. Powerful forces and historical exawglupport each of the
three. Each of them is quite possible: none @aruled out as wildly
unlikely.

In this sense the rigid hard-core pessimist arionigt are both wrong.
If they become fixated on one particular type dicome and deny the
possibility of the other two, they are simply blittda large segment of
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reality. How would we react if a casino patronisted that the next craps
roll or roulette spin would be a seven and denedpossibility of any other
outcome? How would we react if a consultant oethkecutive officer
insisted that a particular company would, with 10€8&ainty, increase its
market share and staff size every year for the finextyears? Michael
Marien (1989, p. v) has discussed the rigid ham-optimist and
pessimist. “There is a widespread tendency to tiakextremist positions
of either Pollyanna or Cassandra. The pessimis@agtandra is
immobilizing, and keeps us from taking positivei@ct But the naive
optimism of Pollyanna is even more widespread,lka&®eps us from facing
our many problems. There are reasons for hopemramy good
suggestions for positive action...but we need a temgided optimism if
we are to make genuine progress”.

It is important, then, to keep in mind the enpemorama of possible
futures, from the worst to the best. A varietyoatcomes is quite possible.
Most books that have tried to look ahead many desdibwever, have
presented one particular future or one scenarioamade range of
possibilities. Books that provide a breathtakioigd-term perspective, at
least 100 years, usually present one particulauof the future;
excellent examples are the books by Brown, Borarat,Weir (1957),
Beckwith (1967), Berry (1974), Kahn, Brown, and kh(1976), O'Neill
(1981), Stableford and Langford (1985), and Wa@889). Also, of
course, science fiction and future fantasy liter@atlmost always present a
single story of future events. Probably the fasthestas of all have been
sketched by Olaf Stapledon's novels (1930 and 1@&Apugh Darwin
(1983) looked ahead one million years and BacoBg18ne billion. Each
of these books is certainly stimulating and usafuls own way, but none
of them spells out a range of possible futures.

Incidentally, | am often asked how | arrive at estimates. All | can
say in reply is that | try to take into account giking that | have read,
heard, and thought about the future (and abouprthsent and about
history). On the basis of that body of knowledgd aleas, what is my best
guess for each of the three possibilities? Eatimate is holistic and
intuitive, yet based on scholarly literature ane thal world. Perhaps,
though, | should give a different response wherasiow | arrive at my
estimates. Perhaps | should simply ask the questio make the three
estimates. No one in any of the classes and grihap$ave done this
exercise has ever raised a question about howithdils reach their
estimates. If you pause to reflect on your owrt bassses, you may
immediately get an answer to the question of howpfeearrive at their
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estimates! When | have asked people in variougggan Canada and the
United States to make their own individual estimatheir averages have
not varied greatly from my estimates. A wider syrwould be useful,
though, for discovering more accurate averagestheigamount of
variation from those averages around the worldamt the years.

Futurists, forecasters, and planners make matgnséats and
assumptions about possible futures. Unfortunatbky rarely estimate the
likelihood of each of their major futures. Thédiirtking would often be
improved if they did take some time to estimates¢hprobabilities. This
exercise would reduce any tendency to proclaimpamgcular future as
virtually inevitable. Instead, one realizes thay af several potential
futures has a reasonably good chance of occuriiings realization also
helps to avoid complete pessimism or optimism,esgwch a wide variety
of outcomes is possible.

Although futurists rarely include probabilitiestimeir writing,
estimating the likelihood of some future event faidy common activity
throughout our society. We have become accustdme@ather forecasts
that predict the chances of precipitation tomoremx60%. People take into
account a wide range of nonmathematical factorswdstimating the
probability that a certain athletic team or raceslowill win. An insurance
company may occasionally insure a risk that isragsual that past
statistics are not very useful. In the Universityloronto library, |
estimate the chances of someone stealing thetbeanmny daughter knitted
for me if | leave it unattended. The hypotheti€atyclopaedia Galactica,
a mind-stretching notion presented by Sagan (1%@mnates the
probability of humanity surviving for another centas 40% whereas the
probability of a more successful civilization swiwg for one million years
is 99%.

Pessimism or Optimism?

Is pessimism or optimism more appropriate whemkihig about the
future of human civilization over the next 40 y&arg/ill we change fast
enough and fundamentally enough? The future ipresrdained nor
predetermined. We are not on a single-track ralbaster with no chance
to control our route and destination. The outcasrstill open. We can
influence it greatly, but will we?



WHAT WILL OUR ACTUAL FUTURE TURN OUT TO BE?

On the one hand, the pessimist is right. Theeegeod chance that the
outcome will be terrible or at least very negatividnere is a good chance
that 40 years from now human civilization will rm flourishing nearly as
well as it is today. As we saw in the previouspthg the various forces
and factors opposing a serious concern with humyiariture are
pervasive, powerful, and deeply entrenched. Masirists, forecasters,
and global modelers agree that extraordinary chaimgattitudes, values,
beliefs, and behavior will be necessary in ordemufoto achieve a
reasonably positive outcome 40 years from now. tiGoimg on our present
path with a “business as usual” approach will Vémly lead to a highly
negative outcome. Our present rate of positivenghas not enough to
avoid catastrophes and a general deteriorationnmcigilization and our
planet. We are continuing to choose some incregddalish and dangerous
paths. Nuclear weapons are already poised taestri& are consuming the
planet's resources far too fast, and our populasidar too large or soon
will be. Crime, violence, terrorism, or warfareutt become impossible to
control. One or two highly totalitarian regimesgimi rule the entire world
and repress freedom of thought and speech. Hagpess, bitterness, and
suspicion could overwhelm humanity. As Woody Altarce said (1975, p.
81), “Mankind faces a crossroads. One path leadges$pair and utter
hopelessness. The other, to total extinction.”

On the other hand, the optimist is also righterghs still a good
chance of holding our own and continuing to flokrisThere is a good
chance that our civilization 40 years from now Wi equal to today
overall-the gains and losses will roughly canceheather out-or even
better. None of the required changes and sacifice beyond our
capacity. Already some citizens in many natiorsiaforming themselves
about environmental issues, unjust wars, nucleapaes, and potential
futures, and are in turn influencing their fellowizens and their
governments. Already the values, attitudes, araipes of many people
in many countries have changed in directions sup@oof our long-term
future (Elgin, 1981; Ingelhart, 1990; Laszlo, 19¥&nkelovich, 1981).
Historically, human civilization has been capaldiel@matic shifts and
rapid changes (Calder, 1983). Several countri@sral the world have
recently demonstrated the speed with which magsgédive changes can
be achieved. More and more business and pollaealers are paying
serious attention to the environment and to otbiegdterm world problems.
We can all encourage and support the sorts of ithgnknd caring outlined
in chapter 2 and also strive to counteract theefoiisted in chapter 3.
Certainly the future is not necessarily bleak.
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Many potential futures are open to us. It is pgmeghat our
civilization 40 years from now will have disappeh regressed. Today's
pessimists may be right. It is also possible thday's most optimistic
views are right: we might achieve a very positiglization within 40
years, coping and flourishing at advanced levelbéyond our own.
Almost everyone would agree that it is also posstibat the outcome will
fall somewhere between these two extremes.

My best guess is that the chances of a highlythegautcome over the
next four decades is about 3 in 10. Is this eg@rpassimistic or
optimistic?

This question reminds me of two sayings. Themoigti sees the
doughnut and the pessimist sees the hole. Thmigptees the glass as
half full and the pessimist sees it as half em@ymilarly, a hiker can feel
pleased with the three miles already covered @odisged by the five
miles that lie ahead. When feeling optimistic, ieists see the widespread
progress they have made in changing awarenessedwadvibr in the last 20
years; when discouraged, they see how much additadrange is still
needed.

In short, two people can react to the same reiitgmarkably
different ways. My estimate can correctly be seewnery discouraging and
gloomy. It points up how foolish and risky our peat paths are, and how
difficult it will be to change them even if we dyt Alternatively, one can
react to the odds of 3 in 10 by saying, “Good neW@slir chances of
avoiding a highly negative future, such as masdeterioration or a
nuclear holocaust, are about 7 in 10. Those arellext odds! | feel
encouraged and empowered.”

My estimate is more optimistic than those of dartaher writers about
the future. Sagan (1980) suggested that the pildigadd human extinction
(quite apart from all the other negative possileti} in the next 100 years
might be 60%. Dore (1984) estimated the probatilita major nuclear
war within 100 years as almost 40%.

Our chances of a highly positive future are pesragmething like 1 in
10. This estimate is a little discouraging attfgance: it means that a
highly negative future is three times as likelyoag that is highly positive.
The optimistic side is that 1 chance in 10 st¥es us a good shot at
success. Trying for this outcome is definitely thahe effort, since the
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odds are not hopelessly stacked against us. Careehn 100, by contrast,
might reduce our hope, enthusiasm, and effort rattastically.

Doubt and Empowerment

When our children and grandchildren reach ourepreage, will
human civilization be dramatically better or woodethan now, or
approximately equal? Earlier in this chapter we gt no one can be sure
of the answer. Given this doubt about the futisré, best to be pessimistic
or optimistic?

My suggestion is this: if in doubt, adopt a causlly optimistic
attitude, similar to the “tough-minded optimism’oposed by Michael
Marien. Face fully the deep-seated problems ofmbed, but also retain
plenty of hope, energy, and enthusiasm. Let ussayrselves that we
have a reasonably good chance of a satisfactanyefuft we devote enough
effort and intelligence to it. This approach isrmempowering and
energizing than the completely pessimistic approaldfere is no point in
being permanently gloomy, discouraged, and pardlyzethe possibility of
a disastrous future. Yes, odds of 3 in 10 areagdyt worrisome, to say
nothing of foolish, risky, and insane. Occasidealings of horror, fright,
and revulsion at what might happen are appropaiatecan even galvanize
us into action. At the same time, it is importamkeep in mind the
excellent chances of avoiding such a future. Tlbsaces are something
like 7 in 10, definitely not hopeless odds.

It is important to retain a strong sense of regatinee hope that human
civilization will continue to flourish. Lifton (187, p. 7) has emphasized
that “Armageddonist tendencies can quickly diminfgshere are
alternative images of hope and of human continu@tiearly this is a time
to explore and cultivate love for our world and &dpr its future.”

The most useful approach, then, is to focus ormpotantial for
avoiding the worst and achieving the best. Althotlge outcome is in
doubt, perhaps we function best that way. Grealleges and dangers
may elicit the best creative efforts in individualsd civilizations. Many
forces and factors will combine to produce the alchuture: each of us can
help to deflect the negative forces and can addweight to the positive
forces.
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Even if the odds against us were much worse, stefforts to achieve
a reasonably positive future would still be the traggpropriate response.
Deep-seated cynicism and pessimism can produaeetieive outcomes
that they anticipate. Giving up all hope, optimjsmd effort is one sure
way to lower our chances of success. If no oms @i all, the likelihood of
success will approach zero.

External Influences

The entire spectrum of factors and forces, froewtlorst to the best,
have to be taken into account when estimatingikiediiood of the three
types of outcomes. So far, we have consideredfaetprs within human
civilization or on our own planet. In actual fatttpugh, our future could
conceivably be influenced by something beyond dweseand our planet.

Three potential influences, external to humanlizafion, have not
been taken into account in my estimates. These thre an asteroid
collision, God, and an advanced civilization froome other part of our
galaxy. Let us spend a moment looking at eachethree.

One possible external influence is a natural etreattwould
enormously affect human civilization. The moselikexample is a
collision with a massive asteroid or comet, largewgh to eliminate most
mammal species on our planet. Such an event ltasred in the past and
could well occur again. Another event that hasioed repeatedly in the
past is a magnetic pole shift. Despite their pi@émagnitude, none of
these events has been taken into account in thigehbecause of their low
probability during the next 40 years.

A second potential external influence is an awaise, all-knowing,
divine being with powers beyond the natural. Anarge number of
people have faith in the existence and goodnesadf a being, often
called God, although their conceptions of the reataurd behavior of this
being vary greatly. Can we expect God to intervarfeuman history
during the next 40 years? Some people find no edimg reason or
evidence to believe that God will do so. Otherpglesee signs that God
will intervene fairly soon with an apocalyptic celigsm that will cleanse
the planet of the evil portion of humanity. Otipeople expect God to
intervene in a compassionate way to save everyoned nuclear
holocaust or other worldwide catastrophe; theyewelithat the universe
cares for human civilization and in some fashioordes its fate.The New
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Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th edition) devotes a lengthy article to the
concept of “Providence,” which is “an element ofr@importance” in all
religions. It defines Providence as a benevolenhe intervention in
human affairs and the affairs of the world arousdthat is, the natural
world or the universe). “The gods take care ofwoeld and mankind, and
their intentions toward mankind are normally pesiti Only persistent
disobedience and open rebellion can furnish a reawsdGod, the Creator,
to abandon or destroy the world. The total desvnof the world may be
threatened for the future; alternatively, the etmyaedia article points out
hopefully, these eschatological events may be oeedtas the definitive
establishment “of a world order that is perfectdtireternity and will never
deteriorate.” Because opinions about the potemtiatvention of God
during the next 40 years cover such a wide spectituey could not be
taken into account in this chapter.

The third possible external influence is an adeanatelligent species
that has evolved somewhere else in our galaxyh Suvilization could
greatly influence our future through a detailedystmpedic message, a
visiting spacecraft, or some other method. We &ifimine such
possibilities in chapter 7.
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