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Chapter 31 - The coming dark age

Phases of cultural change

The history of dark ages has been reviewed, a
theory has been derived, and it has been argued that
there are clear signs of a coming catastrophe. It is
time to turn to the future. When will the dark age
occur? By what stages will it arrive? How long will
it last? What will it be like? What will come
afterwards?

To deal with questions like these it will be
helpful to introduce the model of cultural change
shown in Figure 31-1. This suggests that there are
essentially four phases of cultural change, which
apply whether one is talking about the history of a
musical genre or the life story of an entire

civilisation.
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Figure 31-1: Phases of cultural change.

In the phase of ritualisation, certain
techniques, practices or attitudes are selected from
a multitude of possibilities. The selection is
essentially arbitrary but the more that certain
techniques are repeated, the more they are likely to
be repeated. These techniques are passed on from
person to person and from generation to generation.
They serve as ready-made solutions to whatever
issues arise in the relevant sphere of cultural
activity (e.g. musical genre or entire civilisation).
They acquire a self-justifying validity, to be
performed or believed in because that is the way
things have always been done. They become
characteristic of the cultural activity and inform all
of its subsequent history.

The next phase, stylisation, involves
refinement of these ritualised beliefs and
procedures, through elimination of extraneous
details and focusing on core principles. By the end
of this phase, the sphere of cultural activity is at its
most sublime realisation. Simplicity is combined
with proficiency. Form and function are in perfect
harmony.

The process of social change moves inexorably
onwards to the next phase, that of elaboration. This
involves growing complexity and ambition.
Attempts to improve on the existing techniques do
not challenge the fundamental principles, which are
taken for granted, but they embellish and enhance

them, bolting on extra detail. At the same time,
self-doubt creeps in and, though people may do
more, they do it less efficiently.

Eventually, the thing collapses under its own
weight. The old rituals, first stylised, then
elaborated, are now abandoned and swept away.
This yields the phase of innovation, in which true
novelty emerges to fill the vacuum. There is terrific
freedom to explore the universe of ideas again and
to re-consider things from first principles. The
sphere of cultural activity is in disorder, as many
things are tried, and there is no commonality or
permanence in procedure or belief. After some
time, ritualisation begins to occur again, and the
cultural activity is re-born on a sounder footing and
ready for a new era. The whole process starts over.

This model serves as a guide to the great
patterns of history and the future. Global
civilisation is presently in the phase of elaboration.
As this continues, the world may get richer but also
more bloated, more burdened, and more troubled.
On the surface, things will seem to be getting better
but, underneath, there will remain intractable
problems, choking off further progress. This may
be referred to as ‘the descent’. It will culminate in a
crisis of confidence, followed by the rapid
destruction of the present order.

During the time that follows, everything that
people have for centuries taken for granted, every
basic precept, will be denied or will no longer
apply. The old certainties will go for nought. This
will be the phase of innovation. For those who
desire orderliness, it will be a time of disorientation
and dislocation. For those who relish novelty, it
will be a time of opportunity and one that rewards
the taking of risk. This is the dark age, or simply
‘the darkness’.
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Figure 31-2: Changing world order.
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Finally, the chaos will begin to resolve itself
into a new order, though tentatively at first. This
may be called ‘the dawn’, when the foundations are
laid for a new era of human endeavour. (The term
‘dawn’ will be used to refer to the entire time after
the coming dark age, including both the beginnings
of the future civilisation and its heyday.)

Holding back the tide

During the period leading up to the crash of
1929, the US stock market repeatedly bounced
back from precipitous falls. In mid-1928, the
newspapers reported that ‘yesterday the bull market
finally ended’ but it went on to pick up again.
Another bad break occurred in December of that
year, again followed by a recovery. In the crash
itself, there were sudden falls and recoveries over
the course of a fortnight.' The market did not give
up without a fight. This is a microcosm of the
advent of the coming dark age. It will not come
down smoothly and unequivocally. Crisis will often
seem to have been averted, and gloomy predictions
will regularly be denied.

Humans and their societies are extraordinarily
resilient. When it seems that it is all over with
them, they have a tremendous capacity to pull back
from the brink and side-step what looked like
inevitable disaster. Forecasts of doom often fail
because they underestimate human ingenuity and
overlook people’s ability to recognise and
overcome their problems. Today many attempts are
being made to reform the follies and incentive traps
that are responsible for the world’s disintegrative,
disorganising and discohesive trends. Some of
these attempts will surely succeed and societies
will generate solutions that cannot yet be conceived
of. History is a ferment, and progress towards the
dark age will not be a monotonic decline of steadily
worsening conditions. The descent will be
characterised by frequent reversals, with rallies
within slides and slides within rallies. There will be
times, even extended periods, when things seem to
be getting better rather than worse.

However, one should not be fooled by these
optimistic outbreaks. Tackling and solving specific
problems is not the same as turning back the tide of
history. It is within nobody’s power to remove, just
like that, the deep contradictions that thread
through today’s national and international
institutions. No one can permanently defy the
abstract and fundamental logic of the phoenix
principle, whereby destruction is an inseparable
element of creativity and progress. Large
retrenchments are inherent to complex systems, of
which societies are just one example.

Many solutions to civilisation’s problems may
simply involve buying time, making the situation
worse in one obscure area in order to patch things
up somewhere else. The world has recently seen
widely hailed rapprochements, in places like
Northern Ireland and the West Bank, that soon
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enough degenerated into further bloodshed. Such a
course of events has been quite predictable, for no
memories were erased and no tensions relieved.

In the early days of the Kosovo conflict, an
Albanian refugee made a videotape of his friends
and neighbours lying murdered in the field near
their village. He said that he intended to show to
his children and his grandchildren ‘what the Serbs
have done to our people’. Clearly, the Kosovo
conflict is by no means over, whatever temporary
peace deals may be negotiated. This man’s
grandchildren are already involved. There is no
peaceful, rational, gradualist solution to the
problems of Kosovo. Only the coming dark age can
finally resolve such fundamental contradictions.
Most videotapes will then be destroyed, there will
be no electricity to work the video recorders
anyway, and the VHS format will be forgotten like
the Egyptian hieroglyphs. Future archaeologists
may painstakingly reconstruct a fragmentary
understanding of events, but by then the ethnic
hatreds involved will be dead and their bitterness
dried up. They will be suitable only for the
museum, well beyond doing anybody any harm.

One might contrast the situation of Kosovo
with that of East Timor. In this case, the society has
now passed through the bloodbath and been utterly
destroyed. It has the chance to re-build itself in
peace. On the basis of the phoenix principle, one
would predict that a generation from now the
seemingly unfortunate East Timor will be the most
peaceful and most prosperous part of the
Indonesian archipelago.

In general, the bumpy ride to the dark age will
see crisis followed by resolution, followed by fresh
crisis. There may even be large shocks that seem to
abolish some of the impasses in today’s world
order. A nuclear world war, for example, might
give way to a dramatic peace, with people speaking
of the war to end wars as they did in 1918.
Alternatively, some draconian government might
slash welfare entitlements and harden its heart
against those journalists who report the misery and
starvation that results. Yet in the absence of a
general collapse, these resolutions would prove a
mirage. Enmity or compassion would soon return,
and probably with a vengeance. To assess each
solution for its ability to postpone the inevitable
reckoning one should ask certain basic questions.
In what way does it leave unsatisfied aspirations?
To what extent does it attack selfish and parasitic
motivations? One may then recognise passing
shocks for what they are — the first lightning strikes
of the coming storm.

Duration and nature

The duration of the descent depends upon how
long the processes of  disintegration,
disorganisation and discohesion can continue
before the contradictions become too obvious and
there is a catastrophic breakdown. Depressing



Chapter 31

though they may seem, these processes probably
have some way to run. For a while yet, people will
be able to enjoy the fruits of a thousand years of
democratisation, wealth accumulation and cultural
tolerance. Robert Bork recalls being so shocked by
the farcical hearings relating to the appointment of
Clarence Thomas as a supreme court judge that he
remarked to a friend ‘television is showing the end
of western civilisation in living colour’. The friend
replied ‘of course it is coming to an end but don’t
worry; it takes a long time and in the meantime it is
possible to live well’."

The processes of disintegration,
disorganisation and discohesion, which have been
in operation for centuries, are beginning to reveal
their limitations. The welfare system is under
pressure. Subordinate countries are beginning to
challenge the western hegemony. The decline may
indeed take some time and, as it proceeds, the more
fortunate people, perhaps even the majority, may
live better than they have ever lived before. Yet it
will come to an end one day, and there will be a
definite reckoning — a rapid and calamitous
unravelling.

To estimate the timing of this calamity, one
may consider the welfare system. Here there could
be a crunch in no more than a generation or two.
Today’s work force is composed of the baby
boomers, who were raised in the relatively sober
times of the 1940s to the 1970s. Fifty years from
now, this population bulge will have moved into
the retirement bracket, when it will be demanding
pensions and medical services. The work force will
then consist of people raised between the 1980s to
the 2020s — a time of widespread single parenthood
and high welfare dependency, when traditional
institutions have been chronically under attack and
heavily de-legitimised. In Britain, by 2010, there
will be four times as many people coming of
working age who have been born to unwed mothers
as there were in 1990. A full third of these will
have been born to teenagers. Meanwhile, in most
developed countries, ethnic minorities will be a far
larger proportion of the population. The
commitment of this future work force, both to the
work ethic per se and to the traditional structures of
western society, is very much in doubt. A period
roughly equivalent to one working lifetime will see
a marked downward shift in the reliability of the
productive element of the population coinciding
with an increase in the burden placed upon it.

An alternative estimate of the duration of the
descent may be obtained by considering the
chances of war erupting in the international system.
NATO has already rejected the notion that it will
supply a hegemonic peace to the world. It has
stated that the Kosovo intervention was to protect
its interests in its own near abroad, and should not
be taken to imply that it will intervene in third party
conflicts in regions such as east Asia, the middle
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east, or Africa." This is a signal to China and
Japan that their geopolitical ambitions may grow
unchecked for the time being, eroding the west’s
advantage. Several observers believe that the
chances of war are likely to start rising most
rapidly after 2020, when the United States will
have lost power to China, and China itself may be
less centralised and autocratic. V¥ Again, this
suggests a timescale of the order of fifty years
within which a breakdown could occur.

These calculations ignore the issue of human
adaptation and creativity. A more realistic estimate
should take into account the fact that people may
be able to reverse some of the negative trends.
There is a limit to this. Adaptability can postpone
collapse for a while, but not forever. To return
wholeheartedly to a social order in which, say,
single motherhood is not a viable life style would
require the overturning of so many gains in
freedom and welfare that it would very likely
initiate the catastrophe it is intended to avoid.
Perhaps it would be possible to wind back these
trends, at the extreme, by a century or so. This
would mean essentially wiping out the changes of
the twentieth century. It would mean restoring the
unchallenged supremacy of the west, while
dismantling the welfare state down to the
barebones provisions of the old Poor Laws. It
would mean, among other things, being prepared to
shoot people at dawn rather than compensate them
for post-traumatic stress disorder. The figure of a
century as the greatest amount it would be possible
to stave off the inevitable is a guess, but it is an
educated one. The Poor Law Commission of the
nineteenth century succeeded in reversing welfare
history by some thirty years. Rome lumbered on
for something over a hundred years after the crises
of the fourth century, when some historians believe
it came close to collapse.

In round numbers, the descent might last
somewhere between fifty and two hundred years. It
is unlikely to be sooner, it could well be later, but
the dark age is most likely to arrive within this time
bracket. The collapse itself will be brief, taking a
decade at most and possibly much less. Past
instances of collapse have seemed to happen
almost overnight. Once confidence goes out of the
system it unravels very quickly. When perceptions
return to reality, they do so abruptly.

Turning to the duration of the darkness that
will follow collapse, past dark ages can serve as a
guide. Typically, the period of utter obscurity and
turmoil lasts between fifty and two hundred years,
which may therefore be posited as the likely
duration of the coming dark age. A duration nearer
the upper limit of this range is probably more
likely, since the most severe dark ages tend to
follow from the first time that humans achieve a
particular level of social complexity. The present
era is the first time that humanity has achieved so
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thoroughly connected a global civilisation, and
some extreme contradictions have been
accumulated. It seems that it will take not one but
several human lifetimes to erase from memory the
hatreds and conceits that ultimately pitch the
present world order into the abyss.

Unlike the transition from descent to darkness,
the transition from darkness to dawn will be
relatively gradual. As J M Keynes observed, the
substitution of a downward for an upward tendency
often takes place suddenly and violently, whereas
there is usually no such sharp turning point when
an upward tendency is substituted for a downward
one. ' The dawn will therefore not represent
instantaneous restoration of a highly ordered
society. Rather it will represent the beginning of a
slow process of recovery. In some respects,
especially technological ones, the post-dark age
world could quickly surpass what has gone before.
However, in many other respects, it might take a
long time indeed before the world again reaches the
complexity and material well-being of the early
twenty first century. It took a thousand years, for
instance, before Britons began building paved
roads to rival those that the Romans left behind. It
may take a similar time before the post dark agers
rebuild the internet on its existing scale. One can
expect a millennium or two in which history is
again characterised by generally upward progress.
Beyond this lies the dark age after next. However,
it would be rather ambitious to say anything very
much about that.

As for the nature of these eras, the descent,
firstly, will see more of the same. More people will
opt out of productive activity. Challenges to the
legitimacy of social institutions will intensify.
Self-sacrifice and suppression of individual desire
will be further disparaged and discarded. The
emphasis will shift further in favour of the
individual’s entitlement to a comfortable life
without effort. Dissatisfaction will increase, since it
will be impossible to meet expectations. Impatient
and selfish people will produce more crime and
corrupt behaviour. Political authorities will find it
harder to impose their will. Wealth differentials
will grow. The world will become increasingly
conflictual, with a growing tempo of military
activity in conjunction with trade disputes and
protectionism. International forums, such as the
United Nations, will be riven by bitter argument
and will become incapable of collective action.
Nevertheless, some observers will be able to view
all such developments in an optimistic light. The
decline will be a wealthy one, with the diffusion of
high technology increasing the availability of
material goods." Ever more extensive health care
and welfare systems will make societies seem
unprecedentedly gentle and responsible. Optimistic
commentators will point to the potential for further
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breakthroughs, though they will not realise that the
breakthroughs require first a breakdown.

If the descent is a time of private selfishness
behind public generosity, the darkness will be a
time of private selfishness without public
generosity. There will be no welfare system.
People will be thrown back on their own devices
and life will suddenly become much simpler. On
the bright side, this will be a time of extreme
personal freedom, given that freedom °‘is just
another word for nothing left to lose’."" It will also
be a time of rapid change with no constraints on
creativity. There will be a far-reaching failure to
transmit the knowledge, attitudes and certainties of
the pre-dark age society, providing fertile ground
for new ideas. Yet people will be too busy
struggling for survival to record what is happening
to them. The burst of creativity will take place
behind a thick screen, its details never to be
revealed. To future historians looking back on the
dark age, these fifty to two hundred years will be
another chapter missing from the human story.

Finally, the dawn will see the world as if
re-born and made innocent again. It will be a far
more moral world, in which individual desire is
subordinated to higher things and to the will of the
community. Political authority will be jealous and
ruthless. There will be few dependants, and almost
everyone will be engaged in productive activity.
The world will be at first highly fragmented but
political, economic and social units will steadily
grow by accretion. Although the world will be
beginning again, some things will survive from
before the dark age. New technologies, including
ones that contemporary societies have failed to
exploit, will soon create material possibilities in
excess of anything known today. Things that
people now take for granted, such as coal mining,
will come to seem unbelievably uncivilised, like
slavery." In the long term, one can expect a far
more enlightened civilisation — a civilisation
perhaps that does not allow millions of people to
starve in full view of the world’s television
cameras. However, one should not be too utopian.
Human frailties will never be eliminated, at least
not in the time scales one is dealing with here, and
the world of a thousand years from now will have
deficiencies of its own. These are likely to be
deficiencies not so different from those that are
apparent today, though they will certainly be
transformed and re-interpreted.

Taken by surprise

It may seem to be taking an easy way out to
predict a coming dark age with a fifty to two
hundred year lead-time. There is apparently half a
century’s grace before this thesis can be called to
account. It could be seen as hedging one’s bets still
further to note that progress towards the dark age
will be uneven, with periodic reversals. Even if
things get better in the near term, that does not
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Table 31-1: The next one thousand years — an overview.

Phase Duration Nature

Descent | 50 —200 years  Growing wealth and welfare combined with increased selfishness, decreased

Collapse | 10 years or

entrepreneurship and de-legitimisation of traditional institutions.

A crisis of confidence, leading to catastrophic unravelling of existing political,
less economic and social structures, on the national and international level.

Darkness | 50 — 200 years A highly creative but obscure time; extreme personal freedom combined with

Dawn 1000+ years

subsistence lifestyles; people will be self-sufficient and self-reliant.

Re-emergence of highly moral, productive and disciplined societies; there will
be a slow recovery, with the gradual extension of integration, organisation and
cohesion; eventually, there will emerge a more civilised and enlightened world
order, though this will become corrupt in its turn.

conclusively deny the predictions of long term
decay and eventual collapse.

To be fair, it is not quite as simple as that. In
what follows, there are specific predictions about
events to look out for on the way down to a dark
age. These forecasts can be tested well before the
collapse itself. Furthermore, the book does not
really aim to make detailed predictions about the
next few years. Its true purpose is to present a
theory of society and of long term historical
phenomena. This theory can be evaluated
immediately, in terms of how well it accounts for
the historical events that are already known about,
just as a new astronomical theory may be evaluated
in terms of how well it accounts for what
astronomers already know about stars and galaxies.
Of course, the best test of the theory, in either case,
will be against new data. In the present instance,
because one is dealing with long term phenomena,
it will inevitably take some time before conclusive
results can be obtained.

Predictions of social phenomena almost
invariably turn out to be wrong because they are
based on simple extrapolation of current trends,
often combined with a dose of wishful thinking. In
1900, for example, the analysis of a British victory
in the Boer war led one newspaper to conclude that
‘the armies of the future will contain a vastly
greater proportion of men with horses’.
Technological forecasts, in particular, emerge as
comically fanciful even for a short time ahead. In
1980, commentators were predicting that the turn
of the millennium would see people swallowing
pills for breakfast, jetpacking to work, and tracking
down criminals in space.* Such prediction of
novelty is almost impossible to get right. The
present project, however, is concerned not with
novelty but with eternally recurrent themes. Its
predictions are a by-product of statements about
patterns in historical phenomena, with the
presumption that these are as relevant to the future
as to the past.

Of course, anything could actually happen in
the future.” Quite unexpected things may change
the world’s circumstances in ways not yet thought
of. Barring invasion by extraterrestrials, though, it
is implausible that anything could permanently
eliminate the prospect of a future catastrophe.
History has been punctuated for thousands of years
by the saga of decline, dark age and renewal,
despite all the unexpected things that have
happened in it. Unforeseen events may affect the
timing of the dark age, either as last straws that
precipitate the crisis or as lucky breaks that
somehow stave it off, but they will not affect the
essential logic carrying the world to such a
denouement. That logic depends wholly on human
relationships, whose nature is fixed and impervious
to external, random events.

The likelihood is that when the dark age comes
it will seem to be quite unexpected. Even those
who have predicted it may find themselves
surprised at the moment when collapse actually
occurs. Humans are accustomed to thinking in
terms of gradual change. It is difficult to believe or
detect that sufficient strain has accumulated for a
transition to an abrupt and catastrophic breakdown
— even if one suspects that that is on the cards. In
the year before communism triumphed in Russia,
Lenin said that he did not expect to see it in his
lifetime. In the year before communism collapsed
again, the historian Paul Kennedy said that he did
not expect to see it go. Throughout the twentieth
century, people have been taken unawares by
events. The outbreak of the first world war, the
1973 oil crisis, and the fall of the shah of Iran all
seemed to contemporaries to come out of the
blue.*"

The main reason why people are surprised by
events is simply that they are usually ill-informed
about what is going on in the world. They remain
unaware of the trouble that is brewing until it
erupts so dramatically as to make the nightly news.
Then it seems to ordinary people as though it has
all come from nowhere, though if they had been
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reading the small print in obscure academic
journals they might have been warned of its advent
long before. Norman Myers has observed that
people may have missed the build-up to seismic
events in eastern Europe in 1989 because they were
stuck with traditional views of geography and
history, in which these countries seemed marginal
to the main action. Writing just before Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait, he asked whether people could
similarly be missing hot spots in the Arabian
peninsula, as well as in the Himalayas and the
Caribbean basin. He also asked how many people
in the west can name all the states of central Asia,
let alone draw a map of the region or summarise its
recent history.*" Yet events are unfolding in these
countries, where tensions similar to those of
Yugoslavia are being played out. It is only their
ignorance that will cause people to be surprised
when some atrocity or armed clash in those places
is a sufficient threat to western interests that it hits
the headlines.

The fact is that expert analysts, with an
in-depth understanding of their subject matter, have
often given quite good accounts of future
geopolitical events. In 1918, General Douglas Haig
expressed concern about the exaction of
humiliating terms from Germany, fearing that it
would merely lay up trouble for the future. The
Nazis subsequently proved him right. Similarly,
though many contemporaries were misled by the
switchback progress of the United States stock
market in the late 1920s, those who had a correct
model, and who kept their eyes wide open, could
see what was coming. In March 1929, a Federal
Reserve official pointed to certain structural
features in the US economy as being ‘always a
precursor of a general decline’," whatever stock
prices might be doing from one day to the next. As
long ago as 1980, Kenneth Boulding was predicting
(correctly) that the Soviet Union would eventually
break up and that its constituent states would
emerge intact from the experience of being
submerged within it. He based his prediction on
insights gained from a lifetime’s study of how
human institutions work. Another group of
forecasters predicted Yugoslavia’s civil wars a year
before they actually erupted.” There is much value
to be gained from considered evaluation of the
facts, supported by a long historical perspective.

Another reason why people are often surprised
by events is that they are unwilling to entertain
unpalatable thoughts. The Australian academic
Angus Martin has discussed this in the context of
the Aberfan disaster of October 1966, in which
more than a hundred children were buried beneath
the waste material from a coal mine. According to
typical accounts of the incident, ‘the slag heap
suddenly and without warning poured down upon
Pantglas Junior School’. Without warning, Martin
asks? Slag heaps had been sliding into Welsh
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valleys for years. It was widely known that
provision had to be made for drainage of such
heaps — the Aberfan one was undrained. It was
strictly recommended that slag heaps should not
exceed 20 feet in height — the one at Aberfan
towered more than 100 feet before its collapse. As
Martin says, humans are incurable optimists whose
default assumption is that ‘it cannot happen
here’.”™ There is hardly any major disaster in
which it does not emerge that someone who
understood the issues had been warning of the
danger long before. In the case of the Three Mile
Island incident, in which a US nuclear reactor came
close to meltdown, two senior engineers had
warned two and a half years earlier of precisely the
scenario that came to pass. When their initial
warnings failed to produce any response from the
management, they issued further strongly worded
memoranda. Though it was agreed to take the steps
they recommended, nothing was done and the
message never got out. Further warnings in a report
for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and from
one of the shift supervisors were similarly ignored
and forgotten.™"

This same incurable optimism influenced
various authors who argued that world peace had
become permanent, just before the outbreak of the
first world war, the bloodiest and most destructive
conflict hitherto. One said that war between
civilised nations had become ‘as antiquated as the
duel’.™ Yet historians now recognise that the
evidence of gathering war clouds in Europe was
there from at least the Bosnian crisis of 1908, had
contemporaries chosen to see it. In December
1928, President Coolidge declared that Americans
‘might regard the present with satisfaction and the
future with optimism’,™ just a year before the
United States was plunged into the decade-long
misery of the great depression. One could fill a
whole book with such examples. There is an
endless supply of people who are prepared to
ignore five thousand years of history, supposing
that people have at last made a clean break with it
and that the traditional laws of socio-economic
gravity have somehow been suspended.

Humankind cannot bear very much reality, as
T S Eliot put it. In the words of Francis Bacon,
people most readily believe what they would like to
believe. Angus Martin suggests an eleventh
commandment: thou shalt not face reality nor ask
others to face it. When a former British cabinet
minister recently warned of the dangers of
encouraging different groups to develop separately
and of actively opposing efforts to forge a common
culture, he was shouted down. Yet his message was
not some hate-filled diatribe but a sober and
realistic assessment of the situation, whose validity
is evidenced by the numerous instances of ethnic
conflict around the world. Nevertheless, received
opinion chooses to believe that the modern world
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can ignore the evidence of history because it is now
immune from the problems that have plagued many
historical and contemporary societies. It
misconstrues and then rejects any conflicting
observation. That is why, when reality catches up
with them, to reveal the contradictions at the heart
of a multicultural society, most people will feel that
the disaster has arrived without warning. Only
future historians will be surprised that people could
have been so blithe.

One might ask whether people will ever
actually know that they are in a dark age. Certainly,
the poverty and turmoil of the dark age will be
unmistakable. If people who are alive today were to
be catapulted forward a century or so, they would
no doubt recognise the dark age for what it was.
However, those who are born into such a world
may not think of it in the same way. Discontinuities
in the transmission of knowledge may make the
past seem like a fabled golden age. It is not clear
for instance that the Anglo-Saxon invaders who
settled Britain in sub-Roman times thought that
they were in a dark age.™ That is only the modern
view of it, with the perspective of centuries-long
hindsight. Even those who live through the
transition to a dark age may not realise what is
happening to them. The Romanized citizens of
Britain and Gaul, who saw civilisation collapsing,
tended to cling on to the notion that it was only a
transient thing.

Although the final demise of the contemporary
world order may take place in the space of a
decade, that is still quite a long time in human
terms. The collapse will happen quickly but not all
at once. People will not go to sleep one night in a
state of high civilisation, then wake up the next
morning to find themselves in a full-blown dark
age. The darkness will fall first over vulnerable
areas and spread from there. It will not necessarily
reach everything even at its nadir.” Pockets of
order and civilisation may persist in isolated areas.
Furthermore, during the descent there will be rallies
and bright spots. It will be possible to believe that a
more sustained recovery is just around the corner.
The erratic nature of decline may make it hard for
people to accept that all is lost and that the
catastrophe really is upon them.

Ordinary citizens may therefore pass into the
dark age without knowing it, just as Columbus
discovered America but never realised what he had
done. What seems to future historians like a turning
point — the event which showed that all was lost —
may well go unnoticed by contemporaries. Looking
back at the end of 1929, the New York Times
identified its biggest story that year as Admiral
Byrd’s trip to the south pole. The editors did not
see the importance of the stock market crash.™"

Thus, the dark age will arrive unexpectedly.
Even the most obvious symptoms may not alert
people to the significance of their plight. However,

The coming dark age

this will not be because it has not been foretold, for
it has been foretold, by many authors in many
ways. ™™ It will rather be because of the human
inclination to downgrade unwanted information,
and to suppose that tomorrow will always be as
good as or even better than today.

The livable future

In a discussion of possible world futures, one
group of commentators asks whether a desirable
future is in sight. ¥ This encapsulates the
perennial fallacy in human orientations towards the
future. The present has never been wholly
‘desirable’. Why should the future be? The truth is
rather that they are both ‘livable’, because of
human adaptability.

One forecasting service has painted a rosy
view of life in 2020. It predicts that a new age of
altruism will dawn and people will spend one day a
week working in the community. Growing
numbers of people will choose to live alongside
those with shared interests, for example in golf
villages. Life expectancy will be in the mid-80s
and the working week will shrink to 25 hours
because of ‘technology inspired productivity
gains’. The report might as well have added that,
due to global warming, the weather will always be
sunny. This vision of the future is pure fantasy, out
of touch with the huge and growing discrepancies
between people’s expectations and what society
can deliver. In fact, the forecast exhibits a distinctly
schizophrenic character. It asserts, for instance, that
most of the advances will be enjoyed by at least
half of all British households. In other words, up to
half of households are missing out. Similarly, one
is to expect gated communities — symptoms of a
breakdown in law and order — as well as the
attractive-sounding golf villages. The 50 percent of
the population who are the losers in this scenario
cannot really be ignored. These sans-culottes are
likely to bring down the whole dreamy project.

Such forecasts are typical of what most people
idly suppose the future to be about, i.e. one step
closer to paradise. In The time machine, H G Wells
depicts a golden age of universal youth, beauty and
leisure at the end of time (though, to be fair, he also
draws attention to the downside of such a
condition). The notion that life span will increase is
readily believed in, despite the fact that (adult) life
expectancy has not increased since pharaonic
times. To be sure, the material conditions of life
have more or less improved consistently over time.
However, the age-old dreams of peace, riches
without effort, and a universal brotherhood of man
have remained forever elusive.

This book’s vision of the future is not a rosy or
romantic one. It is a realistic one, based on the
uniformitarian assumption that people will behave
in the next millennium as they have behaved during
the last five millennia. The long term outlook for
humanity is as good as ever. The short term is
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indifferent. The medium term is distinctly bad.
However, this need not be a depressing prospect.
Those who live through the coming dark age and
the times leading up to it will not necessarily
experience only hardship and despair, any more
than during other periods. It is not the times that
people live in that determine how happy they
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should be, but rather what they as individuals make
of them. Insofar as the coming upheaval will create
vast expanses of opportunity, one may look to it
with some hopeful expectancy. That is to say, one
can step into the future with informed, not naive,
optimism.
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Chapter 32 - The disintegration process

Weakening domestic authority

One historian has predicted that there will be a
Windsor on the throne in 2020, and that it will be
either Charles 111 or William V. In fact, barring
disasters, it could equally be Elizabeth 11. She will
be 94, an age that her mother sailed past.
Nevertheless, there must eventually be a change of
reign, and that could be a dangerous time for the
House of Windsor, whose authority and mystique
are continually being eroded. The ejection of
hereditary peers from the House of Lords has
removed an important buffer zone around the royal
family. Its privileges seem more exposed and
anomalous. Australia’s conversion to a republic
will be another important milestone, which is
bound to occur at some stage and will encourage
further challenges to royal legitimacy. If Charles 11
or William V ever makes it to the throne, it is likely
to be on reduced terms, with a role even more
decorative and less relevant than it is today. The
royal family is still popular, and dissolution of the
monarchy seems a long way off, but its days are
certainly numbered.

While the British monarchy has little to lose
and may simply wither away quietly, in the Arab
world, kings still have real power and to dispossess
them may involve some fraught confrontations.
Kuwait shows signs of liberalising peacefully,
awarding votes to women and evolving in the
direction of Europe’s constitutional monarchies. Its
suffering in the Gulf war may have provided an
impetus for such change. However, in Saudi
Arabia, the king still rules very directly. The
mechanisms for a parliament exist but the king
does not call it. Here, change could well be violent.

The declining authority of monarchy is part of
a broader process in which traditional political
structures are due to be broken down everywhere.
Political parties are likely to proliferate as people
are less prepared to work within the existing
frameworks. In Britain, reforms such as
proportional representation and state funding for
political campaigns may boost the influence of
minority parties and ensure weak governments.
Western ~ countries may  move  towards
community-based politics reminiscent of the
former Yugoslavia, with ethnic parties forming and
being granted special rights of representation.

A source of contention in Yugoslavia in the
late 1980s was the seeming injustice whereby the
semi-autonomous provinces of Kosovo and
Vojvodina had a say in the running of Serbia as a
whole, but Serbia was unable to interfere in the
internal affairs of these provinces. Exactly the same
issue is now being raised in Britain. Scottish MPs
at Westminster can vote on matters exclusively
affecting England, but exclusively Scottish matters
are dealt with in Scotland’s own parliament, where
English MPs do not have a voice. It has been
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pointed out that this is unfair. If the rights of
Scottish MPs to vote on English matters are
removed, it could be only a few years before there
are calls to apply the same model say to Muslim
interests and to those of other groups. The result
will be power becoming less concentrated and
more fractured. The nominal leaders in each
country will find it increasingly difficult to push
through their agendas.

Future debates about equality and fairness will
further constrain the freedom of action of all forms
of authority. Not only governments but also police,
employers and teachers will be held in increasing
contempt in the law courts, in the media, and in
popular discourse. As ordinary people recognise
the shrinking of their entitlements regarding
pensions, health care, and education for their
children, their discontent and defiance will become
more vocal. They are likely to call explicitly for
constraints on the power of central authorities,
which they will perceive to be failing to deliver
expected benefits.”™" Weak governments will cave
in to popular complaints and the demands of
special interest groups.

During the descent, politicians will discredit
themselves by wielding power incompetently.
Charismatic leaders will be few and far between.
The whole political process will become more
brazenly corrupt and ineffectual. At best,
governments will seem farcical and irrelevant. At
worst, they may be pushed aside altogether and a
series of tainted usurpers will rule. Ordinary
citizens will be more ready to engage in minor
forms of subversion, such as tax evasion and drug
abuse. General crime and disorder will grow from
an irritant to an ever present fact of life. In Europe,
handguns will come into vogue and these societies
will begin to emulate American attitudes towards
their use and availability. Soon enough, one may
expect Europe to witness the phenomenon of mass
shootings by school students and disgruntled
employees.

The criminal courts and prisons will become
steadily busier, while new laws will flow out of
Westminster and Brussels at a phenomenal rate.
Such activity will be like Canute ordering back the
tide. The jails may become more crowded than
ever, but the number of miscreants waiting to be
dealt with or evading justice altogether will rise
even faster. More people will be in trouble, but the
chances of an individual law-breaker being
detected and punished will steadily diminish.
Governments may attempt increasingly extreme
measures, such as compulsory DNA databanks, but
these will fail through being ignored and abused.

The denizens of the underclass, with a
depressed standard of living and time on their
hands, will become more obviously frustrated and
angry. They will blame the elites for their hopeless
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situation. Most of these losers will be restless
young men, and they will be ready to support every
kind of agitation and mischief-making. Riots,
which are by no means rare in history, will be more
serious and more frequent. The problem is likely to
become acute first in the low and medium income
countries, where the promise of development seems
increasingly like a mirage. Here reactionary revolts
may reverse the spread of western-style liberal
democracy. ™ In Egypt, Islamic militants will
re-emerge as a major problem, as that country’s
economy continues to drag along the bottom. In the
Caribbean, where the pillars of society are
crumbling fast, ™™ democratic government will
succumb to a tide of violent criminality. That
region will be left in the hands of feuding
gangsters. The latter will then be able to mount an
attack, with near impunity, on law and order in the
rich countries.

China is likely to be the scene of major
upheaval over the coming decades. There will be
renewed pro-democracy protests, like those of 1989
— which were themselves not the first to threaten
the communist regime. China’s leaders have
spoken of moving towards general elections within
fifty years, but the issue will probably be forced
long before they expect it. The outcome of any
rebellion is unlikely to be a stable and libertarian
republic. Even if something is established along
those lines it will soon mutate into new forms of
authoritarianism, and the country as a whole may
disintegrate into large fragments.”

Even in the west, democracy cannot be
assumed to be safe for the duration of the descent.
As Mark Mazower points out, the roots of
democracy in Europe are not that deep. A dozen
new democracies were formed after the first world
war, but almost all had fallen to authoritarian rule
by 1940. With changing circumstances in future,
today’s democracies could similarly disappear.*
Europe very probably faces many troubles ahead.
In Northern Ireland, where Roman Catholics are
likely to be in the majority by 2020, the logic for
unity with the Republic of Ireland will become
irresistible.”" Those who favour continued union
with Britain will take up arms against the transfer
of sovereignty just as they did when it was mooted
in the 1920s. Abandoned by both major powers, the
province will likely dissolve into anarchy and
become the first part of Europe to be touched by
the dark age proper.

William Playfair, a largely forgotten social
scientist of the nineteenth century, made a special
study of social upheaval and found that disputes
over taxation often precipitate disaster. ‘Sometimes
it is the manner of laying on the tax that gives
offence, sometimes its nature, and sometimes its
amount’. " Playfair cited the American
revolution and other examples. His rule continues
to hold true. The misjudged community charge was
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a factor in Mrs Thatcher’s fall from grace at the
start of the 1990s. In 1999, British lorry drivers
were disrupting traffic in protest against an
increase in fuel taxes and in 2000 they effected a
highly successful blockade of oil refineries,
shutting down most garages for days. Similar
protests occurred around the world. In Jamaica,
several people were killed during days of rioting
after fuel taxes there were subject to a 30 percent
hike.

Growing tax burdens in conjunction with
worsening social services are likely to make
political crises become more common and graduate
into full-blown insurrections. In Saudi Arabia, a
rather familiar scenario could evolve. As the oil
income becomes less reliable, the king might
finally call a session of parliament to help him raise
taxes. This might then backfire as parliament
demands greater popular sovereignty and, with
passions rising, eventually topples the monarchy
altogether. This was the sequence of events that led
to the downfalls of Charles | and Louis XVI. Both
those kings were beheaded, and that is also still a
practice in Saudi Arabia. The Saudi monarchy
would be advised to consider its actions very
carefully over the coming decades. The same
applies to all governments as they push their
extractive demands in a strongly disintegrating
world.

Weakening hegemony

Disintegration in the international system will
mean continuing erosion of the western hegemony.
Today western militaries have superior technology
and are well trained and organised, but their
nations will display a growing weakness in the
crucial moral dimension of military power, i.e. the
ability and willingness to apply force.”™" During
the twenty first century, the west will pull back
when in the past it might have interfered with
gusto. It may engage in low-risk actions that
involve launching cruise missiles and air strikes
against relatively puny opponents. However, when
it comes to hard fighting on the ground, where
there is a real danger of people being killed, the
west’s nerve will prove to be lacking.

Western citizens will be increasingly reluctant
to see tax receipts being spent on maintaining their
countries’ influence in distant and chronically
troubled parts of the world. " The Pentagon has
already blamed a drop in income for problems with
spare parts, modernisation programmes falling
behind schedule, and personnel shortfalls. In the
coming decades, the United States will repatriate
its troops, cut back its support for NATO, and
downsize its forces, in response to a federal
defence budget that continues to be squeezed
between burgeoning social security programmes
and a public uncommitted to funding American
power projection.™™" One of the consequences of
this declining hegemony will be the reversal of
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globalisation and greater regionalism in world
trade.”™" Political authority guarantees a market,
and when the authority disappears, the market will
be shut down.

NATO will be forced to withdraw from
Kosovo in failure, though it will be dressed up not
to look like that. Quite simply, it will never resolve
the ethnic disputes at issue here, nor finally crush
the spirit of Serbia, whose people have been
fighting for their territory almost for as long as
historians can remember. Like the interventions in
Somalia and Rwanda, this will finally be seen to
have made essentially no difference either to the
progress of the local war or to the suffering of the
people caught up in it.

The Kosovo action was NATO’s first war in
its fifty year history. It could well be its last.
During the conflict, splits emerged between the
different members and there were security leaks to
Serbia. The United States was angered at Europe’s
apparent unreliability. ™" Withdrawal in failure
may be too much for the alliance, whose role is
already blurred since the end of the cold war.
NATO is certainly destined to break up within a
decade or two, as European countries concentrate
on their own security arrangements and the United
States withdraws from its role as international
hegemon. That will mean a further downward
ratcheting of world political integration, and more
trouble and turmoil to come.

The possibility of joining NATO has had a
beneficial effect on the behaviour of aspirant
countries like Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and the
Czech Republic.™™ However, no future scenario
regarding their membership is truly happy. If they
do get in, it will only hasten the break up. Turkey, a
NATO member, is opposed to enlargement and has
threatened to veto new admissions if it is itself kept
out of the European Union. There is also the
danger of confrontation with Russia. Boris Yeltsin
said that the eastward expansion of NATO would
plunge Europe into the flames of war.X" He knew
what he was talking about. More likely is that east
European hopes will be disappointed, and this will
encourage a more belligerent attitude amongst
themselves and towards their European neighbours.

Given the reluctance to expose its troops to
danger, the west is settling on the same solution as
the Greeks, Romans and other descendant
civilisations — reliance on mercenaries. In places
like Sierra Leone, Bosnia and Kosovo,
peacekeeping forces are largely made up of
Nigerians, Malaysians, Jordanians, Bangladeshis
and other such nationalities — but no Americans.
One might wonder why these poorer nations are so
keen to take on the cost and danger of such
operations, when western countries do not. The
answer is that their troops are well paid for it by the
United Nations. The rich countries, including
Japan, are effectively funding them as mercenaries
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to do the dirty work of policing the world. In the
future, as conflict becomes more prevalent, western
governments may openly give arms to irregular
fighters like the KLA, who are more motivated and
less inhibited about taking casualties, and may rely
on them to fight western wars.

Such policies will prove short-sighted as other
regions increasingly reject western perceptions of
human rights and inter-state etiquette, and come to
realise that the west is unable to enforce them. The
likelihood of violent disorder by a minority group
increases with the proportion of youths in its
population, and when this proportion reaches about
20 percent, a struggle for autonomy almost
invariably ensues.* This is the situation that is
emerging in the world as a whole. The most
backward countries are the ones with the youngest
and fastest growing populations. Over the next few
decades, the world will come to encompass a
billion disadvantaged youths. Recent
improvements have raised their expectations higher
than can possibly be fulfilled. They also have
increasingly ready access to the means of causing
havoc and devastation. Some kind of global
uprising against western authority seems highly
likely to occur.

What the west sees as troublesome states will
become less constrained by the fear of American
opinion, and will get away with successive acts of
defiance. The tactic of imposing sanctions against
impertinent governments will unravel, as is already
occurring with Irag. China particularly will become
fed up with observing these international sanctions
regimes as its relative power grows, and will flout
them with growing openness. Third world
countries will be increasingly forthright in their
demands for a global redistribution of wealth.™
They will not get their wish, but the west will be
unable to prevent them from stoking up tension.
These countries may also be more ready to
complain about perceived ill-treatment of their
nationals who have migrated northwards, while the
latter will carry agitation about global injustices to
the heart of the developed world.*"

Although the west will still be far more
powerful than any individual third world state and
should be able to prevail in any single showdown,
the danger is that it will start being challenged on
several fronts. In the summer of 1999, NATO’s
simultaneous commitments in Iraq and Kosovo
stretched the alliance thin enough to leave no
American aircraft carriers available to cover the
Pacific. If a third trouble spot had opened up, it
could have overwhelmed the west’s ability to
supply order. Some such scenario will inevitably
emerge sooner or later and it will then lead to a
runaway loss of credibility for the western
hegemony.

The structure of the United Nations is likely to
change significantly. The current arrangements
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certainly represent a considerable anachronism.
Japan contributes a large fraction of the UN budget
yet has relatively few of its nationals on the UN
staff. Its claim to permanent membership of the
Security Council has considerable force. There is
also much logic in favour of a more far-reaching
shake-up. Samuel Huntington suggests that the
French and British Security Council seats might be
amalgamated into a general European seat, while
new seats might be provided for India, the Muslim
world, Latin America, and Africa." Such changes
will lead to a corresponding shift in the institution’s
priorities, reinforcing the other processes of
disintegration. A more factionalised UN will
probably become simply an irrelevancy in the
international system.

Whatever the situation with the Security
Council, Japan and Germany are likely to take
increased responsibility for the protection of their
overseas interests. ' Japan in particular controls an
enormous overseas financial empire yet has little or
no political control over the places where its
savings are invested. The decline of western
hegemony and the resulting global disorder
constitute a significant threat to Japan, which the
country will have to deal with somehow. However,
Japan cannot reasonably conquer and pacify the
western countries where much of its money is
invested. As civil order disintegrates, Japan may
limit outflows of capital and indeed start
repatriating it. This will be a shock to the west,
especially the US, which has become accustomed
to living beyond its means on the strength of
Japanese generosity. The situation is gravid with
potential for much bitterness and frustration on all
sides.

Today, Japan and Germany still have
significant internal opposition to the development
of offensive military capabilities. However,
attitudes are likely to change following some form
of major disagreement between either of these
countries and the US. The relevant populations and
their leaders will feel slighted and frustrated, and
they will be motivated to re-arm in a serious
manner. Certainly, the inhibitions that stem from
their defeats in 1945 will fade dramatically over the
next few years. Ishihara Shintaro, co-author of The
Japan That Can Say No, has said that Japan may
not always have behaved admirably in the second
world war, but it should at least be credited with
ending western imperialism in Asia. He was
recently elected governor of Tokyo.

The whole of east Asia can be expected to
become much more assertive as its economic
recovery takes off. People in the region may be
more likely to favour extreme politics and to
embrace the risks of direct confrontation with the
United States. This is also the region with the
greatest resources to mount a serious challenge. It
would be premature to write off its potential on the
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basis of recent difficulties. East Asia’s previous
economic growth was real, and so is its challenge
to western power.™ One consequence of this is
likely to be felt in Hong Kong. The Sino-British
agreements that supposedly guaranteed its
freedoms for fifty years will be repudiated. Beijing
is already undermining them,™" and has read the
signals that the west is not really bothered about its
behaviour."™

At the same time, there will be a steady
elevation of tensions within east Asia, especially
focused around the contest between China and
Japan.' Japan’s Ishihara has offended the Chinese
by inviting the Taiwanese premier to visit Tokyo
and by claiming that the so-called Rape of Nanking
— a dreadful massacre according to conventional
history — has been much exaggerated. Another
source of potential trouble will be reunification of
the two Koreas. This will seem to threaten the
Japanese and could be another stimulus for them to
intensify their war potential. Some observers see in
east Asia an emerging balance of power game
reminiscent of the one that eventually brought
Europe to its confrontation in the fields of
Flanders.

When one hegemon declines, another can take
its place. The United States could therefore pass on
its baton to some other power. One may count out
Russia and Europe," but there is the possibility that
Japan or China could take on the world leadership
some time in the twenty first century. In previous
transfers of hegemony, the hegemon has typically
fallen to a challenger who has not in the end been
the actual beneficiary. For example, the French bid
for supremacy in the Napoleonic wars actually left
Britain as the hegemon and a German challenge in
the mid-twentieth century cleared the way for
dominance by the United States. If something
similar happens in future, it is most likely that
China will be the challenger and Japan will be the
beneficiary. A new pax laponica might postpone
the dark age. However, over the last five hundred
years, the baton of ascendancy has always moved
around within western civilisation. Hegemony for
east Asia, although arguably a case of returning the
baton to its former owners," would be a more
painful and far-reaching change. In a world that is
plagued by contradictions, it is likely to be one step
too far. The global disintegration due to western
decline is therefore most likely to be terminal. The
American mantle will not be taken over by Japan,
by China or by any other power. The pax
occidentalis will give way to anarchy and the dark
age.

Warfighting

After the collapse of communist regimes in
eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, people spoke
optimistically of a new era of world peace. The fact
that commerce has made countries heavily
dependent on each other is said to provide a
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mechanism for maintaining this peace. However,
similar arguments about the peace-inducing effects
of global commerce were being made before the
first world war."" Indeed, a hundred years before
that it was being suggested that ‘commercial
treaties between England and France ... show that
mankind begin to be sensible of the folly of war
and promise a new and important era in the state of
the world’." This was shortly before the highly
destructive Napoleonic wars, which tore Europe
apart. Peace did come after the battle of Waterloo,
and lasted for a hundred years, but this was due to
Britain’s military supremacy rather than to any
commercial treaties.

Whatever peace exists in the world today is not
due to the growth of trade, and still less to the fact
that humans have somehow grown out of warfare.
It is due to the projection of western political
authority. As this authority crumbles during the
descent, the peace will crumble with it. Not for a
long time will the world be as peaceful as has been
the experience of Europeans and Americans over
the last fifty years. The descent will be
characterised by a punctuated crescendo of
violence. After the most dangerous century yet
experienced, this planet is going to become more
dangerous still.

As one author puts it, the five thousand years
that have elapsed since the founding of the first
civilisations in the middle east have been five
thousand years of bloody hell." During that time,
scarcely one year in ten was free even of major
war. As far as long term trends are concerned, the
consensus seems to be that wars have diminished in
frequency but increased in severity. War is by no
means outmoded. The west still has a massive arms
industry, and the vested interests that this involves
are always on the lookout to persuade governments
of new threats that must be guarded against. Apart
from anything else, they will ensure a continuing
need for their ordnance around the world."!

Field Marshal Moltke, chief of the German
general staff during the Franco-Prussian war of
1870, said that ‘eternal peace is a dream, and not
even a pleasant one’."" Though it is respectable to
deplore war, many people secretly long for its
excitement and catharsis. After the start of the first
world war, ordinary citizens enthused about the
outbreak of hostilitieswar. One prominent academic
spoke thankfully of being released from a world of
‘bovine contentment’. "™ Apparently sane and
civilised peopl can easily be persuaded to take up
their guns and machetes, and start killing. During
the Kosovo crisis, radio phone-in programmes in
Britain heard from plenty of normal men and
women who not only endorsed the bombing but
wished to see the tanks going in sooner rather than
later. The media had aroused their passions and
these people, who were not even directly involved
and probably considered themselves quite rational
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and caring, saw no other way forward than to
escalate the slaughter.

The time when an existing hegemon is
struggling to hold on to the number one position
against a number of ambitious rivals is always
dangerous, whether one is talking about
chimpanzee bands or the system of international
diplomacy. This is the situation today as western
and especially American power declines. United
States foreign policy is motivated primarily to
ensure that no rival for world leadership should
emerge."™ It tries to keep Japan and Germany in a
subordinate position, while also using Germany to
oppose Russia, and Japan to play off China. This is
a hazardous game. Frustrated ambitions are an
important source of conflict, and the American
policies are already leading to friction. France, for
example, has expelled American diplomats. The
US relationships with Europe and east Asia are
going to change enormously over the coming
decades. If history is any guide, this will not be
achieved without a major fight.”

As disintegration proceeds, the outbreak of
serious wars is a certainty. What countries will
actually find to quarrel about, and then fight about,
is somewhat unpredictable. There are many
contentious issues emerging in the world, usually
based around jockeying for relative power and
influence, protection of commercial interests, or
concern over the maltreatment of overseas
kinsfolk. ™ Only a few of these disputes will
degenerate into military clashes. Nevertheless,
countries will quarrel more violently and fight
more readily with every passing decade. Given that
war preparedness is closely related to war
proneness, and that economic stresses are a classic
stimulus of hostilities, eastern Europe, the far east
and the middle east are likely to be the hottest
areas. A serious war starting in one of these regions
could drag the whole world, more or less, into the
proceedings.™

A problem for western armies is that they may
prove maladapted to the asymmetric conflicts of
the twenty first century. Their structure and
doctrine still resemble those of the nineteenth. The
hierarchy of divisions, brigades, and battalions
renders them relatively unresponsive and could
leave them looking like a dinosaur on a battlefield
with no clear front line, and where information
flows freely in all directions. In a disintegrating
world, the west may be confronted by well
organised criminal gangs and by politically
motivated guerrillas, as well as by conventional
armies. Russian gangsters will become ever more
obvious, while Japanese yakuza are also likely to
spill out and cause trouble in the international
system. One can therefore expect to see western
militaries in action against such growing nuisances.
Yet recent experience has shown how difficult it is
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to impose a comprehensive defeat on these kinds of
slippery, irregular militia.

The high-technology weapons that won the
Gulf war will be effectively useless against
small-scale, fluid, intangible groups. Hence, the
military equipment and infrastructure that NATO
purchased with trillions of dollars for the situation
of the cold war may prove distinctly unsuited to
combating the threats of the third millennium. In
Kosovo, NATO’s onslaught left the Serbian army
largely intact. Tomorrow’s generals could be in for
a sharp lesson similar to that of their predecessors,
whose cavalry charges were mown down by the
newly invented machine gun. Western armies
appreciate this fact, but they possess huge inertia
and, for all the brave thinking that is going on in
some quarters, it is doubtful that they will be any
more prepared for the conditions of future conflict
than armies have ever been.

Some writers have argued that future wars will
exclusively involve non-traditional warfighting
between mismatched opponents. This is wishful
thinking and is unlikely to be the case. International
disintegration will also see the return of total wars
similar to those of the twentieth century. A number
of future wars may resemble nothing so much as
past wars, being fought by much the same actors
over much the same issues. The Iran-lraq war was a
variation on a theme that goes back to Babylonian
times. Iraq’s attitude towards Kuwait has not
changed since 1991 and it has already threatened to
re-invade. Kuwait’s days may yet prove to be
numbered as American power crumbles. Iran is
also a threat to the Gulf Arab states, while its
twenty year opposition to the west may hot up
considerably at some point in the early twenty first
century. Iran is implacably opposed to Israel and
has strong capabilities in biological, chemical, and
probably nuclear, warfare. ™ The west should
expect attacks against its interests from this source.
Nevertheless, it will probably fear to confront such
a dangerous enemy. It has a history of preferring to
pick on scapegoats and whipping boys such as
Colonel Gaddafi or the terrorist leader Osama bin
Laden.

Other familiar conflicts include that between
Pakistan and India, who are bound to be at each
other’s throats in due course.”™™ The Arab-Israeli
conflict is also destined to degenerate into a
bloodbath. There have been repeated wars in the
middle east since 1945, each more violent than the
last.™ Russia will continue to be embroiled in the
Caucasus, as it was in the nineteenth century,
dealing with recurrent uprisings among the ninety
religious and ethnic units of the region.™ Russia
may also be fighting again for its window on the
Baltic,™"" a foreign policy issue familiar to Peter
the Great. The loss of the Baltic states has reduced
it to a narrow beachhead in the far north and to the
Kaliningrad naval base in the south, though the

a history of the third millennium

latter is cut off from the rest of Russia by newly
independent Lithuania. Meanwhile, Britain could
find itself back at war with Germany during the
next half century as tensions mount over resurgent
German ambitions. A war between England and
France might also seem attractive to people on both
sides. To future historians, the last half century of
peace in Europe may seem to be only a lull during
which the fundamental issues did not go away.

Japan entered the second world war in
response to western, primarily  American,
opposition to its imperialist activity in east Asia. It
will be seen in the coming decades that this war
was again far from the last word on the matter.
Japanese aspirations will re-surface as the second
world war victors weaken. If Japan acquires an
independent nuclear deterrent and America’s fears
lead it to respond with trade sanctions, one will
have the ingredients for the same kind of escalation
as took place in the 1930s. The involvement of
Chinese and European interests will add further
layers of complication, making it possible for these
countries to slide into war.

China lies at the centre of many potential casus
belli. The Taiwan problem is not going to go away.
The next source of tension in this dispute may
involve Taiwan renewing its campaign to rejoin the
United Nations. One American study suggests that
Taiwan will retain sufficiently military advantage
to deter China for as much as a decade. ™"
Nevertheless, a war over this issue will eventually
occur. The US has committed itself to help Japan in
such a conflict — a commitment to which China has
violently objected. The US commitment is real.
American troops fought in this region three times
in the last half century, each time to suppress the
ambitions of an unfriendly power.”™

China is an awakening industrial giant that
contains over 20 percent of the world’s population
and has a growing hunger for fresh water,
agricultural land and all kinds of natural resources.
Across its northern border lies the Russian far east,
where Russian control is weak and there is open
space, mineral wealth, and a large Chinese
minority. China regards the region of Vladivostok
as having been stolen by Russia in the last century,
thereby cutting off two of its provinces from the
sea.™ There are also ethnic tensions between the
impoverished Russians and the more enterprising
Chinese immigrants.”™ These are all precisely the
kinds of issue that once led Hitler to seek
lebensraum for the Germans. They have echoes on
some of China’s other frontiers. To the west lie the
developing oilfields of central Asia, where China
recently purchased 60 percent of Kazakhstan’s
leading oil company,™ and where any major war
of the future is certainly likely to see campaigning.
To the south-west lies India, which may be almost
as populous as China by 2025, and continues to be
in dispute with it over certain territory in the
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Himalayas." " To the south-east lie Malaysia and
Indonesia, where overseas Chinese are targets of
resentment and sometimes violence, and their
plight may draw China to their defence. It seems
only a matter of time before the borders rupture and
the Chinese military spills out over land and sea to
secure China’s future prosperity and seize what it
considers its due.
Nuclear war

Russia has recently been announcing dramatic
cuts in its nuclear arsenal.™" This is motivated by
the need to reduce maintenance and servicing costs,
while some of the missiles to be scrapped are
probably unreliable anyway. These cuts do not
make the world any safer, but they do give Russia a
more focused nuclear capability. The general
disarmament process, which saw modest successes
in the 1970s and 1980s, is not going to proceed any
further now that the Indians and Pakistanis have
nuclear weapons, and others might be acquiring
them. There are too many players and too many
mutual suspicions. Even potential opponents like
the Somalis will be capable of acquiring some of
the cut-down nuclear weapons currently being
devised, and will be willing to use them. In this
situation, the United States may actually start
encouraging nuclear proliferation to some of its
allies, notably Israel and Germany. Fifty to a
hundred years hence the world will be awash with
nuclear weapons.

Recognising the reality of the nuclear threat,
the west is shifting its focus from countering the
spread of nuclear weaponry towards constructing a
shield against it. The United States has agreed to
co-operate with Japan on research and development
of missile defence systems for a five-year
period. ™ Some technologists suggest that this
effort is doomed to failure. Early experiments have
not proved them wrong. Certainly, missile defence
will never be perfectly effective and, if it is
possessed on both sides, its promise of partial
protection may only make nuclear war more
conceivable. The main consequence of American
work on missile defence, which seems to
contravene international treaties, will probably be
to raise tension, with non-western nuclear powers
complaining about the reduced effectiveness of
their deterrent and simultaneously seeking
solutions.

The fact that nuclear weapons are available
does not necessarily mean that people would be so
lunatic as to use them. The fear of nuclear war
seems to have kept peace between the west and
Russia for some fifty years. Some analysts also
point to the way that Hitler desisted from using
powerful nerve agents, ostensibly because of his
(erroneous) assumption that the allies had the same
technology. On the other hand, people have often
thought that the latest too-destructive weapons
would keep the peace once and for all, and they
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have been proved wrong. Alfred Nobel thought that
dynamite would make war unthinkable.”"' Similar
claims have been made for machine guns, poison
gas and bomber aircraft. There is no reason to
suppose that nuclear weapons are anything other
than the latest technology to make war deadlier
while failing to put an end to it.""

The most impressive reason for thinking that
nuclear weapons are likely to be used is that they
already have been. Japan’s experience in 1945
demonstrates unequivocally that human beings are
prepared to visit nuclear violence on one another.
The effects of the bomb were quite well understood
at the time. Yet the allies decided to drop it on two
city centres — meaning that the casualties would
inevitably be thousands of non-combatant men,
women and children — at a time when the war was
already going their way. This was not the desperate
act of an evil dictator for whom all other options
were closing. It was done ruthlessly, rationally and
in cold blood. Furthermore, it was done by the
representatives of a democratic, civilised and
supposedly responsible country.

The west has threatened the use of nuclear
weapons against non-nuclear opponents on
numerous occasions since 1945. These include the
Korean war, the Suez crisis, the Iranian hostage
crisis of 1980 and the Gulf war.”" It was made
clear that the allies would resort to nukes if
Saddam used biological or chemical weapons.™™
Even without going nuclear, the allies proved
willing to use many other unpleasant forms of
ordnance in the Gulf, including napalm, cluster
bombs, fuel-air explosives and possibly even
chemical weapons.™*

A highly conflictual, disintegrated world, in
which nuclear technology has reached most
belligerents, will be a very dangerous world
indeed. Some countries could stumble with little
forethought into nuclear war. Even the most
responsible members of the international system
may have leaders who crack under the stress of the
moment.™ Russia is arguably half way to a dark
age already, and its people are running out of hope
and patience. Yet the west adopts an often arrogant
and confrontational stance that can only encourage
the Russian desire for spectacular vindication.
Chinese reactions when their embassy was hit
during the bombing of Belgrade in 1999 revealed
an explosive combination of resentment, hatred and
suspicion behind the placid veneer. Some quite
trivial dispute might in future release all that
hidden hostility in a thermonuclear blood-lust. The
discovery of oil in the Pacific, for example, would
be enough to set China, Russia and the United
States at each other’s throats.”%

During the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, the
world came within a few hairs’ breadth of a nuclear
exchange. Leaders on both sides actually believed
that a nuclear war was about to take place. They
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were clearly reconciled to their role in initiating it.
Despite the nuclear risk, they engaged in the
crudest saloon-bar-style showdown. Furthermore, it
was democratic America and not autocratic Russia
that arguably initiated the crisis and did most to
turn it into a dangerous confrontation.”™ " If the
United States and Soviet Union were able to get
themselves into this situation, one can have little
confidence in the conduct of more volatile nations,
such as India and Pakistan, or indeed in the conduct
of other emerging nuclear powers whose reputation
for responsible government is even less reliable.

A major war between nuclear powers could
begin in a modest way over a side issue. Any initial
reluctance to use nuclear forces will then
undoubtedly diminish as either of the combatants
comes to feel that its national survival is at stake. In
fact, NATO’s explicit doctrine is to fight with
nuclear weapons rather than accept defeat."*" The
closing gap between conventional and nuclear
weapons also means that one type of war may elide
more readily into the other.™™ Military analysts
have determined that, with suitable dispersion of
the force, fighting with tactical nuclear weapons is
realistically possible.™" This would be just the
latest development in military art, which has
always involved reconciling structure and doctrine
with changing firepower, so that casualty rates are
kept within reasonable limits.

Hamish McRae concludes that the chance of
some modest nuclear offensive occurring by 2020
is high.™" The main lesson to be learnt from it
will be that nuclear war is not the ultimate calamity
it has often been painted. The biggest problem will
be the destructive explosion and not the feared
radiation. Cancer rates may certainly be elevated by
a nuclear war, even greatly so, but this will fall far
short of wiping out all humanity. Studies of the
Bikini atoll show that, in spite of continuing
radioactivity, the bomb tests conducted there in the
1950s scarcely affected its normal ecology, except
in places where the initial blast blew away the
tOp-SOil.IXXXV“i

Although a nuclear war might make some
localities uninhabitable for generations, this would
mainly be due to the difficulty of clearing rubble
and the danger of disease from tens of thousands of
unburied bodies. A 1975 study by the US National
Academy of Sciences suggested that if half of the
world’s nuclear arsenal were used in a nuclear war
the effects on most ecosystems would be small at
first and would become negligible within thirty
years. Conversely, some scientists caused alarm by
arguing that there might occur a nuclear winter, in
which dust thrown into the atmosphere would
block sunlight, but their reasoning has subsequently
been questioned. "™ It seems that even a few
hundred nuclear explosions would throw up less
dust than a major volcanic eruption.
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The death tolls at Hiroshima and Nagasaki
were less than those of some conventional bombing
raids.* The numbers that die in nuclear explosions,
though fantastically high, will hardly dent the
world population. Humanity has sustained similar
casualties in natural disasters. Millions of people
have been wiped out at a stroke by certain floods
and famines. Yet societies have recovered with
sometimes  extraordinary  speed. After an
earthquake hit Tokyo in 1923, the subsequent fires
killed half as many people again as died in the
atom bombing of Hiroshima. ** Nevertheless,
Tokyo soon rebuilt itself in an orderly fashion,
despite such problems as the destruction of whole
districts, molten roads, and rivers choked with
bodies. Similarly, in the summer of 1943, allied
bombing killed a quarter of a million people in the
city of Hamburg out of a population of one and a
half million. Yet within a few weeks factory
production in Hamburg was back to normal. This
was not a unique occurrence. "

Nuclear war, even in the worst case scenario,
does not threaten to destroy the biosphere — that is
impossible — and humanity as a whole will also
weather this catastrophe. *" Once people have
come through such a war, the dread of it will have
been greatly reduced. Nuclear weapons will then
become more usable than ever and the chances of
further nuclear conflicts will increase. In the long
run history of the human race, nuclear war is likely
to become a commonplace. That may not be so
disastrous, though, when humans are spread across
the solar system and perhaps eventually beyond
that.

A nuclear war that takes place in the next few
decades will probably be relatively controlled. It is
not clear how useful nuclear weapons will be in the
types of conflict likely to be encountered.”" States
do not usually go on fighting when they are
convinced that it will bring them little advantage.
During the descent, limited nuclear exchanges
could soon lead to negotiations.

When the descent finally culminates in
collapse, disintegration will be extreme. One can
expect uncontrolled fighting and extreme
irresponsibility on behalf of the belligerents. This
period may be marked by a prolonged and massive
thermonuclear orgy, in which virtually every
remaining warhead will eventually be exploded. In
this case, the whole fabric of society may unravel.
With famine, disease and civil disorder, population
numbers are likely to fall precipitously over the
following decade. This could subsequently be seen
as the trigger for the dark age, confirming the
traditional vision of thermonuclear doomsday. In
reality, of course, it will have been the deep
historical trends that will have brought humanity to
this pass.

During the dark age itself, people will continue
to be very ready to use the nuclear option.
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However, large warheads will be inappropriate for
the small-scale fighting of a thoroughly
disintegrated world, and people will probably not
have the expertise to make them anyway. They
may find other uses for nuclear materials.
Plutonium, for instance, is a deadly poison as well
as a nuclear fuel and explosive. A few kilograms
could wipe out the entire human race, if suitably
distributed. There are now tons of it on the earth,
and this supply will be around for a long time —
plutonium has a half life of 24,400 years. Such a
potent material could be a popular weapon in the
disordered and unstable conditions of the dark
a‘ge.xcv

Terrible wars lie ahead. Just as the sailor-suited
boys of the Edwardian era were unwittingly
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destined for the carnage of the battles at Ypres, so
today’s young children are fated to shed their blood
on the battlefields of the future. Only it will
probably be far worse. Nuclear wars could easily
kill many hundreds of millions. Nevertheless, after
the mushroom clouds have dissipated, the
incredibly resilient human race, which will still
number in the billions, will pick up the pieces and
carry on. People will have discovered that nuclear
war is survivable. They will then be ready for
another one. The dark age, in which no one has
either the knowledge or the resources to build a
nuclear arsenal, will be a merciful release.
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Chapter 33 - The disorganisation process

Boom and bust

At the start of the twenty first century, western
economies are booming. It does not look as though
global civilisation is in terminal decline. People
feel more prosperous than ever, and all the
expectations are that things will get better still. The
catastrophic economic unravelling of a dark age
seems very unlikely and very far away.

Some calculate that the next two or three
decades will see an expansionary phase of the
world economy. **' George Soros, on the other
hand, believes that east Asia’s crisis may have been
the classic foreshock preceding a much wider
crash.*" There have been many periods of strong
economic growth in the past, and none has ever
been permanent. Clearly, the present boom will not
last forever or even for more than a few years. By
the same token, the next economic downturn may
be equally transient and not necessarily the
immediate prelude to collapse. The descent has
some way to run, and world economies could go
through several more cycles of boom and bust
before the dark age arrives.

The worse the busts are, the longer the descent
is likely to take. A bust acts like a miniature dark
age, forcing people to take a more realistic view of
things, and to work harder while expecting less.
South Korea built up a series of white elephant
industries in shipbuilding, petrochemicals and
heavy manufacturing in the late twentieth
century, " and it has now paid dearly for its
centralisation and inflexibility. However, it will
come out of the experience wiser and in better
shape. *** As east Asian entrepreneurship is
unleashed again, it will re-invigorate the entire
world economy, with America and Europe being
among the beneficiaries. That may make
predictions of a coming dark age look less
warranted than ever. Nevertheless, the west’s burst
of growth that came after the second world war
faltered within a few decades. Similarly, even the
most spectacular Asian recovery will not touch the
deep historical currents that are carrying the world
towards catastrophe.

The descent will be characterised by economic
false dawns. The United States budget and trade
deficits, for example, may occasionally improve,
but they will soon worsen again. These deficits are
intimately connected with other features of the
current order, such as drugs trafficking, welfare
dependency, and the costly protection of American
interests world wide. No one, however determined,
can rationally sort out these problems, whose
interactions are far from fully understood. The
deficits must remain a chronic problem.

The booms that take place during the descent
will be based on much less substance than were
former periods of great growth in the world
economy. The mobile phone, the internet and
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computer games will not create eddies upon eddies
of economic organisation in the way that the steam
engine did, or the aeroplane. Economic growth
may occur on paper but there will be fewer real
differences to people’s material standard of living.
It will not deliver tangible utilities like cars,
televisions and foreign holidays. Instead, one of the
big growth industries today is gambling, and it is
questionable how far that can be said to make
people feel better and live better. Similarly, the
internet is certainly a boon, but its overall
contribution to human welfare is mediocre. Giving
people ready access to vast amounts of
pornography hardly compares with the drama of
the industrial revolution.

In future, therefore, to gauge how the descent
is going, one should not be taken in by statistics.
The crucial measure of economic health will be the
evidence of genuine innovation that people
experience in their everyday lives. If some major
new item appears in one’s home, comparable to the
vacuum cleaner, the video recorder, or the
microwave oven, one can assume that the dark age
is getting further away, perhaps by a quarter of a
century or more. On the other hand, one may find it
difficult to identify what is driving the stock
market. One’s own consumption may be of mostly
transient pleasures, and one may worry whether
one’s work is really making a positive contribution
to the commonweal. In that case, the economic
descent will be proceeding unchecked.

Changing fortunes

The economic and monetary unification of the
European Union was intended to be highly
beneficial for trade, organisation and wealth. Its
architects hoped that the newly unified Euroland,
with its market of 270 million people, would shoot
in at number one on the chart of economic
superpowers. That has not happened. Of course,
one should not judge the situation too soon. In the
next few years, Europe might show strong and
obvious signs of being economically transformed,
and in that case one may assume that the descent
has been delayed.

However, in practice, monetary union will
probably not cure the underlying rottenness of the
economic order, and European economies will
continue to stagnate over the long run. Given
ongoing failures of entrepreneurship, the economic
unification of Euroland is likely to accelerate the
impoverishment of some regions, as workers,
companies and capital move more easily to where
the pickings are richest. The EU proposes to
counter this by channelling money into the
depressed regions via various grants and loans, but
this is sure to fail as much of the money will be
wasted and misappropriated. ¢ The proposed
harmonisation of tax regimes will also damage
Europe’s economic vitality. In the past, tax
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competition has encouraged governments to keep
their spending in check. If this discipline is
removed, their take of the continent’s wealth will
drift more quickly upwards.

Conventional wisdom has suggested for some
time that the future world economy will be focused
around Asia-Pacific, rather than America-Europe.
The Asian depression has made that view rather
less widely heard, though arguably and by the logic
of the phoenix principle it has actually made such a
prospect more likely.®" It was clearly wrong to
assume that the region’s high growth could
continue indefinitely and that it would shoot past
the west at the same terrific rate. Similar optimistic
predictions were made about the Soviet economy
during the 1950s and 1960s, but by the Brezhnev
era they looked decidedly mistaken. All economies
have grown rapidly during their initial phase of
industrialisation, slowing to a more manageable
pace as they mature. Arguably, the high growth of
the tiger economies only showed how far they had
to catch up.™"

The entry of the former communist states into
the global free market might have been expected to
produce a stimulating effect on it, rather like the
opening up of the new world. In eastern Europe,
120 million new producers and consumers were
suddenly added to the international economy. "
However, though the individual countries have
mostly seen progress, the wider benefits are so far
quite modest.

In 1996, two authors were predicting a coming
Russian boom.® By 2020, they expected Russia to
have outstripped much of eastern Europe and South
America, and to have left China far behind. These
predictions were based on insights into the Russian
people’s huge potential, given that they are well
educated, ambitious, and constitute a vast, uniform
market. Furthermore, if their human resources are
good, their natural resources are stupendous.
However, Russia’s boom has yet to materialise.
Instead, the country has slipped back into harsher
financial difficulties. Among its problems is a large
and growing incidence of fatal alcohol poisoning.®"
Russia appears to be on a self-reinforcing trajectory
towards chaos that no politician or entrepreneur is
likely to reverse.

The Russian, east European and east Asian
cases suggest that the world economic order will
probably not be transformed in a major way this
side of the coming dark age. One can gauge the
progress of the descent by looking for such major
changes. If Russia is indeed making robust
economic headway by 2020, then the estimated
time to the dark age must be put back. If, on the
other hand, Russia has slipped into the third world,
with no meaningful government and a population
for whom day to day survival is a perpetual
struggle, then a more general collapse is likely to
follow.
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Similarly, it will be significant whether
Asia-Pacific really is uncontested leader of the
world economy by 2020. By this is meant more
than just east Asian companies being lauded in the
business pages. Instead, New York, London and
Frankfurt will have become second-rate cities of
faded glory. Every enterprise will be relocating its
offices, its people and its money out of these cities,
in search of the new opportunities in the Pacific
basin. Europeans and east coast Americans will
look poorer and live worse than their counterparts
in Japan, Korea and Singapore. Their cars will be
older, their mobile phones bulkier, and their whole
experience and appearance more provincial and
desperate.

If such a radical shift in world economic
leadership really does occur, then the coming dark
age may not be a global one after all. Only some
regions, like Africa, will be sunk into true,
ahistorical darkness. Over other regions, such as
Europe and the Americas, a partial though deep
shadow may be cast. These continents will
experience immense poverty, ignorance and
general warfare, but a weak historical thread will
nevertheless be kept alive through their contact
with the still civilised east. Finally, Asia-Pacific
will continue to shine bright, if somewhat lonely
and not as bright as before, and it will preserve the
flame of civilisation until it can be reignited in the
rest of the world.

That scenario, however, probably will not
materialise. It is more likely that in 2020 the world
economic order will not be so different from where
it is today. In this case, there will be no beacon
shining through the darkness. The dark age will be
global.

Trade disputes

During the twenty first century, a growing
number of difficulties and obstructions will face
international trade. As global economic confidence
wanes, protectionist attitudes will come to the fore.
For the last few decades, the importance of free
trade has been an article of faith with the
governments of most developed countries, though
many of them have undermined free trade in
practice. In the future, this orthodoxy may lose its
hold over the political imagination altogether.
Public hostility towards the activities of the WTO
and IMF is likely to strengthen. Fringe politicians
will seriously question the benefits of free trade.
The arguments will then be taken up in the media,
where they will mature, and eventually mainstream
politicians will be presenting themselves as the
champions of autarky.

Disputes over trade are likely to become a
considerable source of tension from time to time,
though they may take many different forms. In the
recent banana row, the United States required
sureties from European exporters against its future
imposition of a retrospective tariff. It thus
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lumbered them with a financial penalty without
breaking the letter of WTO rules. Another tactic
might be to freeze the assets of foreign companies.
That would be potentially much more provocative.
If tempers really flared, a country could actually
confiscate the assets of its trading partners. "
Japan, which has very large overseas investments,
is particularly exposed to this kind of action. Thus,
arguments regarding ownership and control of
foreign investments will certainly be something to
watch out for during the descent, and Japan may be
a primary danger zone.

Deteriorating diplomatic relations between the
west, Russia, east Asia and other regions will also
make it harder for international business. Economic
frictions and political disagreements will intensify
each other. As the original head of the WTO
frequently stated, when trade cannot cross borders
soldiers will. ®" The obstruction of global
commerce may therefore be linked to the passage
to general war that characterises the collapse.

Wealth differentials

As economic disorganisation increases, the gap
between rich and poor will continue to grow. This
applies on both the international and domestic
scales.

In western countries, boom conditions are not
being felt everywhere by any means. Even in
provincial towns, one encounters squalidly dressed
beggars who are not welcome in the shops and
restaurants, and whose bed is a flattened cardboard
box in some shop doorway. These people are not
participating in the boom. They are but the visible
flotsam of a vast submerged wreck of human
destitution. There are millions of people in Britain
whose desperation is unimaginable by those
leading middle class lives. These are the
unemployment statistics, the feckless parents whom
the newspapers deplore, the burglars, joyriders, and
frustrated, aggressive patients in casualty. That they
are slipping further behind is additional evidence of
the artificial nature of contemporary economic
growth. An economy that provides no place for
these least capable individuals is surely hollow and
incomplete.

Over the coming decades, one should look
behind the economic statistics to see what is
happening to the losers in the booming or busting
economy. Their fate will give the best indication of
the status of the descent. With ongoing
disorganisation, their welfare-derived incomes will
become ever more meagre, and their housing and
general environment ever more depressing. Many
will be left with no support at all, thanks to new
laws that attempt to reduce the burden of social
security. The sight of these failures will become
more familiar and the fear of joining them more
real. The way these people live will represent a
foretaste of what is waiting for everybody in the
dark age to come. They will lack skills, produce
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nothing, and fend for themselves in the decaying
infrastructure of a civilisation that they know
nothing of and whose achievements they could not
even conceive of reproducing.

On the international scale, the world’s poorest
nations will continue to lose out. As the descent
proceeds, trade between the developed and
developing world will dwindle to nothing.
Languishing at the foot of the UN’s table of human
development, there will be a residue of basket
cases that have fallen through the bottom of the
world economy. Their life expectancy will be
falling as sanitation and basic medicine become
unaffordable. Eventually, they will run out of
money to import even the bullets for their rusting
rifles, and they will resort to the sword to continue
their chronic civil wars. Meanwhile, countries like
India, Mexico, Brazil, Indonesia and Turkey are
likely to start repudiating their international debts.
Once one or two have done so, there will be a
general default. The World Bank, which once kept
failed countries afloat, will then disappear, not with
a bang but with a whimper.

Dependency

There will be further growth in the number of
dependants in relation to workers. This will
fluctuate to some extent, partly in relation to the
economic cycle. However, on the scale of decades,
the movement will be inexorably upwards.

Almost all of the rich countries, and even some
of the not so rich, are experiencing an ageing
population. * This is producing a significant
growth of dependency, which will peak in about
thirty years time. In Germany, France and Italy, by
2020, there will be more than one elderly person
for every two people in employment instead of
three as at present. In Japan, where eight people in
work now support each pensioner, it is expected to
be only three by 2020.“ At the same time, there is
a growing trend towards early retirement, which
creates a largely hidden burden of dependency.
Fewer than half of men aged between 55 and 64 are
still in employment in many European countries.
Elderly people also have the most health problems
and incur medical costs at some five times the rate
of other groups.”™

Thus, pensioners are likely to swamp the
welfare systems of the developed world and will
place a severe strain on the system of transfer
payments. Inevitably, there must be a large
increase in the burden of taxes or a large decrease
in the living conditions of pensioners — and in all
probability both.

Having said this, the problem of ageing
populations is a relatively transient one. Even if
birth rates just remain stable from now on, societies
will eventually pass into a new regime with the
balance restored. If they actually rise again, the
problem will be reversed. People learn and adjust.
Even in so predictable an area as demography,
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things can turn around within a generation or two.
Wars or other major social events of the twenty
first century are especially likely to have that
effect. Nevertheless, over the next fifty years, the
ageing of the industrial countries will certainly
aggravate other problems and speed the descent.

Governments will intensify their efforts to turn
back the tide of dependency. They will try means
testing, medical checks, workfare schemes,
abolition of certain benefits, and anything else they
can dream up to prevent frivolous claims. Official
retirement ages may also have to be raised. "
However, these policies will invariably fail in the
long run. People will always manage to re-define
themselves according to the new rules so that they
appear as legitimate claimants.

In Europe, the actual amounts available for
governments to disburse will probably not increase
very much, for they are entering a region of
diminishing marginal returns. Heavier demands
will fall on fewer heads because they make people
give up economic activity altogether. A larger
number of dependants will therefore have to share a
largely static pot of money. Paradoxically, as the
official economy labours under a growing weight
of dependency, people may find themselves
starting to work harder again, in the informal
economy. Dependants’ incomes will shrink as their
numbers increase, and they will need to supplement
them in other ways.

In east Asia, welfare systems will expand from
their present slim proportions, and they will move
towards the European model of reduced work effort
and extensive income redistribution.”" The United
States will similarly tolerate substantial growth of
its welfare system, and, shortly before the final
collapse, it will become the most bloated on the
planet.

Dependency in the form of pensioners and
welfare claimants will be compounded by
continued growth of the parasitic occupations — the
lawyers, bureaucrats and consultants. In effect,
people will find ways to occupy themselves, even
though there is nothing constructive for them to do.
However, the returns to these parasitic occupations
will come under pressure. The average lawyer or
accountant of thirty years hence will not be as well
rewarded as those of today. Nevertheless, there will
be many more of them.

Innovation failure

Today, the areas which seem to have most
potential for radical inventiveness include
exploration of space and exploitation of the oceans.
Therefore, one might watch the technology news
for progress in these areas. The extent to which
innovation succeeds or fails will be a barometer of
decline.

In spaceflight, there are some apparently
optimistic signs, such as construction of the
International Space Station (ISS) and the
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emergence of commercial space launch companies.
However, one can expect these efforts to come to
nothing, and to appear as the late flowerings of a
doomed project. In principle, the ISS could
stimulate whole new industries in space, with
thousands then millions of people coming to work
off-planet. However, it is more likely that it turns
out to be a white elephant concerned primarily with
the usual microgravity experiments, such as how
spiders spin their webs, producing minuscule
additions to human knowledge and essentially
leading nowhere.

On earth, people will probably fail to realise
the potential of the oceans. Under the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), an
International ~ Seabed  Authority has  been
established to oversee the exploitation of marine
resources by private and state ventures. Yet
predictions that sea-bed mining would soon be well
under way have failed to materialise. The
cost-benefit equation currently comes down against
it. Also it is unclear who will protect expensive
floating refineries in international waters, which is
an important issue at a time when ocean piracy is
rising around the world. If anyone does take the
risk and start mining, there will inevitably be
environmentalist opposition. The more people find
out about plans to scrape the seabed with a fifty
foot vacuum cleaner, destroying million year old
ecosystems in the process, the less they are going
to like it.™"

It now seems unlikely that exploitation of the
oceans will take place on any scale during the
descent. The amounts at stake are considerable, and
there is considerable potential for rancour.®™ To
the third world it seems unfair that the west should
get all the benefits from this planetary resource,
just because it has the necessary capital and
expertise. To the west it seems unreasonable that it
should pay royalties to third world governments for
doing nothing at all. These differences have been
buried, but if western companies start hauling away
large quantities of metals from the Pacific and
Indian Oceans, then they may resurface and the
UNCLOS agreement will probably unravel. Today
demand can be satisfactorily met from land-based
operations, and uncertainty over the operation of
UNCLOS is reducing the incentive for prospectors.
However, the oceans represent a long term
contentious issue, towards which the world is
moving slowly and for the most part unknowingly.

The inability to innovate will be partly due to a
failure of energy and imagination on the part of
inventors, but also partly due to a failure of the
wider society to accept innovation. It will become
harder to introduce new kinds of technology. Those
that are not strangled at birth by media hysteria will
be done in later by the costs of relentless litigation.
Over the coming decades, technological progress
will actually be reversed, with mobile phones, for
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example, being blamed for all kinds of health
problem, to the extent that their manufacture is no
longer viable and public opposition prevents
extension of the relevant infrastructures. The
pharmaceutical and biotechnology companies will
also suffer. It costs very large sums to develop a
new drug, and the costs are rising as regulations
become ever more stringent. If all that investment
is rewarded only with bans, moratoria and boycotts,
of the kind now facing genetically modified crops,
as well as with hefty compensation claims, it
rapidly ceases to be worthwhile. In ten or twenty
years time, the whole pharmaceutical industry is
likely to be bankrupted by litigation, and it will
collapse in the face of insurmountable societal
opposition to its innovation programme.

The internet, the current darling of public and
politicians, could also be denounced and outlawed
later on in the descent. The entertainment industry
is finding itself successfully sued for influencing
anti-social people, such as murderers who emulate
film plots. The internet is an even more obvious
source of incitement to such behaviour, given that
it offers sites covering everything from bomb
making to sexual torture. So far, legal attempts to
close down or block access to such material have
been unsuccessful. The principal architects of the
internet remain ever vigilant and vocal in their
opposition to censorship. However, the present
extreme tolerance will surely create a future
backlash. When the culture of complaint and
culpability finally catches up with the internet, the
impact could very well be fatal. There is little doubt
that the providers of internet services face the
eventual nemesis of litigation over their
‘negligence’ in failing to block access to unsavoury
material.

During the next ten years, one may expect
scientists to discover that global warming has given
way to global cooling. However, environmentalists
will not say that this shows climate change to be a
product of normal variation and that the furore over
global warming was a piece of nonsense after all.
On the contrary, it will be stated that the world has
overshot in its efforts to prevent warming, or there
will be some other explanation, and the result will
be a new round of self-flagellation and even more
extreme onslaughts on economic activity.

A form of innovation failure will also be found
in pure science. The nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries saw mind-expanding advances in physics,
with the theories of electromagnetism, relativity
and quantum mechanics. The mid-twentieth
century saw the discovery of DNA’s double helix
and the sudden opening up of huge possibilities in
biochemistry. During the descent, one should not
expect any further epochal discoveries of this kind.
This is not because most things about the natural
world have already been discovered (though many
people believe that), any more than that the decline
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of Greek science was because Aristotle had
described everything there was to know (though
that is what medieval professors supposed). It is
because the imagination is failing and scientists
cannot think outside the narrow orthodoxies they
have now constructed.”"

Criminal economy

Since the ending of communism, there has
been an explosion of entrepreneurial activity in
Russia. However, the political weakness of the
post-Soviet state means that it has been allowed to
take on a criminal form. The Russian mafias have
built up impressive empires based on such lucrative
lines of business as extortion, drug running, art
theft, and forcing women into prostitution. In this
respect, Russia’s experience is a foretaste of the
future for western countries. As they continue to
develop in the context of ongoing political
disintegration, their economies will also become
increasingly illegitimate and out of control.

Mafias emerge as a natural consequence of
political disintegration. When the state is weak,
some individuals will be tempted to conduct
economic transactions outside of its regulation,
ignoring the laws and not paying business taxes. In
this case, the most profitable opportunities will be
in areas like drugs and the sex industry, where
supply has previously been restricted by regulation.
Those who run these illegitimate businesses
obviously cannot rely on the police to protect their
assets or on the courts to help enforce their
contracts. They must be their own protectors and
enforcers, and so they are invariably well armed
and prone to violence.

As the descent continues, the mafias will
expand, and ordinary people will be drawn into
their ambit. The only way to beat the gangsters will
be to join them. It will therefore become
increasingly common to work for organisations
with underworld affiliations and credentials. In a
few decades time, one can expect one’s firm to be
routinely handling stolen goods and practising
fiscal fraud. Key figures in the office of the future,
besides the receptionist and the mail clerk, will be
the heavily built thugs who guard its premises and
who occasionally go off to deal with errant clients
or suppliers.

Meanwhile, the bosses of the criminal gangs,
the delinquent captains of industry in future
western economies, will probably be mostly
migrants from places like eastern Europe and north
Africa, which are already far ahead of the west in
criminal sophistication. These gangsters will flood
into the disintegrating west as air into a vacuum.
Africa could gain a new economic lease of life
from moving into the cultivation of narcotics, for
which it has much suitable land.*"" However, it
will be necessary for some warlords there first to
win their wars and impose a reasonable peace.
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The criminal economy may serve to prop up
the legitimate economy beyond the point at which
the latter might have been expected to collapse
under the weight of dependency, litigation, and
innovation failure. On the other hand, part of the
cost of living in future will be payments to ensure
that windows are not broken and loved ones are left
unharmed. This kind of arbitrary taxation never has
good results. The more the polity disintegrates, the
more the underworld will boom. Yet universal
criminality is self-defeating, and it will destroy the
economy on which it preys.

Ill education

As the descent proceeds, academic success will
become something to be ashamed of. Those who
study too hard or who hold obvious ambitions of
excellence will be thoroughly derided. Of course,
swots have always been somewhat socially
unacceptable. However, this attitude will become
increasingly institutionalised, spreading beyond
teenage culture to society as a whole. Intellectuals,
who were admired 50 or 100 years ago, will be
despised and discredited, and it will become
increasingly modish to profess distaste for learning,
for books, and for contemplation. Educationalists
will actually declare that knowledge is the least
important product of an education. The system of
public examinations will be discontinued.

Far from preparing the next generation for
productive  economic  activity, the school
curriculum will concentrate on degrading the entire
status of productive effort. One schools inspector
has described with dismay hearing teachers state
that industry exploits the environment and poor
people, without any reference to its role in
producing the books and pens that the students use
to document its deficiencies. *" In future,
youngsters will emerge from school and university,
not only without an understanding of how western
nations became strong and wealthy, but also with
the utmost contempt for the values that brought that
situation into existence. Clearly, those who have
been taught that the manufacture of books and
writing implements visits only evil upon humanity
will not be the most reliable people to be entrusted
with the scholarship and enterprise that western
societies have built up over the last thousand years.

The increasingly = commercially  driven
institutes of higher education will churn out
students in parasitic or get-rich-quick disciplines
like law or business studies. They will produce few
graduates in innovation-rich areas such as science
and engineering. Given the association between
biology and genetic engineering or between physics
and rape (viz. the characterisation of Newton’s
Principia as a ‘rape manual’), such subjects may
end up being forcibly closed down. Innovation
failure will extend to the point of nipping potential
innovators in the bud, before they even have the
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chance to gain an unwelcome understanding of the
natural world.
Things falling apart

The decline of education means that future
generations will not have the basic knowledge to
maintain, let alone develop, the technological
infrastructure that they receive as a legacy.
Towards the end of the descent, it will become
difficult to find people who are both willing and
sufficiently skilled to perform involved technical
tasks. Airlines, for instance, will face problems
with  servicing their aircraft, as qualified
technicians become rarer. If one’s central heating
system goes wrong or one’s piano needs to be
tuned, it will take a long time to track down people
to do the work and an even longer time for them to
come and do it.

The existing technological infrastructure will
fall apart, bit by bit. People will eventually be
forced to abandon advanced technology that has
become impossible to maintain. When the
computerised engine management system of one’s
car breaks down, that will be it. If one knows the
right people, one may be able to rip out the
microchips and rig up a basic version of the
internal combustion engine that with care and
attention will last twenty years longer. Otherwise,
one will have to walk or get a bicycle.

The failure of high technology transport and
telecommunications will mean a shrinking of scale.
People will cease trading with others far away.
Japanese electronics will disappear from the high
street, and Kenyan mangetout will disappear from
the supermarket. Everywhere the range of goods on
offer will be less diverse and more expensive.
These processes will reinforce each other.
Transport difficulties will make spare parts harder
to track down, and the lack of spare parts will
create transport difficulties. Eventually, this
technological regression will run away with itself,
reducing people to their own devices.

Over the coming decades one should look for
signs of things falling apart. The average age of
equipment will increase. Newspaper articles and
private conversations will lament the difficulties of
getting things repaired. The gains in order and
cleanliness of the last few centuries will be
reversed. The built environment will look seedier
and more patched up. Weeds will grow on city
streets. The drains will become less reliable, as will
the supplies of water, gas and electricity. In due
course, every modern convenience will become a
thing of the past.

Squatting

The twilight of most historical civilisations has
been characterised by the emergence of a squatter
mentality. New houses cannot match the
magnificent buildings of the ascendant era. People
start dividing up the spacious old buildings,
erecting flimsy partitions within the rooms.
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Sometimes, they repair the fabric in a desultory
fashion, but otherwise they let the old buildings fall
apart and board up the rooms where the ceilings
have fallen in. Already, western countries are
beginning to repeat this pattern. Future
archaeologists will dig up the remnants of today’s
bedsit-lands and remark how people turned
handsome Victorian town houses into a warren of
squats.

The new houses that people are constructing
today, and those of the descent, will also earn the
contempt of these future archaeologists. They will
not survive so well as houses a hundred years older.
The archaeologists will comment on their cheap
construction, their smallness, their closeness
together. They will trace in the soil how new
structures become both rarer and ruder towards the
end of the descent, until building stops altogether.

One should therefore keep a close eye on
building activity, for it will be a sensitive
barometer of the status of the descent. When the
builders start dividing up the factories of the 1950s
and 1960s into meagre apartments, it will be clear
that the squatter mentality is well entrenched. The
collapse will not be far away.

The decline and cessation of building activity
will be the result of several factors. For one thing,
fewer people will have the economic potential to
commission structures that require costly materials
and the efforts of many labourers. At the same
time, there will be no one with the skills or the
motivation to do the work. Finally, there will be
concerted opposition to new construction anyway.
In Britain, regulations have been introduced in
favour of building on ‘brown fields’ sites, which
implies that squatting within the walls established
by previous generations is now a matter of
government policy. It is fortunate that the
inhabitants of, say, early Rome or medieval
London neither inhibited building on green fields
nor complained that their settlements were already
too populous. However, they were living in
ascendant times when people build all over the
place with scarcely a thought.

Construction failure will be particularly
evident in public architecture. There will be no
grand monuments or illustrious public buildings
erected this side of the coming dark age. The
pyramids, the colosseum, and St Paul’s cathedral
could never get planning permission today. Instead,
public bodies and large companies will continue to
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sell off what decent buildings they have, in favour
of a quick profit, while moving to more paltry
accommodation. Their remaining workers will be
packed into smaller, meaner offices, and the
buildings themselves will be allowed to fall into
disrepair.

Business failure

Small businesses come and go all the time, and
they will continue to do so. However, one can also
expect to see the eventual failure even of giant
firms that supply momentum to the whole
economy. During the descent, such really big
names as General Motors, Nestlé and IBM will
begin to fall, and at an accelerating rate.

People are likely to take up hoarding, as the
economy of the high street becomes less
reliable.”™ Barter may emerge as a more common
feature of everyday life. This will be partly to avoid
taxes, and partly because money becomes less
useful when the economy is falling apart. People
may participate in two economies. One will be the
official money-based economy, in  which
dependency is rife and goods and services are
difficult to obtain. The other will be an informal
economy, in which the official currency is just one
of several media of exchange. Here goods that are
virtually unobtainable by other means may still be
available. However, to operate successfully in this
economy, one will need the right set of contacts as
well as the right means of exchange.

The relation between different economic actors
is like the relation between the keystone and the
columns of an arch. If the keystone gives way, the
columns will fall in. On the other hand, if the
columns crumble, the keystone will drop. Either
way, the keystone and the other bricks will end up
in a heap of rubble, all reduced to the same level.

The collapse may therefore begin in the poor,
peripheral ~countries, where institutions are
weakest, but it will inevitably spread inwards to
reach Japan, American and Europe. In the western
Roman collapse, such an inrush of darkness took
more than half a century. The future collapse,
however, is likely to occur in a much shorter time,
owing to the speed of contemporary
communications. When south Asia or Africa
experience such anarchy and comprehensive
business failure that urban life is abandoned there,
a similar fate for the west may be only a decade
away.
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Less sociability

The futurologist John Naishitt suggests that
teleworking, i.e. working from home via computer
links, is unlikely to be taken up on a large scale. He
says that people will continue going to the office
because they like being with other people.® In
coming to this viewpoint, he seems to be thinking
primarily of high achievers with interesting jobs.
Most ordinary workers are only too glad to give up
office politics and the stresses of rush hour travel.
Teleworking may not take off, but it will mainly be
for the practical reason of access to equipment, and
because employers wish to monitor what their
workers are doing.

The societies of the descent will be
characterised by growing loneliness and isolation.
Naisbitt is correct that humans are sociable
creatures and that they will always desire to mingle
and interact. Therefore, discohesion will not imply
the disappearance of social relationships as such.
Instead, it will involve the disappearance of
networks of interlocking relationships. There will
be a continuing breakdown of communities, the
milieux that shape behaviour.

In cohesive societies, people’s work is a
significant and permanent aspect of their lives. In
Japan, for instance, employees have traditionally
had an almost family-like orientation to the
company and supervisors have tended to look after
their staff even in matters not necessarily connected
with work.”" This kind of employment culture is
able to locate people within a broader community
and can inculcate standardised values, attitudes and
beliefs. By contrast, in the future, individual careers
will be highly volatile and egocentric. People will
move easily from job to job, pursuing their own
interests. Those that can do so certainly will work
from home. More people will choose to go
freelance, using internet brokering services to put
them in touch with work opportunities. Notions of
loyalty between a company and its employees will
become wholly outmoded.

The growth of the team-building and
motivational industry, which lays on corporate
events ranging from casino evenings to abseiling
from cliffs, reflects companies’ rearguard effort to
retrieve their lost cohesion. These artificial
initiatives, however, cannot compare with the
cohesive effects of working for the same company
for decades, living side by side with one’s
colleagues in the same small town, sending one’s
children to the same local school, and meeting
regularly for leisure activities. Yet western
societies moved away from such a situation long
ago, and even in Japan that era is fast disappearing.

Young people, raised on internet culture and
computer games, are increasingly used to spending
large amounts of time alone, and unused to
suppressing their desires for the overall benefit of a
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co-operative group. They will take readily to a
highly individualised employment culture centred
on electronic media. Some commentators have
even predicted that the whole notion of a
permanent job may disappear. People will
assemble for particular tasks and then disperse
again.

The changing nature of employment will be
just part of a wider syndrome of declining
sociability during the descent. It will become
increasingly common, for example, for people to
pursue friendships and romance by e-mail.
Traditional contexts such as school, university and
work are increasingly fraught as occasions for the
formation of relationships, given the possibility of
being accused of harassment. The dating agency
and the on-line chat room will be much more
attractive as venues in which people may meet.

While such electronic encounters certainly
constitute social relationships, they are established
outside any broader social context. The lovers who
meet on the internet may come from different sides
of the planet. In general, they will have no mutual
associates, nor any previous shared experience. An
encounter between such perfect strangers is
rootless and therefore all the more likely to be
transient. The partners have no one to please or to
disappoint but themselves. This is an essentially
selfish approach to sociality, devoid of obligations
to a community of relatives and friends. It means
that people’s social lives will be fragmented and
individualistic, and society itself will become a
porous tracery of bonds, easily broken apart.

Rampant de-legitimisation

Discohesion means de-legitimisation. It means
that fewer people will uphold familiar values, and
more people will be ready to denounce these values
as oppressive and unpleasant. Everything that
serves to propagate a shared culture will have its
faults systematically exposed and criticised. For
example, the de-legitimised royal family may be
excluded from public life and eventually removed
from Buckingham Palace. Other traditional
institutions will be attacked as incorrigibly racist
and sexist.

Anything that suggests advocacy for
characteristically British values and conduct will be
excised from the school curriculum. It will be
thought deplorable to suggest that western
civilisation has anything positive to offer or
deserves to be emulated by natives, let alone by
recent immigrants and their children. The lessons
of the future will be quite unfamiliar to anyone
educated in the twentieth century. Children will not
study French or German, say, but will be given a
generalised course in the languages of the world,
and they will be taught the importance of
preserving traditional tongues in the face of
western cultural imperialism.
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Everyone who has been thought worthy of
admiration will be revealed as unworthy. Alfred the
Great, Florence Nightingale, Winston Churchill,
and all such historical figures will be debunked and
downgraded. Their names will become associated
with ineffable turpitude. People will become
embarrassed to speak them, and eventually they
will be heard of no more.

Religious festivals like Christmas or Easter
will come to seem shameful, and their original
significance will be suppressed. The church is
going to have an especially difficult time of it. It
will be discovered that Judas has been much
maligned and deserves admiration, while Jesus was
deeply flawed and not a role model after all. Jesus’s
claim to be the initiator of the Christian message
will be profoundly challenged and mainstream
Christians may eventually disavow him. Deeply
de-legitimised, the church will attempt to re-define
itself as non-Christian Christianity, but that will
hasten its passage to oblivion.

Churches will start disappearing from rural
communities in the same way that banks and post
offices have. One can expect the disestablishment
of the Church of England, possibly within the reign
of the present monarch. The Act of Settlement will
be repealed. Other religious leaders will be given
the same right as Anglican bishops to sit in the
House of Lords. Britain will actually have more
Muslims than Anglicans by 2005, so this will seem
only fair. There will eventually be Muslim prime
ministers and perhaps a Muslim monarch. They
may well be honourable people in their own right,
but their election will be devastating for Britain’s
traditional identity.

As part of the de-legitimisation of their own
culture, people will adopt the habits of other
cultures. White people will adopt Asian dress and
other customs. The current trend for nose jewellery,
for example, can be understood in this light (it may
be a mark of rebellion among western girls but is
quite conventional for middle-aged Asian women).
Anything associated with the underclass will also
become immediately fashionable. There will be
ever more tolerance of minority viewpoints and
aspirations. This is in accordance with the
erroneous view that behaviour which does not
tangibly injure another is harmless to the social
fabric and that permissiveness towards the
behaviour is therefore more moral than forbidding
it. The reality is that even what people do in private
— if it is advertised and celebrated — will be
corrosive of the moral order, since morality
requires people to suppress their impulses and to
recognise absolute standards.

Some have suggested that the twenty first
century will actually see a reaction against sexual
openness, just as the nineteenth century
fin-de-siécle supposedly gave way to more sober
times in the 1900s. There have already been
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movements among American college students in
favour of celibacy and self-restraint. However, this
return swing of the pendulum will not amount to
much. Taken as a whole, the twentieth century was
far more permissive than the nineteenth. The
twenty first century will be more permissive still.
There will also be a hypocritical puritanism in
some contexts. It will be unacceptable to make
overtures to a work colleague, for instance, but
quite acceptable to go on television or the internet
and trawl for sexual liaisons in the most blatant
way.

Sexual morals are only one area in which
existing social codes will lose their force.
Dishonesty of all kinds will increase and be
thought barely reprehensible. Corruption will
become an increasingly normal part of life. People
will get used to the fact that government ministers
grow rich by abusing the powers of their office,
and that bribes are the best way to get things done.
Narcotics will be decriminalised. The current
generation of politicians and opinion-formers is
already half-hearted in its condemnation of this
supposed terror. One police organisation has
suggested relaxing the penalties for possession of
cannabis and ecstasy. The public largely shares that
view. “" Recently a headmaster could not get
excited about his pupils being caught with
cannabis. He said it is now commonplace among
young people.“" There is no chance that such
drugs will remain illegal as these youngsters grow
up and become voters, journalists and legislators.

Having said this, discohesion means not the
uniform deterioration of standards of behaviour but
rather the proliferation of standards of behaviour.
Not everyone will behave corruptly or
promiscuously, but those who wish to do so will be
quite obvious about it and oblivious to the
disturbing effect it might have on others.
Inevitably, some people will react against
increasing licence. On the streets of the future one
can expect to see people in Mennonite or Islamic
dress, flaunting their purity of heart as
ostentatiously as others flaunt their sexual assets.
The streets of the future will be a riot of styles and
demeanours. One will walk past a woman in scant
clothing that boggles the eye, and immediately
afterwards past one who is covered head to toe in
black. People in business suits will jostle past
naked ascetics proclaiming complete indifference
to the material world.

Artin decline

In the world of creative activity, two trends
will intensify as the descent proceeds. Firstly,
styles will become increasingly diverse and
fragmented. Secondly, the output will be
increasingly unappealing, reflecting the
unappealing values of the declining society, such as
idleness, licentiousness and lack of respect for
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authority. On the whole, this is not prediction but
actuality. Nevertheless, it will go further if it can.

Art will become not shocking but simply bad,
which is to say, crude, unskilled, and cheaply
executed from cheap materials. The cognoscenti
will see it differently. They will find poetry and
meaning in scribbles and piles of junk. However,
future archaeologists will not share their view.
They will regard this stuff, insofar as any of it
survives, as the vulgar effluence of a descendant
civilisation. Their feeling will not be admiration
and is more likely to be one of repulsion.
Meanwhile, art whose mission has become to insult
the values of its social milieu will not be
indefinitely supported by that milieu. Substantial
works will no longer be commissioned. The fine art
industry will disappear.

The same syndrome will apply to music,
drama, literature and philosophy, as well as to
popular culture, including fashion, television,
popular fiction and popular music. Whatever is
ugly and base will be extolled, not for any obvious
purpose, but just for its own sake. Clothing will be
designed not to improve people’s appearance, but
rather to assault the eye, being inherently hideous
and accentuating the body’s least attractive aspects.
There will be an emphasis on the ordinarily
unpleasant behaviour of ordinarily unpleasant
people, rather than on the finer achievements and
emotions of the human spirit. Writers, singers,
dramatists and film-makers will be interested not in
love but in deviant sex, not in the triumph of good
over evil but in bad breath, defecation and
self-destruction.

By proceeding down this route, cultural
enterprises will run out of credibility. Before the
descent is over, the fabulously rich fashion industry
will lose its flamboyance. The popular music
industry will go into decline, as it struggles to
promote artists whose musical productions lack
both form and substance. People will reject the
mainstream and pursue their tastes in music or
clothing within their own minute sub-cultures.
Anything that attempts to appeal on a wide scale, to
society as a whole, will find no audience.

There are likely to be revivals of classical
styles, in an attempt to restore some semblance of
skill, effort and high aspiration to creative activity.
However, such revivals will have strictly limited
appeal, given the general fragmentation of culture.
They will also fall short of the standards that they
intend to emulate. The skills have been lost and
will not be revived this side of a dark age.

The classical canon will be rampantly
de-legitimised. Given their role in perpetuating
imperialist, misogynist, heterosexist western
civilisation, the great painters and composers will
be found completely inappropriate for recognition
in polite company. One can expect to hear about
the attrition of the west’s cultural heritage through
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lack of care. Great paintings will be ruined when
floods invade the basements of poverty-stricken
museums, or they will be damaged by the bombs of
animal rights activists. Stealing from churches has
become a major problem in Britain since the 1980s,
and their great inheritance of antique chairs,
chalices and lecterns is already being dissipated as
up to ten churches a day are burgled, vandalised or
subjected to arson. The missing items are usually
replaced with cheap modern copies. ™" If these
treasures are lost or buried, at least they may be
protected from the destructive convulsion of the
subsequent dark age.
International estrangement

The descent will see a breakdown in the
concept of an international community that took
shape during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. The Islamic and Sinic worlds seem
recently to have reached an accommodation with
the west, but this is only a lull in their drive for
self-realisation. Those countries with a large
proportion of young people are especially likely to
be affected by protest and revolution, and to
intensify their rejection of western influence. In the
coming decade, this applies to Egypt, Iran and
Saudi Arabia, and in the decade after that to
Malaysia, Pakistan and the Arabian Gulf states.”™"

In future, the west’s agenda will be
increasingly unwelcome everywhere, leading to a
transformation of global priorities. Western
expectations concerning human rights or the status
of women will be openly challenged and
repudiated. In some countries, including perhaps
Japan, traditional costume may come back into
favour as a way of reaffirming cultural
independence.”"" International boundaries that are
the legacy of western imperialism will be re-drawn
and a growing number of countries will become
off-limits for western tourists, politicians and
business executives.

The United Nations celebrated its fiftieth
birthday in 1995, but it is most unlikely to reach its
centenary. In the past, its role has been guaranteed
by the prestige of the United States. As that
prestige is eroded, the UN’s own legitimacy as a
force for social cohesion will vanish, and
international treaties that it has brokered will be
increasingly contested and ignored. While the UN
repeated and improved upon the earlier experiment
of the League of Nations, when it disappears with
the outbreak of general war in the next decade or
two, it will probably not be re-established. Future
wars will lead to no settled peace or clear victor,
and, like blood feuds, will accentuate rather than
resolve their participants’ hatred.

The European Union is similarly threatened by
discohesion. Three hundred years after the original
Act of Union between England and Scotland,
Scotland’s Parliament is being revived. A simple
union between just two adjoining countries, with
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strong elements of shared culture, can fail despite
three centuries of trying. In this light, and in the
current condition of the world, there can be little
hope for the European Union, whose diverse
countries have so much more to fall out about. Two
German journalists argue that the whole project is
fundamentally flawed. It will collapse eventually,
they say, and no oracle is required to see that.“*""

If the European Union starts to enlarge itself in
the meantime, that will only make the collapse
come more quickly. Neither Russia nor Turkey is
likely to get in, as the one falls further into chaos
and the other relinquishes secular values, but new
members may be acquired in eastern Europe.
Enlargement will force Germany to stop
subsidising the EU, and Germans will probably be
more interested in helping the development of new
eastern members than in helping say Spain or
Portugal. The resulting changes and re-negotiations
will push tensions to the limit,**"

There will be a growing gap between
governments, who accelerate European integration,
and their populations, who are ever more opposed.
Ordinary people will exhibit considerable bitterness
about Europe and their place in it. Nationalistically
inspired parties will achieve greater representation,
both domestically and in the European parliament.
Popular rhetoric and mood will reveal fundamental
flaws beneath the perception of European unity,
and will foreshadow the time when Europeans are
again slaughtering each other as they have done
since time immemorial.

Before the twenty first century is too old, one
can expect to see the first secessions from the
European Union. Sweden is a prime candidate for
withdrawal, followed perhaps by Austria and
Denmark. Such withdrawals will then make it
harder for France, Germany and Britain to
reconcile their differences, as each country
reconsiders its own future. The arguments could
become very bitter. The spectre of a politically
resurgent Germany building an empire in eastern
Europe and losing patience with its vexatious
partners to the west is not a happy one. The break
up of the EU may also be too much for Spain, Italy
and perhaps the United Kingdom, and those
countries will break up in its wake.”*”

A similar situation applies to all other
associations between nations. NAFTA, consisting
of Mexico, Canada and the United States, could be
one of the first trading blocs to break apart. In
Mexico City, large numbers of people depend for
their living on what they can glean from the city’s
rubbish dumps. Behind a veneer of modernity,
Mexico is in a desperate situation and cannot be
expected to maintain the fiction of equal economic
partnership with the US for long. Tensions are also
likely to rise along the multi-thousand-mile border
between the US and Canada. One day, perhaps,
tanks will be rolling across that border. It seem