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Towards a sustainable civilization?

Rely on shaping trends
A few centuries ago, Europe went in search of Reason and personal happiness. The Old Continent discovered  the interlinking of scientific and technical progress,  population explosions, free entreprises and industrial development, courtly society and the consumer society,  the sovereign state and a system of national antagonisms. Europe, albeit somewhat diminished,  has survived  its totalitarian impulses and devastating wars, but it has transmitted several of its infections to the rest of the planet. Our scientific, technical, industrial and consumer-oriented civilisation has spread around the world, and is now deteriorating the terrestrial ecosystem, making inroads into the planet's resources at such a rate that the survival of man's latest civilisation, even of the human species, is now in question. If we continue our growth in the same  way, the Earth will not be able to support the 9 billion human beings whom we expect will people the world around 2050. And we therefore risk catastrophic wars with weapons of mass destruction.
We shall not escape disaster without new methods of production, new ways of life, new patterns of consumption, economy,  governance. We must disengage from our competitive system of appropriation, consumption,  and immediate profit. Humankind must discover other roads leading to sustainable growth, develop the understanding  necessary for the discovery of a post-authoritarian, post-state and post-national form of government. We need to work for the emergence of a civilisation that will allow the human species and nature to collaborate in the  development of a progressive and interactive evolution.    However, as Crozier or Chaban-Delmas would quite rightly object,  you don't change civilisation by decree.
However, we are not without hope, because civilisation does change of itself. In spite of several pernicious tendencies, the dominant winds that have structured the anthropo-sociological evolutions of the last half-century are steering us onto the path of sustainable civilization. Five of these major trends seem to me to be particularly  promising; we should learn more about them and feed and accelerate their  development.

° Out of a society of imitative individuals focused on conspicuous consumption there is emerging a society of autonomous persons who are learning to create their own forms of well-being. More and more explicitly they are learning to build the lives that suit them and bring them greater fulfilment within the social networks they choose.
° A hierarchical, pyramidal  society locked into rather rigid and massive segments is melting away in the face of a transverse society that is complex, fluid, interlocking and very largely self-adapting. While the remnants of hierarchy circulate and interact, new forms of empathetic and participative leadership are making their way forward and seeking their proper place.

° The planet-wide governance system of war-like sovereign states is crumbling, and a pacific local/global form of governance is emerging in search of its own proper form. This local/global combination will be indispensable if we hope to meet the ecological challenges facing us with intelligent and pacific solutions.

° Continuing progress in micro-tele-communications, molecular biology, nanotechnologies, neuroscience and micro-sociology are leading us closer to the finest meshes in the web of reality. Progress in these fields will probably lead to radical transformations in our production systems, in our way of seeing and relating to the world and in our way of living in it. Doors will certainly open,  offering opportunities for new interactions between our own species and the other denizens  of the natural world.

° Emerging countries (under the influence of their women in particular, their growing middle classes, the explosive development of interpersonal communications systems, etc.) are developing with surprising rapidity along the same dominant winds active in the western world.

Circumstances are favourable today to  emerging innovations and initiatives that tend to lead us towards sustainable growth and give rise to a policy of civilisation.
To begin with, the collective human intelligence is ready for it. The immense wave of belief in climatic and ecological threat that has built up over the past few years, from America to Asia and Europe, is not only a sign of popular realism ; it is also the sign that our populations dream of another society and that they are happy to feel themselves obliged to force the pace. And they will exert pressure on governments, businesses and associations.

Furthermore, the global financial and economic crisis,  dramatically destructive as it is has, even so, a number of beneficial aspects of which we must make use.
· It encourages popular rejection of the disproportionate financialism that has submerged us and restricted a part of our evolutionary fulfilment during the past twenty-five years. 

· By forcing existing governments against the wall, it is accelerating the movement towards a globalisation of systems of governance.

· It is leading a great many large businesses to be less obsessed with short-term financial profits. They are rediscovering that, in order to maintain their vitality and their sustainable growth, they must find new synergies with their staff, their consumers, and their social and planetary ecology. If they do this, they will become producers of social and personal fulfilment, as well as of their products and services. 

Europe is well placed to embody this original and enviable attempt to build a new economy and a new society, oriented towards socio-personal fulfilment, and accompanied by a new alliance between the species, between man and the rest of nature.

The first thing to do is to nourish the necessary feeling of urgency that will lead to taking positive steps.
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