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What's wrong with the official future?
Richard Eckersley

Over the past several decades, we have witnegsedaand loss of faith in a future
constructed around notions of material progressy@mic growth and scientific and
technological fixes to the challenges we face. Teisise of the ‘official future’ is of
utmost importance, but remains largely ignoreduhlig and political debate.

The failure of the official future represents, atdevel, a coalescence of various national
and global issues - the periodic eruptions oveptst fifty years of worries about

nuclear war, technological change, social declmenvironmental destruction. Of
course, these concerns, singly taken, are well kreowd discussed. And the totality of
their impacts informs futures studies and writimgpmst-modernity.

However, the depth and breadth — and, most impitytahe political significance — of
the loss of faith barely register in current delaatd discussion. We are still to
understand its full implications, especially that situation is not just a reflection of the
changed external ‘realities’ of life, but also gbfound destabilisation of our inner
lives.

This chapter discusses material progress, itsnatoand why this is flawed; the public’s
loss of faith and the credibility gap which flowsiin this; and the prospect of a paradigm
shift from material progress to sustainable devalept. My main concern is not with the
changes in the external world, but with the suaatid complex relationship between those
‘outer’ changes and the ‘inner’ world of thoughtglamotions, and what this means
socially, politically and personally.

This loss of faith applies to a large proportiorgl@ably a majority, of people in the
developed, Western world. People in developing treesimay still share a faith in
material progress and have most to gain from wit@tters. Nevertheless, the issues |
discuss are still relevant to their world and theices they make.

Going for growth

The ‘official future’ prioritises economic growtls @ahe basis for improving quality of
life. This position is shared by all governmentd amajor political parties - a ‘policy
constant’ largely beyond scrutiny or debate. Whethe leader is Bill Clinton or George
W. Bush, Margaret Thatcher or Tony Blair, the Helnat ‘it's the economy, stupid’
rules. As the Australian Prime Minister John Howstiates repeatedly: ‘Maintaining a
strong, dynamic and growing economy is the...ovargdiesponsibility of government’
(Howard 2004).



The concept of material progress regards econoroigth as paramount because it
creates the wealth necessary to increase perseedioins and opportunities, and to meet
community needs and national goals, including asking social problems. In public
policy terms, economic growth means more reveniggelb budget surpluses, and more
to spend on health, education and the environment.

There are, on the face of it, good grounds foretipgation of more with bettefhe
Spectatormagazine claimed in 2004 that ‘we live in the happ healthiest and most
peaceful era in human history’ (Hanlon 2004). Ahdaw was good, it argued, the future
would be even better. The belief that we live i@ biest of all times has been most
famously and controversially articulated in recggdirs by Danish academic Bjorn
Lomborg (2001) inThe Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the R&ate of the
World. Lomborg concludes that mankind’s lot has improvastly in every significant
measurable field and that it is likely to contirtaedo so: * ...children born today — in
both the industrialized world and developing coiastr will live longer and be healthier,
they will get more food, a better education, a kigstandard of living, more leisure time
and far more possibilities — without the global ieomwment being destroyed. And that is a
beautiful world’. Like many others, Lomborg creditss achievement largely to material
prosperity resulting from economic growth.

It is true that, today, many more people are liviieger, longer lives than ever before. In
the year 1000, according to Angus Maddison (20Bi&) 270 million people in the world
on average could expect to live about 24 yearseand US$400 a year (in today’s
dollars). Today there are over six billion peopfeearth who, on average, can expect to
live about 67 years and earn almost US$6,000 yedine developed world in the past
two hundred years, per capita GDP has risen al@uity-fold, and life expectancy has
more than doubled. In the rest of the world, pgiteaGDP has increased more than five-
fold and life expectancy has also more than doubled

Costs and qualifications

However, there is growing evidence that qualityifefis not the same as standard of
living, and that how well we live is not just a reattof how long we live, especially in
rich nations. Against the gains we have to setahewing qualifications (Eckersley
2005):

* The benefits have been unevenly distributed glghbald there have been recent
reversals in both per capita income and life exgemnt in some nations.

* The benefits of rising income to quality of lifenish as income increases, and
in rich nations health and happiness are at bégtwwaakly related to average
income levels.

* Economic growth is not the only, or perhaps evemtiain, factor behind
improving health and wellbeing. Increased knowledgter education and
institutional reforms have also made major contrdns, even in the absence of
sustained growth.



* Increases in life expectancy partly reflect bionsatiadvances and individual
lifestyle choices that say little about changesdaial conditions and may be
offsetting adverse health impacts of these changes.

Beyond these qualifications of the benefits of matgrogress, we must also
acknowledge several formidable and growing codédad to sustainability, opportunity
and meaning, all which have real and potentiallpnense implications for human health
and wellbeing.

» The destruction of the natural environment of whighare an intrinsic part.
However we address local and regional impacts tiirencreased wealth and
technological innovation, the evidence suggestamealisrupting planetary
system on an increasing scale.

* Increasing inequality, sustained high unemploymgmwing under-employment
and overwork, pressures on public services suttealth and education, and the
geographic concentration of disadvantage, leadirtgeper and more entrenched
divisions within society.

» Psychosocial costs of cultural qualities such ateri@ism and individualism,
which are deeply embedded in the worldview of matg@rogress. These costs
relate to meaning in life and things that creatammgy — purpose, autonomy,
identity and hope.

In other words, advocates of material progresoniyt oversell the benefits of growth,
they also ignore the social and environmental coisggowth processes, or at least
assume they can be more than compensated. Bucifeating wealth, we damage the
fabric of society and the state of the natural emment more than we can repair with
the extra wealth, we are going backwards in terhagiality of life, even while we grow
richer. Material progress depends on the pursundi¥idual and material self-interest
that, morally, cannot be quarantined from otheasai& our lives.

Trends in health and wellbeing

The flaws in the model of material progress becotear when we look more closely at
trends in health and wellbeing (often measuredaapiness or life satisfaction) and their
relationship with wealth. Comparing nations, insiag income confers large benefits at
low income levels, but little, if any, benefit agh income levels (Inglehart 2000;
Eckersley 2005). Life expectancy levels off at agapita income of about US$5,000,
and happiness at about US$10,000. Across countiagginess is more closely
associated with democratic freedoms than incongtjsastrongly linked to equality,
stability and human rights.

Looking at the relationship between income andlegtlg within countries, population
happiness has not increased in recent decadeshinations (over 50 years in the United
States) even though people have become, on avenagé, richer. However, the rich are
happier than the poor, especially in poorer coasthiut even in rich nations. While it is
often said that money cannot buy happiness, mogegsi reveal the two are linked. They



also show, however, that the relationship is steshgt low incomes, where money
improves living conditions and alleviates hardskipove this level, wealth has symbolic
value as a measure of social status, and stae@ffiellbeing through the social
comparisons it defines. So income-related diffeesno happiness will persist no matter
how far average incomes rise through economic growt

The costs of progress are more apparent if we examivider range of measures of
wellbeing. Take young people, whose lives reveatrotearly the tenor and tempo of
our times (Eckersley 2005; Eckersley, Wierenga\atyth 2006). While their health,
measured by life expectancy and mortality, contsnieeimprove, and most say in
surveys that they are healthy, happy and satisfigdtheir lives, adverse trends in young
people’s health range across both physical andahpriblems, and from relatively
minor but common complaints such as chronic tiredrie rare but serious problems
such as suicide.

The extent to which we are falling short of maximgshuman wellbeing, despite rising
life expectancy and material wealth, was demoreddrat a large study of adult
Americans, which examined mental health as ‘a symeérof symptoms of positive
feelings and positive functioning in life’ (Keye®@2). It found that 26 per cent of people
were either ‘languishing’, depressed, or both + ifyanentally unhealthy; 57 per cent
were moderately mentally healthy — neither ment#lllyor fully mentally healthy; and
only 17 per cent of people were ‘flourishing’ —tti& enjoyed good mental health.

Public perceptions of quality of life

Declining quality of life is also apparent in peeisl perceptions of life today. These
perceptions are at the heart of the case agamsifficial future. Studies over the past
decade, both qualitative and quantitative, reveatls of anger and moral anxiety about
changes in society that were not apparent thirays/ago (Eckersley 2005). They show
that many people are concerned about the mateniadjreed and selfishness they believe
drive society today, underlie social ills, and #ten their children’s future.

About twice as many Australians say quality of I§egetting worse as say it is getting
better. The latest in a series of annual repart$he mind and mood’ of Australians says
there is growing concern that the state of Austraiociety - rougher, tougher, more
competitive, less compassionate — is producingstiedginess and a feeling of personal
vulnerability (Ipsos Mackay 2005a). Australiansl fisey ‘seem to lurching from one
difficulty to another with the prospect of a sesarisis emerging’. The blame is
repeatedly directed at political leaders, who aiaed of ‘short-term thinking’ and
neglecting to invest in the country’s future.

A British study,Changing Britain, Changing Live$ound that despite higher incomes,
better health and greater opportunity for womelitoBs were increasingly depressed,
unhappy in their relationships, and alienated fowvit society (Woodward 2003). A
report of the New Economics Foundation says tleatyfany people, politics and
corruption have become almost synonymous (Walké2p0o



Some studies make explicit the tension betweenaros@about quality of life and the
political emphasis on growth. For example, sunaysw that 87 per cent of Britons and
83 per cent of Australians agree that their sagsedire ‘too materialistic, with too much
emphasis on money and not enough on the thingsahty matter’ (Hamilton 2002,
2003a). An Australian survey revealed that ‘haventra money for things like luxuries
and travel’ ranked last in a list of seven itendged ‘very important’ to success, well
behind the top-scorer, ‘having a close and happylya(Bagnall 1999). And in contrast
to government priorities, ‘maintaining a high stardlof living’ ranked last in a list of
sixteen critical issues headed by educational a¢ccéddren and young people’s
wellbeing, and health care.

A recent Australian survey which included questiasked in 1988 and 1995 provides
striking evidence of the gap between economic perdmce and people’s perceptions
and preferences (Ipsos Mackay 2005b). Despite addeplus economic boom, the
proportion of Australians who felt that qualityIg€ in about 15 years’ time would be
better fell from 30 per cent in 1988 to 23 per dar?005. The proportion that said it
would worsen rose from 40 to 46 per cent.

Offered two positive scenarios of Australia’s ftdrone focused on individual wealth,
economic growth and efficiency and enjoying ‘theddife’, the other on community,
family, equality and environmental sustainability3-per cent expected the former, but
93 per cent preferred the latter. This gap hasnédanarkedly since 1995. Optimism
about the future of world has slumped. Asked taoslkedoetween two statements about
the world in the 2% century, only 23 per cent thought it was likelybe‘a new age of
peace and prosperity’; 66 per cent opted for ‘atbad of crisis and trouble’.

Suspicions of the Apocalypse

Our perceptions of the future are increasingly sldpy images of global or distant threat
and disaster: earthquakes, hurricanes, floodsasispandemics, terrorist attacks,
genocide, famine. While these hazards are not pewjous fears were never so
sustained and varied, and so powerfully reinfolmgthe immediacy and vividness of
today’s media images.

Our responses to these apocalyptic suspicions d@ewuentury ahead involve subtle and
complex interactions between the world ‘out thened the world ‘in here’ (in our

minds). Evidence suggests that we are being dravah least three directions by the
prospects of dramatic, even catastrophic, sogah@mic and environmental changes:
towards apocalyptic nihilism, fundamentalism, ainasm. If this categorisation seems
too stark, think of the responses as tendencidswations from the norm, with subtle to
extreme manifestations, and which can overlap xist-and change over time in
individuals and groups. My intention is to highlighe way that people, individually and
collectively, can respond very differently to theare perceptions of threat and hazard.



Apocalyptic nihilism: the abandonment of belief; decadence rules. Aextreme are
young criminals whose apocalyptic language coneeysessage that ‘in a world stripped
of meaning and self-identity, adolescents can wtded violence itself as a morally
grounded gesture, a kind of purifying attempt tefimene against the nothingness’
(Powers 2002).

Others respond in less dramatic ways to this seradeit’'s a late hour in the day, and
nothing much matters anymore’. They could, for eglanbecome even more determined
to succeed, to be a winner at all costs, or losm#elves in the quest for pleasure or
excitement. These lifestyles have their own hazandtuding various forms of addiction.
Nihilistic inclinations are evident at a more munddevel in a growing political
disengagement: a focus on home and hearth, omgeondr own patch. This can be an
effective coping strategy, but there is a cost:simese of the world as threatening and
hostile, and that ultimately we are all on our oprgduces a fraying of citizenship and
democracy, and a vulnerability to the politics elfsnterest and fear.

Apocalyptic fundamentalism: the retreat to certain belief (whether secularetigious);
dogma rules. In an extreme form, this is ‘end titénking, rife among fundamentalist
Christians in the US, in which global war and warghare embraced as harbingers of the
Rapture and Christ’s return to Earth (Scherer 200djnmentators are unsure how
influential ‘end time’ philosophy is within the Basdministration, but argue the hard
guestions about Bush'’s religious convictions neelet asked. Philosopher Peter Singer
(2004, cited in McGinn 2004) says that PresiderdiBaireligious outlook is best
represented by the Manichean idea of a force ¢fretthe world, with an apocalyptic
Second Coming imminent and America as the diviaglyointed nation set to destroy the
forces of Satan.

The growth in fundamentalist thought extends bey@tdion. Neo-liberal economics,
which underpins the official future, also represemform of fundamentalism in its rigid
adherence to an economic doctrine in the faceeogtbwing evidence of its failure to
deliver promised benefits. Fundamentalism prodacesmforting certainty about life
and a call to united action against threats, bathairand physical, but it also generates
simplistic solutions to complex problems.

Apocalyptic activism: the transformation of belief; hope rules. Thiteets the desire to
create a new conceptual framework or worldviewr{g$ values, beliefs) that will make
a sustainable future possible. The counter-treatlttis ‘activism’ represents is
exemplified by the so-called downshifters and aaltgreatives: people who are making
a comprehensive shift in their worldview, valued aray of life, including trading
income for quality of life. Rejecting contempordifestyles and priorities, they place
more emphasis in their lives on relationships, camitres, spirituality, nature and the
environment, and ecological sustainability.

Nihilism and fundamentalism represent maladapégponses to our situation, whatever
their short-term or personal appeal, because theytaddress its root causes. Activism
is an adaptive reaction. So let me say a littleexadrout this response.



Agents of change

Studies by American researchers Paul Ray and SRetty Anderson (2000) reveal that
about a quarter of people in Western societie&atiiral creatives’. They represent a
coalescence of social movements that are not gusterned with influencing

government, but with reframing issues in a way tta&nges how people understand the
world. Ray and Anderson say that in the 1960s, thpyesented less than five per cent of
the population, whereas now they have grown toe2&cpnt.

Surveys on downshifting show that 25 per cent @oBs and 23 per cent of Australians
aged 30-59 had ‘downshifted’ in the previous teargdoy voluntarily making a long-
term change in their lifestyle and earning less eyaiiHamilton and Mail 2003; Hamilton
2003b). Contrary to the popular belief that theydtéo be middle-aged and wealthier
people, downshifters are spread across age grawpsogial classes.

Beyond those who are changing their lives are nmaore people who are thinking about
it. Hugh Mackay (2003), while noting the social dars inherent in the process of
disengagement, says many people are using thisatdime’ to explore the meaning of
their lives and to connect with their most deepdydhvalues. Whether this search for
meaning is expressed in religion, New Age mystigisraral reflection or love and
friendship, the goal is the same: ‘to feel that lorgs express who we are and that we are
living in harmony with the values we claim to espeu

The revolt against the official future is also astent with a development noted by some
sociologists: a new moral autonomy and a more ‘ecatpre or altruistic individualism’
(Eckersley 2005, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002 @bep conceptual shift in how we
construe the self has far-reaching social imploretj not least for politics because it
undermines the philosophy of narrowly defined setiérest and personal freedom and
responsibility that currently dominates politicainking.

Beyond growth, towards sustainability

The activism | have described is closely associai#itithe concept of sustainable
development, which is increasingly challenging materogress as a framework for
thinking about human betterment. Sustainable deweémt does not accord economic
growth ‘overriding’ priority. Instead, it seeks atter balance and integration of social,
environmental and economic goals and objectivgsdaduce a high, equitable and
enduring quality of life (Eckersley 2005). A commitieme is the perceived need to shift
from quantityto quality in our way of life. Rather than casting the couesjion in terms

of being pro-growth or anti-growth, we need to g growth itself is not the main
game.

We can also characterise the shift from materiadjpgss to sustainable development as
replacing the outdated industrial metaphor of pgegras a pipeline — pump more wealth
in one end and more welfare flows out the otheith an ecological metaphor of



progress as an evolving ecosystem such as a restfereflecting the reality that the
processes that drive social systems are compleandig, difftuse and non-linear.

In recent years, international bodies such as tB€@and the World Bank have
acknowledged the need to place more emphasis ajyuediy — or content — of growth.
As Vinod Thomas, the lead author of a 2000 WorldiBeeport,Quality of Growth
remarked at its launch: ‘Just as the quality ofgbe’s diet, and not just the quantity of
food they eat, influences their health and lifeeotpncy, the way in which growth is
generated and distributed has profound implicatfonpeople and their quality of life’
(Thomas et al. 2000).

The key challenge of sustainable development haallydeen seen as reconciling the
requirements of the economy — growth — with thaur@sments of the environment —
conservation and sustainable use of natural reesukowever, our growing
understanding of the social basis of health anghinggs can shift this perspective,
making an important contribution to working towasistainability. It provides a means
of integrating different priorities by allowing theto be measured against a common
goal or benchmark: improving human wellbeing.

If we were to make this shift in thinking, we would forced to recognise that the basis
of health and happiness is much more complex, #ed tess tangible and material, than
current strategies presume. Of particular impogdaadhe mounting evidence that money
and what it buys constitute only a part of what esafor a high quality of life. And the
pursuit of wealth can exact a high cost when given too high a priority — nationally or
personally — and so crowds out other, more impogaals.

In other words, we need to think, politically, lesgserms of a ‘wealth-producing
economy’ and more about a ‘health-creating soci€@gnfronted with the magnitude and
global scale of twenty-first century challengesopyation pressures, environmental
destruction, economic equity, global governanaghrielogical change - it makes no
sense to continue to regard these issues as soggtbican deal with by fiddling at the
margins of the economy, the main purpose of whechains to serve, and promote, our
increasingly extravagant — and unhealthy and uasatle - consumer lifestyle.

The current worldview framed by material progresd based on self-interested,
competitive individualism has created a ‘shallowhtbcracy (where citizenship involves
voting every few years for whichever party promidesbest personal deal) and has
resulted in reduced social cohesion, weaker fasndied communities, and so diminished
quality of life. Challenging this construction isxaw worldview framed by sustainable
development and based on altruistic, cooperatig®imiualism. This encourages a ‘deep’
democracy (where citizenship is embodied in alkaspof our lives), leading to greater
social cohesion, stronger communities and famifesl, so better quality of life. The
former represents a vicious cycle, the latter augirs one.

Political implications



The demise of the official future is causing a eascof consequences. Our visions of the
future are woven into the stories we create to ns&kese and meaning of our lives. This
‘storying’ is important in linking individuals to lbroader social or collective narrative,
and affects both our own wellbeing (by enhancingsamnse of belonging, identity and
control over our lives, for example), and sociétsalctioning (by engaging us in the
shared task of working for a better future).

Elections have rarely, if ever, been about deepakeand concerns about quality of life
or the future; and, increasingly, election campaigre manipulated through the use of
sophisticated marketing tactics to focus on a f&ften contrived, issues. With the loss of
a wider faith, there is a retreat from the pubdialm to the private, with many people
turning inwards to focus on their own lives. Trusgovernment and other ‘official’
institutions is eroded. As leaders learn they aatragvay with it, they pursue power and
self-interest more ruthlessly.

It may even be that we are moving between paraddgpsnding on circumstances and
occasions. Asked about social directions and medeutures, we inhabit a new
worldview defined by sustainable development; witeomes to voting in elections, we
choose the old paradigm of material progress becaesare aware that this is the
framework within which government operates. Demogtia jeopardized because it
continues to function in a paradigm that now alieadhe people.

In other words, apocalyptic nihilism and fundamésia are finding clearer political
expression than activism, which has yet to findi@ige in mainstream politics. We may
be approaching a tipping point, at which one ottlagoof the responses dominates. But
is it impossible to predict when that point willaaz and in which direction it will tip.

History and legend show that when the gap betweeideal and real becomes too wide,
the system eventually breaks down (Tuchman 1983hd meantime, however, it tends
to become more oppressive, as those whose intemest®sted in the status quo strive to
maintain their control and advantage. And todagséhindividuals and groups have
enormous economic, political and technological potwecall upon.

Our current worldview and lifestyle are neitheniit@ble nor optimal, but are culturally
‘manufactured’ by a massive and growing media-miargecomplex. For example, big
business in the United States spends over US$i0i@h llollars annually on marketing
— about twice what Americans spend on educationvfioa 2003, cited in York 2004).
This expenditure includes ‘macro-marketing’, thenagement of the social environment,
particularly public policy, to suit the interestshusiness.

Cultures have been said to exert a pervasive Husdiinfluence on actions, providing
the underlying assumptions of an entire way of lile ideologies exert a powerful,
clearly articulated, but more restricted, basisstarial action (Swidler 1986). The
increasing weight of public perception, scientdiddence and global events will —
eventually - tilt the balance in favour of a nevitaral order. However, how and when
this new order becomes expressed ideologically irsnanclear. We could see politics



continue to be misguided for some time by nihitigtr fundamentalist responses; a new
political force could emerge; or there might bénit ©f the whole political spectrum in a
new direction, with mainstream parties forced tknaevledge new cultural ideals, but in
ways that move beyond the traditional socialist-d&fd conservative-right frame of
reference.

Seen in a broad, cultural and futures contextngwliberal, market-based strategies that
currently dominate government begin to look mdke k political supernova: the final,
flaring brilliance of a dying star.
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