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Until very recently, it was reasonably clear where globalisation 
was taking us. Today that is not clear. Since World War Two, 
there have been two clashing views of globalisation. It was 
clear which view was winning. But now both views seemed to 
have nose-dived. We are in a situation aptly described by the 
words of Irish poet William Butler Yeats: ‘a world is dying and 
another world is struggling to be born’. In fact, two worlds are 
dying and it’s not clear which world will be born. 
Looking back in human history, we can see that, everywhere at 
all times, there were systems benefiting the few and exploiting 
the masses. Karl Marx was quite right in pointing this out in 
his analysis of history. Such systems were confronted, 
however, by the Reformation which for the first time 
introduced ideas which started to benefit the masses. 
So from the 16th century to the 1980’s, we can trace a 
progression of Reformation ideas winning out against forces of 
feudalism and traditionalism all over the world. 
What were some of these Reformation ideas? 
Firstly, education for everybody. One of the points of conflict was 
whether or not everybody had the right to read. Nowhere in 
the world today does anybody seriously oppose the right for 
all to be abe to read. So the Reformation idea won out 
worldwide, no matter if you are Buddhist or Muslim, African 
or Chinese.  
Take also the idea that everyone should be able to think for 
themselves. That’s not fully institutionalised yet, as we see in 
China or North Korea, but it is almost universally accepted 
that everyone should be able to think for themselves.



And so we could work our way through the right to read, the 
right to think, the right to assemble, the right to organise, and the 
right to be able to exercise your mind on reality–which produces 
science and technology, which in turn produces wealth. 
Because of the application of these rights, Europe, which used 
to be one of the poorest parts of the world, became one of the 
richest by the 19th century.
Yet another Reformation idea (not practised very well) was 
that we should actually love our enemies. Because of this idea, 
democracy began to flourish in the Protestant part of the 
world, which it did not in other parts. 
And so we could go on. 
These kinds of ideas increasingly held sway from the 17th 
century to the 1970’s, roughly. But as Europe became rich, an 
alternative view started to develop, rooted in human 
arrogance: the idea that human beings, out of their own mind, 
could create a world that was peaceful, rich, harmonious and 
progressive. Around the 1980’s, we see the second point of 
view overtaking the earlier one. 
Ayn Rand became the dominant philosopher of the 1980‘s. Her 
idea that ‘greed is good’ became the official philosophy of the 
Republican Party in America and the British Conservative 
Party, and through them was popularised elsewhere in the 
world. Mrs Thatcher once said, ‘there’s no such thing as 
society’. She also said ‘greed is good’. 
The institutionalisation of greed from about 1980 onwards is      
what led to the exponential growth of the global economy 
from the 1980‘s. And the kind of rein, control and guidelines 
effected by Reformation-inspired thinking was swept away 
from the 1980’s onwards. The new practical godlessness 
created the economic boom, until just a year or two ago.



As the practical godlessness of the 1980’s overcame these 
Reformation-inspired ideas which had flourished around the 
world, we  could say that the Reformational period came to an 
end in the 1980’s. Then the Ayn Rand period began, which in 
turn has also now come to an end. 
We are in the middle of a crisis, and a recent OECD study 
showed that the initial effect of the current crisis was a loss of 
35% of fiscal activity. The International Monetary Fund, in its 
World Economic Outlook, examined 88 banking crises 
between 1970 and 2002, and concluded that on the average 
countries take seven years to earn back what was lost in a 
crisis. 
C.M. Reinhart and K. Rogoff’s recently-published book, This 
time is different, is the definitive history of and 800 year pattern 
of times of financial exuberance followed by crises. They point 
out that less money has been lost in history at the point of a 
gun than have been lost because of the four words: this time is 
different.  
So let’s quickly survey where we are at this time. 
World War Two ended with a balance of power between the 
American empire and the Soviet empire. Following the fall of 
the Berlin Wall we were in a unipolar world dominated by the 
United States. Post 9/11 we had already started shifting into a 
multi-polar world and as a result of the crisis we are very 
much into a multi-polar world, now officially recognised by 
the move from the G7 to the G20. 
We can see that this multipolarity will continue. The question 
is, will this lead to greater peace, a better balance? Or to 
regional wars, struggles for dominance and possibly even a 
new world war? 
Note how the Chinese have announced new measures of 
protectionism against specialist steel from Russia and the US. 



Those with any memory of history will recall that the last 
wave of globalisation at the end of the 19th century came to an 
end because of two factors: competitive devaluation of 
currencies and increasing protectionism. We already have 
competitive devaluation of currencies beginning, and we have 
had protectionist forces being held back, but only just.
Looking forward, the things to watch are: will countries start 
devaluating competitively in order to make exports more 
affordable; and, will protectionism increase?
Now, looking at society, we have always had through history 
cycles of burn-out and stagnation, depending on which kind of 
philosophy was followed. The Protestant Reformation created 
the first cycle which was sustainable. It sustained growth from 
the 16th to the 19th centuries, and indeed right up until now. 
The question for us as we look forward is, are we going to 
have a society which is just, tolerant, equitable, reasonable in 
its values, or not? 
Economic growth which has taken place in Europe and 
America and increasingly around the world has created a 
middle class. But starting in the 1980’s we’ve seen a break-up 
of the middle class. One of the big questions is going to be, can 
societies survive if there is no middle class?  Usually the poor 
are too busy trying to survive to invest in society, and the rich 
are too busy entertaining themselves and enjoying life to 
invest. It’s usually the middle class who invest in society. Yet 
since the 1980’s, the middle class in Europe has been growing 
smaller and weaker and thinner, unlike in India and China.
Technological progress has been taking place and could 
provide breakthroughs to take us forward, but the question for 
us is, are these technological developments going to be useful 
or useless?  



I submit to you that many of these technological  
developments are useless. And new technological 
developments are raising new ethical questions which we 
have not demonstrated any ability to address. 
For example, by 2012, the Japanese have promised to launch a 
new generation of intelligent robots. But these robots will take 
away from human beings many jobs that exist today. We will 
not need receptionists, security guards, doctors, lawyers, 
accountants, bankers. All of these jobs can be taken over by 
intelligent robots. 
Medical science promises to clone the human being. But if you 
have a 100 versions of Prabhu Guptara, and one is a saint and 
the other is a murderer and you cannot distinguish their DNA, 
how do you decide to whom to give a Nobel Prize and who to 
put in jail? 
So while techonological advance is taking place, the social 
utility of such advances is not clear. We have demonstrated no 
ability to handle these questions yet. 
Because of the particular moment of history in which we are, 
we are confronted as a global society with two or three choices. 
One choice is to return to a modern version of the kind of 
feudalism we had in the past, in which the few super rich will 
keep the rest of the population under control through social 
situations such as the church or other institutions, helped by 
modern technologies to make sure ordinary people do not rise 
in revolt.   
Another option is the possibility of creating a world that is 
genuinely humane, just and looking after our environment 
responsibilities. Technology has done many nasty things, but 
because of the rise of technology, we also have for the first time 
the possibility of feeding everybody, clothing everybody and 
housing everybody in environmentally friendly ways 



Global society faces that choice. But global society does not 
have the institutional means to address those questions in any 
reasonable way.
I’d like to put it in the following dramatic way. We are actually 
in the middle of a global civil war, between two sets of ideas: 
one stemming from the Reformation, but which really goes 
back to Jewish thinkers and the Bible; and the other set of 
ideas which exalts human rationality and human freedom. 
We can expect to see in the coming time a more explicit clash 
between these two values.
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