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Summary:

Times are uncertain and many people believe that our lives are not improving in the 21st century. Eva Cox from the University of Technology Sydney explores the issues.
Transcript:

Robyn Williams: Copenhagen, Michael Frayn’s magnificent play, has just opened in Melbourne. Its theme is uncertainty, in relationships, in history and in physics. But now 61 years after the play’s encounters, we have another kind of uncertainty in modern life, which Eva Cox unpacks for us, with interesting consequences.

Eva Cox: Talking about uncertainty is risky because the word itself may send a frisson of fear through many listeners. That type of reaction makes pursuing such a conversation really important, because we need to explore the toxicity of the mix of fear and uncertainty that underpins too many public and private conversations. I think this mix may explain worrying social phenomena such as excessive demands for order, loss of public trust, self interest, fear of strangers, increasing litigiousness and forms of fundamentalism and terrorism.

These are uncertain times because most of us no longer believe that our lives continue to get better and that progress is both good and inevitable. 21st century Western thinking no longer contains easy assumptions that more knowledge will fix our problems and that change is necessarily for the better. The 20th century search for enlightenment focused on finding definitive models for a better future. Grand theories of everything were hotly debated between major powers and political movements competing for disciples as they struggled for dominance. Now we are only offered equivocating possibilities following the failures of command economies and the emerging flaws of unfettered markets.

Uncertainty is not a new problem. The rapid changes of the last 100 years plus have often disrupted and worried large sectors of societies. There were problems late in the 19th century when unfettered capital and colonisation created gross inequalities and problems. Fear of revolt and enlightened views resulted in many decades of change and reform interrupted, and sometimes stimulated, by two world wars and a depression.

Sometimes the general moods were darker. The depression in the early part of the 20th century offered fertile ground for the rise of extreme movements and the threats which culminated in the Second World War. However, by the time peace was declared, some lessons had been learned and there were widespread changes aimed at making the State more accountable and responsible for the wellbeing of its citizens, and at reducing the pressures of economic changes.

If I had to identify the difference between growing up in the middle of the last century and now, it was that optimism countered anxieties with assumptions that the future was better, and progress was inevitable. So this century’s new adults may be the first generation in the developed world facing a future without beliefs in the inevitability of some forms of utopian futures.

My generation saw the benefits of post war reconstruction, decolonisation, expanding responsibilities of nation states, universal suffrage, democracy, expanding economies, new science and technology. The future seemed to offer infinite possibilities, if we managed to avoid nuclear destruction. Post war reactions to Nazism included the UN Conventions on Human Rights, and more egalitarian commitments. The welfare state offered collective security, optimism and promises of betterment as a counter to the discontents which has fuelled imperialism, Stalinism and fascism.

However these lessons seem to have been forgotten by those promoting changes over the last couple of decades. These have reduced the scope of the public sphere and emphasised individual autonomy, at the same time as there was increasing uncertainty about the present and the future. The lessons learned by mid-century seem now to have been forgotten, with developed nations selling off many of those public institutions which once offered guarantees of security by pooling risks. So it is not surprising that the reactions to such changes echo some of the disruptions of the 1930s, with new forms of demonising the other, tribalism and nostalgia for some forms of ethnic homogeneity. The rising nationalism is logically puzzling as it is happening despite, or maybe because of, increased globalisation, greater population diversity, mobility and better communication technologies.

Losing certainty has some interesting emerging consequences. One is that uncertainty may increase conservatism because it undermines the process of new ideas overturning received wisdom, the paradigm shifts outlined by Thomas Kuhn. Letting go of existing dysfunctional views without an alternative becomes difficult. It is hard to find support for accepting that there are no linear solutions, so we need to work on the probabilities of multiple influences on human behaviour.

Science itself has lost popularity as recent advances like genetic manipulation are no longer seen as necessarily good. Changing social sciences recognise that they cannot deliver clear directions and a strange mix of neo-liberalism and post-modernism has undermined concepts of collective action. Even physics, the hardest of sciences, recognises fallibility with Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle questioning our ability to explain objectively what we observe.

Political clusters reflect the uncertainties that underpin many discussions on ‘Where to from here?’ In most Western democracies, there is little difference between government and opposition, as both lose their commitment to offering identifiable differences, as both fight to claim the so-called middle ground. Both major political blocs (the old moderate left and right) avoid risks, as they see them, by agreeing that the nation state is in decline to be replaced by globalised alliances and powerful international corporations. The result is a blandness of centrist politics which fails to reassure possible followers that there are any answers to perceived problems, or any reasons for passionate engagement.

This major party convergence is described by some as the end of ideologies, of different visions. It plays into the myths promoted under the neo-liberal agenda. Both sides now see rising living standards as indicating that they need to pander to individualism and self-interest, leaving many voters feeling they have no legitimate political voices.

This vacuum of options will push many people into searches for somewhere to belong and to believe in, which may offer them security by claiming to have the answers. Such attachments may diminish their levels of anxiety by offering varied but intensely held viewpoints and demand loyalty and commitment. Problems arise when adherents feel they have no legitimate outlets for their passion and attempt to impose these views on others by violence.

Some try to reduce risks by retreating into absolute beliefs and/or familiar small groups with whom they share values. Some look for forms of spiritual essentialism or turn nature into some almost sentient being; others look in the past for lost certainties about nation or race and reasons to demonise strangers. One risk, already evident, is that many of those who feel uneasy about their uncertain futures will find some scapegoats to blame for changes which they fear will undermine their ability to deal with the difficulties of daily life.

It is these reactions to disparate and apparently unrelated ‘worries’ that may be usefully linked as reactions to uncertainty. Rising populism and racism, litigiousness, fear of refugees and calls for order are all explicable as being reactions to a combination of uncertainty about the future with distrust of those presently in power. So it is not surprising to find many who feel they have been left to take care of themselves feeling the need to repel possible risks which may threaten their way of life and resources.

Though most of these extreme groups are on the fringe, they are increasingly attracting votes and making coalitions with mainstream parties such as in Europe. Locally, we have seen some of their views adopted by the Howard government, exploiting their anxieties in public policy and election campaigns. It is this fertile social soil that was seeded with fear and anger that is still being exploited in border protection and budget fear-mongering.

Choosing cynical plays for populist power further reduces levels of trust in politics and parties. Evidence is mounting that the withdrawal of the state, evident in neo liberal policies, has increased anxieties. Privatisation policies have increased perceptions of more individual and family risks. The loss of collective support has encouraged self interest and increased pressures for individual wealth accumulation, and against pooling of resources by paying tax.

Fear is inimical to collective action for the common good.

If we want forms of social cohesion that are inclusive and responsible, we need to develop processes and institutions that are seen to reduce perceived risks to an acceptable level. Uncertainty offers rich opportunities if people can feel positive, not anxious. In sum, we need to move on from current narrow givens and explore the much richer lode of odd combinations. How do perceptions and feelings, as well as financial resources, affect our ability to manage continuing uncertainty without toxic consequences?

This requires new theoretical approaches, moving away from assumptions about single linear causes, towards looking at how resilient social structures may result from a range of possibly contradictory pressures. We know people are not strictly rational and make decisions on a mix of inputs, ranging from perceptions of facts, feelings, resources, influences, and expectations. By moving away from assumptions about simple cause and effect, we learn to recognise the complexities of the connections that make us social beings. We need to develop open and dynamic models of social systems that can manage the interactions and the tensions that create an acceptable balance, or risk being tipped into unacceptable extremes.

Encouraging civility through collective activities requires awareness of the traps of simple nostrums and the need for continuing place and space for debate and discussion of possible options. Such complexities do not, however, undermine the possibilities of either recording what happens in the social settings, nor of working out what could be done to make things work better. People require some capacity to predict and fulfil expectations if they are not to become immobilised, but they also need to recognise that these are fallible. Social scientists can create patterns out of social data, perceive trends and predict the probabilities of consequences. So the future is neither a complete mystery nor is it clearly knowable.

These are the interesting times the old curse warned us about. The curse means that we all have to be more responsible for our futures, now that they are somewhat unknown. The two crucial questions that we need to address are how to have open and courteous debates about what we can do to make the world better; and to find the political goodwill to recognise that losing security is problematic.

We need to develop new strategies for dealing with ideas and the possibilities within a much lower level of certainty. It is always hard selling shades of grey when people feel more committed to black and white, but the assumption of a Manichean split is the root cause of many of the problems we face. The desire for certainty sits uncomfortably with the more cosmopolitan, mobile and post-modern relationships we need to nurture. Making futures without assuming that enlightenment will come anyhow requires us to engage actively n working out the next steps.

One priority should be working out what levels of collective security are needed to make it easier to keep an open mind. If we want to avoid returning to tribal barbarism, we need to work out how to remove the tensions and anxieties. If people believe they need to take care of one’s own, as otherwise no-one else will do so, they are unlikely to be generous, or even fair.

The key to such changes is increasing trust in democratic institutions and processes, but trust can be misapplied, as can rationality, without values and ethics. So I am also suggesting the need to reintroduce the concepts of the common good and ethical procedures. Trustworthiness derives from the perception of fairness, not only to you but to all. It is easy to distrust if institutions appear to privilege special interests which are not yours or not legitimate. So resilience in trust depends on being seen as able to balance competing interests and make fair decisions. My current interest in triple bottom lines and ethical audits comes in part from my interest in developing such characteristics.

The recent corporate collapses raise further questions of who can be trusted. Ethics are clearly now on the public agenda. My question is how can we use such interest to encourage a more civil society. Living well with uncertainty requires confidence in the goodwill of others and the assumption that those in charge will act appropriately in the community’s best interest.

Then uncertainty becomes promising and not a threat.
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