Future Vision in the Nuclear Age
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to determine if a basis exists for elaborating sustainable and
convivial futures out of a context that, to say the least, encourages neither. The issue of
nuclear weapons may appear to have waned, but that is not really the case - enough so-called
‘strategic’ missiles still exist to destroy civilisation many times over. The diversion of
fissionable materials by criminals and others has been well under way in Europe and the
former USSR for many years. Stories about the development and possible uses of
miniaturised or ‘dirty’ nuclear devices regularly appear in the Western media. So, although
the public may now be more concerned about other things, the threats posed by nuclear
devices of all kinds will not simply go away. There are good reasons for this. Among them is
that they can be thought of as expressions of primitive impulses and perceptual defects that
spring from the pre-human past and will unfortunately continue into its future. It’s a mistake,
therefore, to approach nuclear questions as though they were merely technical or
administrative issues. The view taken here is that real progress cannot be undertaken through
the continued elaboration of technical systems but in another domain entirely - through human
action and human development.
The Western world, however, is caught within a profound dilemma. It has built a way of life that
breaks with the past and yet sustains few compelling visions of livable futures. Deprived of roots,
and of direction, Western cultures exhibit a frantic ‘presentness,’ a withdrawal to the 'here and now'
where the pain and conflict of mental/egoic life is partially assuaged by the marketing and
consumption of substitute satisfactions - of avoidance.1 Far from embodying some higher vision of
human life and purpose, contemporary culture exhibits many symptoms of a profound malaise:
dissociation, regression, psychosis, paranoia. One of the most extreme of these symptoms is found
in the continued existence, further elaboration and widespread deployment of nuclear weapons.
Nuclear weapons are the embodiment of technocratic barbarism. They are not simply an accidental
side effect or minor aberration resulting from a temporary bout of insanity or a political
misjudgment. Rather, they may be regarded as an outgrowth and consequence of an alienating
mode of consciousness that has split from its human, environmental and spiritual sources through a
long historical process.2 The fact that human life now appears framed within such cramped and,
indeed, subhuman dimensions encourages a sense of impotence and short sightedness that
particularly affects the young. One researcher wrote:
a serious disillusionment is taking place - some children are reluctant to trust adults
who are passing on to them such a dangerous and conflict-ridden world, whilst at the
same time expecting children to behave peacefully. There is little incentive to grow up
and every reason to dwell in the here-and-now, preferring whatever immediate and
short-term pleasures and excitements are available.3
Within the vacuum of an unrecognisable past and an unthinkable future, the present all too readily
splinters into incoherent fragments: a mosaic of images, impressions, slogans and entertainments.
Within such conditions the sense of self - the very category of human agency - becomes
problematic.4 As Fraser notes, ‘we live in an age when faith is ready to grasp everything and
believe anything for the sake of belief, as the mind struggles with its conflicts within the confines of
individual selves.’5
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Fears of nuclear devastation are reinforced by wider uncertainties about the development and
control of other sophisticated technologies. In fact, the latter have come to appear so powerful, so
determining of their social contexts, that most mainstream and popular images of futures are largely
images of possible future states of things; that is, of giant (or miniaturised) machines, cityscapes,
arcologies, rocket ships, space stations and the like.6 This preoccupation with techniques,
technologies and machines did not spring without warning into history. What is new is the extent to
which person/machine relations have been inverted over successive technological revolutions and
incorporated into the nuclear state.7 This is not to suggest that a conscious conspiracy has taken
place; it is, rather, that certain preoccupations and modes of perception became established in
stratified societies long before their full implications could be seen. Now that the implications are
more clearly evident, we require a basis for articulating wholly different futures from those now in
prospect.
Above all I want to suggest that it’s possible to renegotiate meanings and commitments that have
been uncritically carried over from the past. I’m not attempting to debate the technicalities of arms
control or of the regulation of advanced technologies per se. I take the view that large-scale
technical problems cannot be satisfactorily resolved without reference to the human attributes and
perceptions upon which they depend. To negotiate new, or renewed, visions of sustainable futures
requires that we examine many entrenched assumptions. By so doing, new avenues of human and
technical development can be discovered. I want to retain a primary role for human action and to
see this as the main key to the future evolution of social and technical systems.
Roots of the nuclear threat
Building nuclear weapons is a long, difficult, hazardous and very expensive process entailing a
diversion of energy, skill, knowledge and resources on an enormous scale. So enormous is this
diversion, in fact, that in money terms alone, the full costs far exceed the GNP of many nations.8 In
wider terms, the full social, cultural and environmental costs are beyond calculation. A true
accounting would include not only the squandering of irreplaceable natural assets, radioactive
contamination, living under constant threat and fear but also the opportunity cost of paths not taken,
species not saved, hospitals not built, agricultural projects not started, lives and ecosystems that
were not preserved.
Contrary to widespread belief, a distortion of this magnitude did not arise with the conjunction of
short-term historical, political or psychological factors. While the precise form of the weaponry is
indisputably recent and the theories that permitted the construction of nuclear arsenals date only
from the middle of the twentieth century, the impulses and perceptual defects that sanctioned the
chain of developments culminating in the nuclear weapons industry are far older. For example,
Lewis Mumford has described how the large-scale organisation of people and machines in pursuit
of abstract, life denying ends was fully established in the pyramid-building age of Egypt. His term
for this compulsive and dehumanising form of organisation is ‘the megamachine.’ Within it
rationality is deployed to serve irrational ends, the organic context is forgotten, individuals become
subordinated to technocratic imperatives and a God-king figure rules with an iron fist.9 In this view,
the Third Reich and its successor, the nuclear state, are but the most recent variations upon an
ancient model.
Underlying the structure of the megamachine are modes of consciousness that are truly primitive:
fragmented, exclusive, partial. As Wilber notes, ‘the earliest stages of mankind's evolution were
dominated by, although not defined by, subhuman and subconscious impulses.’10 The point I want
to emphasise is that much of subsequent history can be interpreted both as a growth up and out of
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undifferentiated one-ness with nature (permitting conceptual explicitness) and a series of
regressions according to higher order (and hence more damaging) conceits - culminating with the
ideology of ‘man's conquest of nature.’ Each stage in the unfolding of consciousness appears to
have been typified by greater differentiation and clarity on the one hand, and greater technical
power accompanied by hubris on the other.11 Moreover, since these processes still remain largely
unacknowledged they have not, on the whole, been brought to full consciousness, worked through
and transcended. Take the example of the substitute sacrifice. This represented an attempt to ‘buy
off,’ to propitiate blood-hungry deities and therefore to purchase a little time, a little mortality, for
oneself and/or the local community. In this incarnation the Earth Goddess devours her own children
and impersonal cruelty is accepted as one of the mainstays of collective life.12 The startling thing is
not that this atavism persisted up to the time of the Aztecs and Toltecs, but that it was systematised
by the Nazis and then domesticated via endless fictional representation into entertainment by the
television and film industries. By the late twentieth century a diet of simulated violence and terror
was not merely escapist; it is an ancient form of reassurance and comfort, the rationale of which
goes something like: ‘since it's happening to them, I'm safe for the time being.’ The technology of
representation may be recent but the human mind remains immersed in its own prehistory.
According to Wilber our present level of ‘egoic self-consciousness is halfway between the
subconsciousness of nature and the superconsciousness of spirit.’13 Egoic self-consciousness is both
a tremendous achievement and, in its unreformed condition, a terrible liability. For in the West the
analytic clarity made possible by differentiation and development provided the ground for an
instrumental mode of consciousness best summarised by Bacon's aphorism ‘knowledge is power’
and culminating in the nuclear arsenal.14
In transcending raw nature, people forgot that they were still part of it and, on the whole, did not yet
recognise that beyond the ego lie higher, unifying, powers and capacities. This process of alienation
from the natural world, and the creation of new splits between and within individuals, represents a
significant part of the psycho-historical ground from which weapons of mass destruction have risen.
It is for this reason that any real attempt to develop future vision must deal with underlying issues
that represent ‘unfinished business’ for the race. The issues include the use of boundaries, fear and
the stranger, instrumental rationality, systems of exploitation and repression and the nuclear state
itself.
False boundaries
In Western culture boundaries seem as natural as the day. Indeed, much of that culture rests on
systems of analytic classification that separate one class of phenomena from another. Boundaries
are inscribed not merely on maps but within minds through language. They give rise to dualities
and opposites such that discourse often swings wildly between extremes (friend / foe; yes / no;
positive / negative) rather than embracing the middle ground between. The language of opposites,
however, is the language of manufactured conflicts and hence of battles and defeats. The ease with
which the human mind leaps from one pole to another, changing things, people and concepts into
their opposite is known as enantiodromia. The instabilities thus generated indicate a defect in
inherited modes of perception, a lack of rootedness, which, when projected upon the outer world,
sanctions much conflict. For the primary fact about boundaries is that they are illusions that are
read upon an indivisible and seamless world. They are habits, conveniences, or, at best, mental
tools having no real ontological status.15
Boundaries are often confused with lines. A line allows me to distinguish my being from yours,
country A from country B – it recognises differences without separation. But a boundary creates a
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gulf between us that is pure illusion, a precursor of conflict and struggle. Since boundaries are not
natural features of the world, however, they may be refused or transcended for higher order wholes.
To the extent that this occurs, the seeds of conflict and alienation can be eliminated. It is hard to be
enemies when we occupy the very same ground of being. Aggression begins to look foolish when
we pay attention and notice the absurdity of the enantiodromic shadow play.
Fear and the stranger
Fear of the unknown may be understood as a consequence of the illusion of separateness. It denotes
a lack of inner connectedness and a failure to live ‘in the present.’ Most fear is imaginary, involving
projected aspects of the being that have not been acknowledged or owned. It feeds upon the
enormous capacity of the mind to conjure with illusions, to stay around unproductive habits,
attitudes and influences. Fear and avoidance may constitute rational responses to immediate
physical danger, but most threats can be reinterpreted as sources of concern that imply some kind of
corrective action.16
Unresolved fear is corrosive and intimidating, contributing finally to the paranoia fueling the arms
race. The latter has no technical solution because it is not a technical problem. It is primarily a
problem of human perception and human development. For many centuries the stranger has acted
as a convenient scapegoat for disowned characteristics. Today the nuclear state has taken over this
primitive mechanism. Yet no one should be fooled - the stranger is each of us viewed in the
distorting mirror of self-interest, or, rather, ego interest. So long as human affairs are focused at this
level there can be no lasting solution, for the ego needs constant reinforcement (strokes), support
and material wealth to stave off its own inadequacy, pain and fear.
Those who find themselves immobilised by fear can turn to appropriate therapies - perhaps some
form of ‘despair and personal power work.’17 Others may wish to consider patterns of dominance
and fear within families, for in reproducing these upon our children we may be reinforcing ancient
stereotypes.18 But the most satisfactory solution to fear is simply to transcend it and leave it behind;
that is, to engage in ways of life and strategies that lead beyond the ego toward higher and more
inclusive states that are less vulnerable, less reactive and no longer under threat. When enough
people have made that commitment, and have started that transition individually, it will be far
easier to require it of obsolescent institutions and political systems.
Instrumental rationality
As we saw in chapter one this minimalist variety of thought and belief is one of the hidden costs of
technical progress. It has become endemic in Western societies wherein nature is demystified, and
human purposes and powers subverted to abstract ends - such as money, profit and power.
Instrumental rationality has nothing useful to say about meanings and purposes, which it tends to
assume. Rather, it is about calculation and the matching of means to pre-given ends at the level of
technical processes.19 Within its own limited terms it permits the assembling and construction of
devices and systems of great practical value and power. In the process, however, other issues and
concerns are either set aside or attempts are made to reduce them to technicalities. Reductionism is
therefore a hallmark of this system of unquestioned commitments. It can be seen operating
wherever large-scale, capital-intensive technologies are under development, and is often most
visible during public enquiries and similar events when there is pressure to reduce questions of
value and of purpose to mere technicalities.20
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The practical strength of this form of rationality is undoubted but it is purchased at the cost of
extreme narrowness. It can be regarded as a product of a part of the human mind that has become
separated from inner sources of valuation and meaning. Hence, its prescriptions can be refused by
reference to this wider world of human significance and by exposing the ethical bankruptcy of
reductionism whenever it occurs.
Exploitation and repression
The geopolitical ambitions of the superpowers, and their desire to extend hegemony over mineral
resources and strategic areas, have lead them to be deeply involved in the imposition of such
systems upon the greater part of the globe. Or, to put it differently, the arenas of freedom, that are
so highly valued in the West, are purchased at the cost of radical ‘unfreedom’ at the margins: the
client states and former colonies whose aspirations for material progress and development are often
systematically frustrated.21 Berger and others have described in detail the ‘pyramids of sacrifice’
that appear to be the inevitable result of this kind of international rivalry.22
Each of us is linked into, and dependent upon, repressive and exploitive systems at the lower levels:
in business, education, race relations, the marketplace and the affluent family. As feminist critique
has shown, some part of the repressive character of modern cultures can be traced to patriarchal
values and assumptions.23 Since the effects of our dependencies and demands are not necessarily
here and now, not wholly visible in our fleeting and fractured present, they are readily overlooked.
But the connections are there, albeit removed from immediate perception by limited knowledge, by
avoidance and by displacements in space and time. Thus, to engage with and dismantle systems of
exploitation and regression, reference to this wider common world will be needed. Within that
wider framework it becomes possible to derive new, or renewed, understandings and values, to
dissociate creatively from the mechanisms and agencies of repression and to consciously associate
with truly progressive forces and enterprises.24
The nuclear state
The nuclear state serves to anchor and integrate the factors outlined above: false boundaries, mental
/ egoic fear and paranoia, a diminished notion of rationality, exploitation and repression.25 In this
view, nuclear weapons are not merely the result of contingent political decisions, but, more
profoundly, end products of human obsessions, of perceptual - and therefore political - defects.
They are, as I suggested at the outset, manifestations of an alienated mode of consciousness. The
latter has given rise to a culture that is dominated by (though not wholly taken over by) technocratic
imperatives. That is, ‘political domination shaped by technical, ‘value-free’ reasoning’ and ‘the
controlling of the human world by principles drawn from the natural sciences or the application of
science to machines.’26 This does not mean that decisions at the political level are unimportant. It
does indicate the ground from which they may draw much negative power.
Within this context, economics has long ceased to be concerned with whole persons in their social
and ecological context. Rather, it has become an instrument of domination in which the cash nexus
and the ‘rationalisation’ of material and non-material commodities take the place of wider human
concerns. As Kovel notes, ‘the great triumph of capitalism has been to make this entirely historical
arrangement seem natural and timeless.’ He adds:
it is a triumph, however, which spells disaster unless it is overcome. For at the heart of
the principle of the economic lies estrangement from nature. More than estrangement,
the deadening of nature: the forcible conversion of the living world to a realm of
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exchangeable things suitable for exploitation and acquisition - and the reciprocal
conversion of the human self into a vessel suitable for the possession of property in the
form of commodities.27
Here consumption becomes a substitute for democracy, conviviality and wholeness, and the system
survives by inducing the majority to define their needs and their interests as narrowly as possible.
In John Berger’s view, ‘this was once achieved by extensive deprivation. Today, in developed
countries, it is being achieved by imposing a false standard of what is and what is not desirable.’28
Hence, there appears to be a profound opposition of interest between the narrow, short-term and
under-dimensioned imperatives, which have been assimilated into the power structure, and the
authentic needs of men and women.
The false standard permeates every area of life: to spurious notions of security, sexuality, defence,
trade, progress, and so on. Sexual oppression, racism, the exploitation of the Third World and the
production of nuclear weapons can be seen as constituent parts of a worldview that has lost its roots
in the experience, aspirations and potentials of ordinary people and transferred its allegiance to the
dehumanised fantasies of a modern megamachine. In this view much of popular culture - royalty,
education, entertainment and marketing - performs a range of diversionary soothing operations
upon an often naïve and dependent populace. To penetrate through the web of deceit, the lies,
misdirections, mystifications, distortions, exclusions, exceptions and daydreams is not an easy
matter. It is far safer and more comfortable to accept the status quo. But, given the character of the
nuclear state, however, the very substance of ‘safety’, ‘comfort’ and indeed ‘common sense’ loses
validity and meaning. If there is to be a future worth having, it will not be on this basis. For the
future of technocracy is, quite simply, a living nightmare.
The future as nightmare: utopia to dystopia
Over one hundred years ago Edward Bellamy's optimistic vision of the future, Looking Backward
(1888), expressed the widespread view that Utopia was within reach. Only thirty years later this
optimism was lost in the nightmare of Flanders and it was no longer possible to imagine a world
made sane by the application of science, technology and rational social organisation. This transition
can be traced in many ways, not least through the career of H.G. Wells, whose vision of A Modern
Utopia (1905) gave way just before his death to Mind at the End of its Tether (1945). What Wells
had understood was that, whereas tools and technologies considered in isolation could be called
‘rational,’ the system in which they were progressively incorporated was anything but. And indeed,
as the twentieth century passed, the future looked increasingly dangerous and forbidding such that
the dominant mood of most imaginative writing became overtly Dystopian in character.29
From Forster and Zamyatin to Capek and Huxley, the Dystopian vision clearly articulated widely
shared public fears and has since been elaborated and extended by several generations of writers,
dramatists and film-makers. Far from assuaging these fears, increasing technical sophistication has
only served to fuel them. Dimly perceived though it may have been, C. S. Lewis's aphorism that
‘what we call man’s power over nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other
men with nature as its instrument’ embodies a profound truth.30 That truth was demonstrated in the
most dramatic way possible at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, and the reverberations continue to
echo through human consciousness many years later. One writer suggested:
the advent of atomic weapons did more than confirm a growing suspicion that the
modern world possessed the means to bring about a man-made catastrophe of awesome
dimensions. It helped bring about a consciousness of the future as a kind of continuing
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catastrophe - the mess which we had already made and would have to take special
measures to escape. The lesson of Hiroshima was that it was already too late to avoid
the dark and hostile future which had earlier been feared. (Emphasis added.)31
Subsequently the emergence of the ‘nuclear winter’ hypothesis served to underline both the suicidal
character of nuclear weapons and images of the future as a nightmare.32 Haunted by visions of quite
unthinkable disaster and devastation, it is unsurprising that many people have been unable to
sustain any developed sense of the future. But the human costs are severe:
to lose the future means to lose the past as well, to give up on history. It is to repress the
sense of death and life alike, for both ... can only be experienced as part of a continuum
of existence. It is to retreat to the narrowest sliver of the present, and to guard one's
interest there in a self-centered manner. Yet we do not succeed in living fully in the
present, either - because the only present in which we can live fully is a present into
which all existence has been compressed. And so when we lose the future, we lose the
present as well.33
Yet, even hopes for a livable future seemed to vanish from public view, so representatives of the
nuclear state continued to reconstruct a version of it according to the ancient pattern. What is more,
they worked openly and with no lack of support.
Defending the high frontier - a backward leap for humankind
As noted above, the vast majority of future images produced in the twentieth century were
pessimistic, dominated by technical developments and overshadowed by the nuclear threat. Yet,
while affluent populations withdrew to a minimal present, a flight away from the wider realities of
space and time, powerful interests within the state apparatus - corporations, government agencies
and the military – worked to establish their own particular claims upon the future. It is beyond
doubt that the services of strategic planners, forecasters and futures researchers have not, on the
whole, been employed in the furtherance of any broadly defined public good.34 Nowhere was this
clearer than in the American space lobby of the 1970s and 80s.
Attempts by the Reagan administration to build a space defence against nuclear missiles can be
viewed as the most expensive avoidance strategy of that time. While the attention of the public was
diverted by claims about the likely technical efficacy of the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI, or
‘Star Wars’, system) fundamentally this was never merely a technical issue. The technology was an
expression of, and a cover for, institutionalised paranoia. From the abstracted viewpoint of the
nuclear state it was more ‘rational’ to turn the earth and sky into a battlefield than to address the
human basis of its expansionism and fear.35 Perhaps the greatest irony of the later space shuttle
disaster was the genuine sorrow and fellow feeling expressed by the USSR, which, at that time,
remained the primary target of military strategies pursued via the shuttle program.
Arguments for the industrialisation of space were also widely rehearsed, the implication often being
that everyone might benefit from such developments, particularly if the moon and/or asteroids
could be mined for raw materials. The underlying strategic and expansionist objectives were
routinely concealed by a series of claims about the practical utility of orbiting space stations and
colonies.36 Those in favour of the ‘high frontier’ concept tended to concentrate on energy questions,
manufacturing innovations, developments in communications and remote sensing, even the
building of space colonies to relieve population pressure!37 But, in a paper called Defending the
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third industrial revolution, G. Harry Stine unintentionally or otherwise demolished the
justifications of his more anodyne associates. After outlining the strategic implications of being
able to confront an adversary from the top of a ‘gravity well’ (a position in space ‘above’ a planet
or moon), he wrote:
the logical consequence of the gravity well doctrine leads inevitably to the most
important military fact of the late 20th Century and the early 21st Century: with
improvements in space transportation available and with the technology in hand to
maintain long-term military positions in space, the control of the moon means control
of the Earth. In like manner, according to this doctrine, control of the L4 and L5
libration points in the lunar orbit means control of the Earth- moon system.38
But this is not all. Later the writer describes how a mass driver (a device for propelling materials
and cargo from the moon's surface into space) ‘can be converted into an Earth bombardment
system.’ He added that ‘it is a non-nuclear weapon and not subject to existing UN treaties!’39
Towards the end of the paper, Stine shares his doubts that any space settlements will remain
peaceful or under civilian control. Moreover, he also doubts if they will be ‘occupied forever by the
sort of hard-working, industrious, peace-loving Anglo-American types now envisaged.’ For,
one must point out that there are social characteristics of many basically militant
Oriental cultures that would make their people optimum space settlers, characteristics
such as the ability to live in high-density quarters with little or no privacy, subjugation
of the individual to the group, highly structured manners and other inter-personal interfaces, and unquestioning willingness of the individual to follow the directives of
authority figures. The military in these cultures now lies barely beneath the surface of
the culture, hidden from recent conquerors in some cases.40
The paper ends with as classic a piece of unconscious projection as one is ever likely to meet in a
reference to the possibility of coming into contact with ‘another species that is as mean, as nasty,
and as highly competitive as we are.’41 The enantiodromic contrast between this image, the
‘militant Oriental cultures’ and the ‘hard-working, industrious, peace-loving Anglo-American
types’ could not be more stark.
This example of crude technical determinism, paranoia and incipient racism shows how the
elaboration of images of futures from such deeply flawed foundations is inherently regressive.
Futures constructed from unacknowledged atavistic drives, primitive modes of perception and the
extension of existing technical trends and possibilities can be little other than a nightmare, a
‘continuing catastrophe.’ For each increase in technical sophistication and power merely enhances
and extends the range of existing preoccupations in whatever manner they are currently engaged.
To move decisively away from the many varieties of disaster and disintegration now in prospect, to
develop views and visions of futures worth inhabiting, it is necessary to work through and literally
to transcend atavistic obsessions, conflicts and the institutions and power structures through which
they are at present mediated. Moreover, it’s a mistake to understand images of disastrous futures as
being merely depressing. As generalised forecasts they can stimulate responses that lead to their
own falsification. Empowerment flows both from a refusal to accept depressing forecasts and an
ability to grasp, define and negotiate wholly different options. While it’s evident that the nuclear
state exerts a repressive influence over many human aspirations and needs, the pattern of control is
not total. People can, and do, make a difference.
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Negotiating viable futures
In a fascinating discussion of Fred Polak’s thesis on images of futures, Elise Boulding notes how
Polak was ‘angry because he saw his contemporaries failing to exercise a capacity which they still
have but might soon lose through disuse.’ The capacity in question was one that looked beyond
‘endless projections of present trends and a petty unfolding of technological possibilities which
would in the end leave man crippled.’42 In Polak's view, the ideal image of the future incorporated
both eschatological and Utopian elements. Boulding summarises each:
The eschatological, or transcendent, is the element which enables the visionary to
breach the bonds of the cultural present and mentally encompass the possibility of a
totally other type of society, not dependent upon what human beings are currently
capable of realising .,.. The second element ... is the humanistic utopian, or immanent,
element which designates men as the co-partners in the shaping of the Other in the hereand-now.43
The delicate balance between the two elements seems never to have persisted for long as different
cultures shifted between God-centred and man-centred views, between optimism and pessimism.
The significance of Polak's thesis here is that, while many have noted the dominance of
technocracy and instrumental rationality, these diminished views of the world have never been all
embracing, never wholly dominant. There have always been counter-currents, dissenting traditions,
spokespersons for fundamentally human needs and concerns. During the industrial revolution
William Blake, the Romantic poets and early Socialists stood against the prevailing view. In the
twentieth century Marcuse, Habermas, Mumford, environmentalists, feminists and the anti-nuclear
movement were among those who helped to anchor and extend a tradition of critique and protest
that stands firmly against depersonalisation and technological domination. Within that broad
association can be found precisely the elements that Polak sought and failed to find. While the
trends he abhorred have certainly continued, those who have sought a fuller vision of life than the
nuclear state can deliver have also made progress. I now therefore want to outline two perspectives
that, taken together, seem to fulfil Polak’s criteria and provide a basis for making the imaginative
leap towards viable futures. One I have termed ‘the interpretive perspective’ since it draws on fields
associated with interpretation and the negotiation of meanings. The other is a ‘transpersonal view’
that draws on developments in transpersonal psychology and anthropology.
The interpretive perspective
The notion that words simply mean ‘what they say’ and that texts embody a coherent experience or
picture of the world is a deeply held and comforting one. It is comforting because it preserves a
simple view of language and meaning that naturalises a commonsense, taken-for-granted, view of
the world. Yet, like the boundaries they enshrine, the comforts of realism are illusory. They obscure
the ideological character and uses of language and leave individuals open to mystification and
exploitation. There is insufficient latitude here to permit the full flowering of human
communicative ability and expressiveness.44 In order even to notice ideological and linguistic traps
(let alone to ‘penetrate the fog’ and escape them) it is essential to yield some degree of comfort and
certainty. In so doing, what is lost in narrowness and naivety can be gained in breadth and freedom
to ‘speak one’s own word.’
Traditional literary criticism concentrated on understanding ‘what the author meant’ and classifying
his/her stylistic attributes according to a pre-defined system of taken-for-granted criteria. Today, the
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writer occupies a less privileged position, and texts have been said to provide an open framework
for the construction of meanings. While this view may readily be overstated, the reader has
certainly become much less a passive observer and more an active participant in the communication
process.45 The reader is now seen to be fully capable of calling forth meaning, purpose and
intentionality from a range of sources, including texts. While in practice some texts may be
susceptible to only a limited range of interpretations it is, of course, always possible for the reader
to reject textual assumptions and claims, indeed to leap beyond them to quite new arenas of
meaning.46 The point I want to emphasise is that since knowledge is never ‘finished,’ meanings are
always fluid and negotiable.
This brief review of developments in literary criticism is significant. For, in presuming a more
equal status between author and reader, a principle can be established that applies equally to other
contexts: to advertisements, editorials, newscasts, political speeches and images/projects of the
future. And what if we enlarged the concept of ‘text’ and applied it to cultures and traditions?
I’ve argued elsewhere that, contrary to received wisdom (if that is the right term), any transition
from industrial ways of life cannot merely be achieved through economic and technical change.47
These features are ‘noticed’ and exaggerated by viewpoints - such as mainstream economics - that
are founded upon, or conditioned by, instrumental reason. Opposed to this perspective, which
stresses externalities I suggest that, by understanding the present cultural transition less in terms of
the external regulation or control of techniques and technologies, than as a transformative process
involving breakdowns and renewals of meaning, we penetrate to the core of all our major
concerns.48
It seems to me that those concerns are perennial and relate to the social construction of meaning,
significance, purpose and value. It follows that since individuals are free to reinterpret texts they
are also free to interpret inherited traditions and normative views of desirable futures. In fact, we
should doubt if they can do otherwise since meanings are never simply copied, duplicated and taken
over intact. If there can be no final or authoritative reading of history or futures, it follows that each
person has the same potential right of access to the crucial councils and commitments of the day.
Those who so choose can, therefore, without regard for social status or academic qualifications, act
as ‘co-partners in the shaping of the Other,’ thereby fulfilling one of Polak's two conditions.
It is, of course, quite true that structures of violence, repression, power, privilege and mystification
seriously obstruct the interpretive autonomy of very many individuals. But that’s by no means the
end of the story. There are many ways out of the trap. One of the most promising is to creatively
dissociate from dysfunctional aspects of the post-industrial nightmare and consider other options.
Perhaps the most promising of these is the role of higher stages of integration and consciousness, of
more inclusive states of personal and social development.
A transpersonal view
Belief in the isolation and separateness of individual human selves is a very persistent Western
myth. In this view personal identity ends at the surface of the skin that encapsulates a single,
unitary being. Yet skin-as-boundary sanctions a wide range of self centered, exploitive values and
behaviours that have plagued the history of the species. A more productive view suggests that the
surface of the skin is simply a line, and not a boundary at all. Larry Dossey's discussion of what he
calls ‘the biodance’ reveals some of the interactions between individuals and the wider
environment: flows of food, energy, oxygen and relationship in many dimensions. Close regard for
these connections reveals our immersion in a web of being that ranges from the physical and the
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energetic to the symbolic, social and spiritual. Moreover, the record of wise people from many
cultures shows that this underlying ‘one-ness’ need not be merely deduced; it can be directly
experienced.50 The path to transcendent awareness is a true and direct one - though it is not
particularly easy to achieve. Nevertheless, recognition that there is a path and an alternative to the
over-hyped ‘high-tech wonderland’ lends the notion of humanly viable futures a compelling edge.
49

Humanistic psychology represents an advance over behaviourism and psychoanalysis in so far as its
major concern is less with repression and control than with the whole and healthful personality. But
towards the end of his life, Abraham Maslow looked beyond humanistic concerns to selftranscendence; that is, they had passed beyond personal and egoistic concerns to universal and
transpersonal ones. They tended to: ‘think in terms of planetary humankind ... transcend the
dichotomy between selfishness and unselfishness ... be innovators, discovers of the new ... shun
luxury, possessions, honour and privilege.’51 The study of transpersonal phenomena is of interest
here because it opens out individual and cultural options for development and change that could
not, perhaps, even be imagined from within the confines of a technocratic worldview. It provides a
basis for renegotiating accepted views of the cultural past and also for making the imaginative leap
sought by Polak toward wholly ‘other’ futures. Ken Wilber is an exponent of this approach and his
works are essential background for those wishing to enter this debate. In Up From Eden he suggests
that history can be understood as ‘a slow and tortuous path to transcendence.’52
Wilber traces the historical emergence of the ego from the undifferentiated ‘ground unconscious’ of
nature up to the present mental / egoic stage. At each level he distinguishes typical preoccupations
that are seen in the cultural record of the period. The scheme is elegant and suggestive. For, in
venturing beyond the mental / egoic, it sketches in a framework for human (as opposed to
technical) development and aspiration. While the earlier stages operated according to subhuman,
subconscious and pre-personal impulses, the higher stages may be characterised by spiritual and
transpersonal concerns. The evidence here comes both from the self-transcending individuals
studied by Maslow and others, and from the traditions that were summarised in Aldous Huxley's
now-classic work, The Perennial Philosophy (1946). This evidence is interpreted to represent the
‘growing tip’ of human ability and awareness. It’s important to note that this does not usher in the
new millennium. Wilber cautions against ‘New Age enthusiasm’ and points out that since it took ‘a
terrible 15 billion years’ to reach the present stage, ‘the millennium is unlikely to occur tomorrow
or next year.’53 He’s quite clear that at this point ‘there is only a significant minority ... beginning
the transformation into trans-personal realms.’ He adds, ‘we are nowhere near the stage ‘beyond
reason’ simply because we are nowhere yet near universal reason itself.’54 To universally embrace
‘simple reason’ itself would, in this view, be a major achievement.
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Source: after Wilber, K. Up From Eden: A Transpersonal View of Human Evolution, London,
RKP, 1983)
Levels of consciousness beyond the mental / egoic can certainly be achieved now, but may not be
widely attained for decades or even centuries. Yet understood as contributing to a view of humanly
compelling futures, however, they are of immediate interest and value. Wilber's characterisation of
the great chain of being (Table 1) provides a general framework of wide practical utility. Just to
begin thinking of the future in terms of subtle awareness, causal insight and ultimate identity (with
the Source, Atman, That Which Is) is to radically alter the terms of the debate. Again, the stage of
‘psychic intuition’ is characterised as ‘the beginning of transcendent openness and clarity, the
awakening of a sense of awareness that is somehow more than simple mind and body.’55 Openness
... clarity ... awareness. Such terms indicate human qualities and powers that have hardly figured in
present-day debates about futures. To begin to place them at the very center of our future vision is
to shift the focus of concern away from technocratic narrowness to the constitution of significance
in the wider, common, world-embracing past, present and future. It is to reverse the ancient
reversal: to de-center the machine and the technocrat, giving back to individuals and groups options
that had seemed lost forever.

Source: Wilber, K. Up From Eden: A Transpersonal View of Human Evolution, London, RKP,
1983, pp. 319-28)
To some this will appear to be an anti-technology essay falling neatly into well-established literary
traditions that are both anti-technology and anti-industrial.56 Yet, following Habermas, I prefer to
argue that technologies should serve what he terms ‘human emancipatory interests,’ not vice versa.
That very reversal of means and ends can be interpreted as among the central pathologies of the
age. Societies constructed upon it are bound to be disaster-prone. More specifically, the notion of a
wise culture provides a much more humanly compelling goal than most of the debased, anemic
views of the future that have so far been put forward: the wired society, the information age, postindustrialism. Table 2 gives some possible features of such a culture. Each of these attributes stands
in sharp contrast with what is now widely considered to be normal. They might even appear
unattainable were it not for the fact that this path has already been clearly delineated within the
perennial tradition. From such sources develop views that diverge from present preoccupations with
what we may have to what we may be.57 That is, views of the possible future human being.58
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Conclusion: empowerment and vision in the extended present
This chapter has argued that viable, sustainable and convivial futures can be envisaged because
human beings possess powers of self-reference (reflexivity) beyond even the most elaborate
machine that allow them to remake themselves from within.59 In this process the disastrous conceits
of the armoured (or military) ego, the much-heralded IT revolution, space manufacturing, and,
indeed, nuclear weapons begin to move from the center to the periphery. In their place arises a
human agenda inspired by the perennial tradition and yet reinterpreted continually by changing
human perceptions and needs. From this viewpoint the inner world and the outer are dialectically
interconnected. In progressively learning to grasp the former the latter can be endlessly renewed.
One definition of vision is ‘imaginative insight.’60 Empowerment may be understood as the ability
to transmute pain and despair into abilities and constructive projects.61 If the resources and energies
that now serve to sustain fear, avoidance and depression were released in creative enterprises, then
projections of future disaster and intimations of Dystopia can be rendered void.
We do need to live fully ‘in the present.’ But this cannot be achieved within the narrow confines of
the alienated and minimal present corresponding to the ‘here and now’ of Western linear time. As I
believe is the case with meaning, temporality is not static and bounded, but fluid and open. Here
there is great freedom to reinterpret what has for too long been taken for granted, overlooked. The
nunc fluens, or passing moment, represents a kind of extremity; a paradigm of diminished notions
of rationality, understanding and behaviour now deeply embedded in the epistemology of the West.
Infinitely richer is the nunc stans, or eternal present, which embraces all space and time.62
Somewhere between the two there lies a middle ground, a conception of history, time and being
that I have called ‘the wider, common, world’ embracing past, present and future.63 The limits of
that wider world are uncertain, dynamic, negotiable, and correspond to the present limits of human
imagination, human perception and transpersonal realisation. But one thing is certain: as the frame
of reference widens, as individuals and groups perceive underlying unities and act accordingly, so
links that have been broken can be renewed. A major point of difference with past experience then
emerges: the ‘one-ness with creation’ now in view no longer evokes the undifferentiated descent
into pre-personal states and conditions. It prefigures the clear light and benign prodromic energy of
transpersonal insight and vision. Between ‘pre’ and ‘trans’ lies much that humankind has ever
feared or dreamed of.
The knowledge that permits the mass production of genocidal weapons is unlikely to ever be lost.
But it’s entirely possible that human beings can learn to address and to grow beyond, the primitive
impulses and modes of organisation that cause our ingenuity to be deployed in such life-denying
ways. For this to happen each individual needs to take responsibility for his or her own involvement
in the wider culture. In this process we require an educational system that can critically mediate
between past and future and take full account, not merely of some aspects of body and brain, but of
the whole inner person and its spectrum of needs. We also need a politics dedicated to ending
repression, exploitation and mystification. We need to envision a society that is fair, open and
ecologically sound. Yet for any of this to occur depends primarily upon individuals being
committed to their own inner transformation and growth.
The task is both individual and collective. It is practical, political, philosophical, critical and
spiritual. We have reached the point where the further elaboration of the ‘high-tech wonderland’
raises more problems than it solves. Sterile and reductionist notions of futures along these lines can
therefore be discarded. Situated as we are, part way along ‘the Great Chain of Being,’ it is the task
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of present generations to explore higher visions of personhood, situate them within the framework
of a wise culture and thus move beyond the limitations of technocracy.
That is a leap worth taking.
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