
n OPINION: Many thinkers have suggested models to assess the state of civilizations — and some don’t look good for the West

Time’s up for western civilization?
“There are none so blind as those 

who will not see.”
— Matthew Henry, 1662-1714 

A 
ll of us, at one time or 
another, worry about the 

state of the world. Are we going 
to hell in a hand basket? Or is the 
world unfolding as it always has, 
despite the stories of famine, war, 
disaster, crime and corruption that 
dominate our media?

The world faces daunting chal-
lenges. Most of them are man-
made. Maybe that’s why it’s so dif-
ficult for our leaders to acknowl-
edge and address them.

A 2014 study by Safa Mote-
sharrei of the U.S. National Sci-
ence Foundation maintains 
our global industrial civiliza-
tion could collapse because 
of two major factors: unequal 
wealth distribution and unsus-
tainable resource exploitation.

His independent research team 
included leading natural and social 
scientists. They developed a cross-
disciplinary “Human and Nature 
Dynamical,” or HANDY, model that 
shows the process of rise and collapse 
is a recurring cycle throughout history.

“The fall of the Roman Empire 
and the equally, if not more, 
advanced Han, Mauryan and Gupta 
empires, as well as so many Meso-
potamian empires, are all testimony 
to the fact that advanced, sophisti-
cated, complex and creative civiliza-
tions can be both fragile and imper-
manent,” the study report said.

The study identified the most 
prevalent factors that explained 
why past civilizations col-
lapsed: problems with popula-
tion, climate, water, agriculture 
and energy. Those factors led to 
decline when they converged 
to produce two elements: “the 
stretching of resources due to the 
strain on the ecological carry-
ing capacity” and “the economic 

stratification of society into elites 
(the rich) and the masses (the poor).

Resource depletion and income 
disparity are growing concerns in 
many countries, including Can-
ada. According to this study, they 
have played “a central role in the 
process of collapse” of civiliza-
tions over the past 5,000 years.

The study maintains high levels 
of economic disparity are linked 
directly to overconsumption of 
resources by the elites in advanced 
countries. And advanced tech-
nology is not always the solution. 
“It can raise the rate of efficiency 
of resource use, but also tends to 
raise both the per-capita resource 
consumption and the scale of 
resource extraction,” the study says.

Applying the lessons of past 
civilizations to our current world 
order, the study warns: “Some 
members might raise the alarm 
that the system is moving towards 
an impending collapse, and there-
fore advocate structural changes 
to society in order to avoid it. 
But elites and their support-
ers, who oppose making these 
changes, could point to the long 
sustainable trajectory ‘so far’ 
in support of doing nothing.”

The scientists concluded this 
future is not inevitable if the 
elites understand it’s in their 
long-term self-interest to share 
wealth and help to restore a bal-
ance with nature. “Collapse can 
be avoided and population can 
reach equilibrium if the per-cap-
ita rate of depletion of nature is 
reduced to a sustainable level, 

and if resources are distributed in 
a reasonably equitable fashion.”

So far it’s hard to see any con-
certed effort by major world 
bodies like the United Nations, 
the G7 or G20 to give these sur-
vival factors the attention they 
deserve. Instead, the prevailing 
political preoccupation is with 
growing economies and provid-
ing their electorates with more 
and more material wealth.

Niall Ferguson in his book and 

TV series, Civilization: Is the West 
History?, argues the West is distin-
guished from other centres of glo-
bal power by six ideas and behav-
iours: competition, science, prop-
erty rights, medicine, the con-
sumer society and the work ethic.

Ferguson likens these factors, 
using computer lingo, to killer apps 
in that they allowed a relatively small 
group of people living on the west-
ern edge of Eurasia to dominate the 
world for most of the last 500 years.

He concludes we are already 
living in the “twilight of western 
predominance” for two reasons: 
the rest of the world has down-
loaded most of the killer apps and 
the people of the West have lost 
faith in their own civilization.

An equally unnerving perspec-
tive on the rise and fall of civiliza-
tions was offered more than a cen-
tury ago by Alexander Tyler, a Scot-
tish history professor at the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh: “A democracy is 

always temporary in nature; it sim-
ply cannot exist as a permanent 
form of government. A democ-
racy will continue to exist up until 
the time that voters discover they 
can vote themselves generous 
gifts from the public treasury.”

When that happens, the majority 
always votes for the candidates who 
promise the most benefits from the 
public treasury, The result, according 
to Tyler, is that every democracy will 
collapse because of failed fiscal policy.

He goes on to say: “The average 
age of the world’s greatest civiliza-
tions from the beginning of history 
has been about 200 years. Dur-
ing these 200 years, these nations 
always progressed through the fol-
lowing sequence: from bondage to 
spiritual faith, from spiritual faith 
to great courage, from courage to 
liberty, from liberty to abundance, 
from abundance to complacency, 
from complacency to apathy, 
from apathy to dependence, from 
dependence back to bondage.”

If we judge Canada’s position 
on Tyler’s descending scale by the 
level of voter participation, we are 
clearly in the complacency stage. 

But if we consider the extent 
of our collective reliance on gov-
ernments, we may be closer apa-
thy, verging on dependence.

The warning signs of over-
population, income disparity, cli-
mate change, social apathy and 
unsustainable resource deple-
tion are often covered separately 
by the media. Rarely do we hear 
about their collective impact. 

There is reluctance on the part 
of world leaders to acknowledge 
this “perfect storm” of undermin-
ing issues and respond before they 
further threaten our civilization.

“There are none so blind 
as those who will not see.”
— R. Michael Warren is a former corporate 

director, Ontario deputy minister, TTC 
chief general manager and Canada Post 

CEO. r.michael.warren@gmail.com
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