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  Introduction




  This book started in autumn 2012, I think, at a seminar for entrepreneurs run by Roger Hamilton. Roger’s an Australian entrepreneur, creator of the Wealth Dynamics personality profiling system, doer of various other interesting stuff, and an excellent speaker.




  One of the main parts of the programme was ten waves of change Roger saw that would alter life and business over the next few years. Stuff like 3D printing and ways of taking payments with portable devices.




  It was all great food for thought and important to know about, but I started to get an itch. Roger’s waves were all very technology-based and, like many futurist predictions, a bit utopian. I love it when technology does cool stuff, but I think you need to include more human factors, and be a bit grounded as well. I was involved in the environmental movement for years, so I always think about the resource implications. You can’t treat technology as magic on a planet with finite material and energy resources.




  So obviously I started thinking about what my own waves of change might be. It included some of the same elements, but also a lot of big-picture social and environmental issues. I got part-way with a text and then left it while other things went on.




  I was exploring and thinking about using writing to communicate, online and offline; how it connects with how people think; and the role of design and presentation. I was poking around to learn about online marketing. I was having great networking and personal growth conversations in Nick Williams’ Inspired Entrepreneur community (now evolved into Born to Lead). Last but not least I was railing against the anti-humane actions of the UK government and outrageous crap elsewhere in the world, and pondering where that might be coming from.




  I’m a big one for theories. My pattern-seeking is turned up pretty high – it’s where my editing skills come from. And I did, after all, do a philosophy degree, although thank goodness I pretty much forgot it all years ago. Eventually I saw a model of crowd/inspiration vs control/structure, which is pretty useful in explaining what’s going on in the world right now.




  That’s what I want to set out for you here. I’ve folded in some of the earlier big picture/waves of change material about what’s happening in the world and what might happen next, trying to set it in a crowd/control context.




  Why? You mean apart from setting it down before I forget, and seeking the adulation of my fans?




  Well, I think we live in a time of great significance. Our options are huge, and our self-generated threats are also huge. We have to make choices. We can take an upward path in pursuit of our great potential and our higher selves. Or we can take a downward path in capitulation to our lower selves that will leave us broken and overwhelmed by the follies of our own thinking habits.




  If you are a good and thoughtful person you may wonder why that is even a question; and why, day after day, people choose the wrong answer; and, perhaps, whether anything can be done about it.




  In response, here is a perspective that may help to illuminate the quagmire. I think I am on the right track; and if not, at least I’m posing some of the right questions.




  The world we want is waiting to be made. But there are limited time windows for parts of that process. There are elections to be decided, carbon emissions to be reduced, petitions to be signed to head heinous nonsense off at the pass. I hope you will choose to be an agent of the upward path. I will be honoured if I have supplied part of your armament.




   




  – Tim Gray, November 2014




  PART ONE


  Cultural forces




  Why is the world like this? Where are we going?




  You’ve probably looked at stories coming through the news and your social media feeds, and wondered: why do people do things like this?




  Or maybe you’ve looked at the way the world has changed, and is changing, and wondered where on earth we’re taking ourselves over the next while.




  My aim in this book is to give you a perspective that’ll help make sense of the big picture. And also to encourage you to play a part, small or large, in nudging things in a righter direction.




  WHERE I’M COMING FROM




  I got involved in local environmental action in the late 1980s. I helped with local work relating to the 1992 Earth Summit, and have followed sustainability and ethical issues since.




  And, you know, I look around at where we are two and a half decades later and I get angry and frustrated. Why haven’t we fixed this stuff yet so we can move on to whatever’s next?




  Seriously, we’ve known about the problems and a lot of the solutions for that long, and we’re supposedly smart monkeys. What’s been getting in the way?




  We now understand, in a way we didn’t twenty-odd years ago, that creating social change is not a straightforward matter of presenting persuasive information. It’s about all sorts of things that go on in people’s heads.




  Recently I realised that if you look at the path of our society in a zoomed-out way, there are cultural forces of control at work.




  Deliberately or coincidentally, they try to stop change and nail everything down into familiar patterns. Psychologically and materially vested interests are acting to keep you in your place.




  They have always been there, I expect, but today they are accelerated and magnified by the rise of the internet, and the extent to which that is creating change – especially change that brings groups of people together to make things and exert influence in mould-breaking ways.




  This is what I’m going to draw out in the first part of the book. I believe it’s an important model to think about if we want humanity to take what I call ‘the upward path’, and if we want to play some part in making that happen.




  The upward path is about bringing our best talents and values to bear in the pursuit of human well-being, with responsibility to each other and the world that supports us. You can say this is idealistic, but it’s an increasingly concrete, pragmatic option as the landmarks along the downward path come into ever-sharper focus, and more of us wonder how we got here.




  We have been standing in a place of options. Some of those options are windows slowly closing. The ground we’re standing on will shift. The consequences of our action or inaction have not been waiting patiently for us to decide, but have crept out into the world.




  So let’s speed up the good stuff. Let’s be bold and honest with ourselves about the world we really want to see. Let’s use books like this to jump our thinking forward so we can climb faster.




  Let’s get off the slow train to Mordor. And let’s start by unmasking the goblins who are driving it.




  Communication beyond borders




  The butler did it. And by ‘butler’ I mean ‘internet’.




  Once upon a time, we lived in small settlements and didn’t travel outside a small area. The people we communicated with were a small group of locals. The kinds of communication we could have in that group were limited by genetics and a narrow range of life experience.




  Gradually, we developed means of travel that led more and more people to experience other places and interact with the people there. Then we invented the postal service, telegraph and telephone, so you could communicate with people regardless of physical location; eventually in real time.




  Then along came the internet. It started as a stumpy little geek interest thing. I remember being awed by reaching the Prestel info service, with its blocky teletext graphics, on a BBC Micro my dad had persuaded his work to buy.




  Then speed and data storage fell away as sources of friction, and people start thinking about how to use the internet to do things everybody wants to do. And what humans want to do is communicate and interact.




  Social networks sprang up and grew. Facebook got a billion users.




  Now we can talk to people with other nationalities and languages, creeds and cultures, as easily as our friends a few streets away. And you can choose your medium: text, audio, or video; private or public; live or by leaving messages. Search is everywhere, so you can find people with common interests and hook up with them. You can have video conversations with people on the other side of the world, for free.




  The village has exploded. Everyone is everywhere.




  Unless someone manages to put the internet back in the box, communication beyond borders has changed humanity forever.




  Cultural mutation




  THE INTERNET FARTS PIXIE DUST




  You have almost certainly read before what the internet has done for us. It’s become a bit twee – hence the title to liven it up. Still true though.




  We can collaborate on projects. We can give resources to each other. We can create and share media. We can build a community around a message. We can draw from a global pool to find customers who love what we do. We can discover what the world is like in other places, and know that our way is not the only way. We can ask for help.




  People don’t live in boxes any more. They’re not isolated and easy to control. If you want to go about bad business without news getting out, the news was out five minutes ago.




  THE INTERNET OPENS TRAPDOORS




  The internet is an accelerator. It allows any group of people with common ideas or agendas to find each other, discuss, develop their thinking and turn it into action. They might have drifted around, never hooked up, and been shouting in different corners of the wilderness. Now they’re in a hothouse. Progress that, a century ago, might have depended on chance meetings now depends on using a search engine.




  The technology does not judge whether these ideas are good or bad. It could be an international project to build a super-efficient electric car. It could be a terrorist group that wants to kill people. Things that were lurking in our collective psyche, that were probably going to need dealing with some day, are bursting into the daylight right now.




  And because the internet allows people to form their own little bubbles where they only talk to each other, rather than being diluted and grounded by being among general society, they can drift further away from reality and commonly-held public values.




  History has been shaped by conflicts between nations. Today, for increasing numbers of us, nations are just where we keep our stuff.




  Now, and for the foreseeable future, history will be shaped by alliances and conflicts between thought-groups and communities of interest.




  THE INTERNET KNOCKS DOWN BUILDINGS




  Anything that was built on scarcity of information or expertise, or having a captive audience, or being intermediaries, or making people jump through hoops, or keeping people at arm’s length – all those things have been challenged, or are in the process of being broken down.




  Because when we can connect with anyone, we deal with the people and services who suit us best. And new enterprises spring up to provide that, whether it’s better customer services and a more human face, or commerce with less fuss, or books or promotional materials on demand, or making our personal music bubble accessible at the touch of a button.




  Online shopping lets us select from a huge range of stock and get it without having to go anywhere – while long-established high street names fall by the wayside. The traditional publishing and music industries are being shaken by creators who go directly to their audiences. Traditional banks still make a big deal out of transferring between currencies or setting up merchant accounts for card payments, but new and nimbler services have come in to make these easy and cheap. Politicians don’t listen to your views, but you can add your name to thousands of others on a petition site that will deliver a mass wake-up call.




  Most of these changes are freeing. Some may not turn out to be for the best, but they have the momentum.




  And as the dust keeps rising and settling, those who owned and managed the old structures realise: we are not in our place.




  The control reaction




  “There are two kinds of people in the world, those who believe there are two kinds of people in the world and those who don’t.” – Robert Benchley




  There are a zillion ways to classify people, and one of the most important is by mental elasticity.




  Most of us like to know what’s what. If the picture of the world in our head is a good map to what (and who) goes where, that makes us feel secure. Some of us can tolerate a fair bit of bending, twisting and horizon expanding. Some can’t stand much at all, and have a strong need for the world and their place in it to stay simple and consistent.




  And some people, of course, want systems and structures and hierarchies to stay put so they can keep their position at the top of the heap.




  So when people start talking to each other from anywhere to anywhere, and cross-fertilising ideas, and doing business by going round established institutions, that generates resistance. It comes from people who rather like the old ways of doing things: clear hierarchies (especially with themselves at the top), people divided into distinct communities, and uniform ways of thinking.




  The changing world rubs against their worldview and produces reactions of fear and anger. And they respond by trying to create greater control.




  The fact that the world is changing creates cultural forces to enforce structure and lock in vested interest.




  In some parts of the world there’s a balancing act because you don’t want to appear too unpalatable while taking power and resources from the populace. In other parts they’ve just gone for it.




  It takes lots of forms. In the UK we’ve seen government actions to disempower disadvantaged people and cement the power of the private sector (especially financial companies). Elsewhere religious fundamentalists have strengthened their grip, and insecure states have become more dictatorial. People trying to solidify a fluid world are extra-sensitive to anything outside what they see as normal.




  Lots of us like order in at least some corners of our lives, and impose different degrees of structure at different times. What I’m talking about here is a need to project one’s own worldview out on to the world that overrules compassion and other human virtues.
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