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NEW IDEAS
ARE UNTHINKABLE
AT FIRST
THEN RADICAL

THEN ACCEPTABLE
THEN SENSIBLE

THEN POPULAR
THEN, FINALLY,

POLICY.

To all those who have been angered and
awakened by Covid-19, and yet inspired to
mobilise in search of a new tomorrow to avoid
future human sufferings.

CONTENTS
PREFACE

6

INTRODUCTION

11

01: NARRATIVES AND NORMS

22

02: NEW STORIES START
WITH NEW QUESTIONS

26

03: THE STORY SO FAR

29

04: A NEW TOMORROW

50

ENDNOTE

56

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

58

FUTUREHOW

PREFACE
Welcome to the second book of the FutureBOOKs
trilogy, in which we explore our new future from the
perspective of our current Covid reality.
As I write this, at least a third of humanity is in
some form of severe lockdown, while the movement
and interaction of most of the world’s remaining
population is heavily limited. The restrictions that
have (understandably) been enforced in so many
nations around the world have had a profound
effect on each and every one of us.
Right now, I’m writing this from my family’s
organic farm in the Magoebaskloof mountains in
Limpopo, South Africa. My decision to relocate here
was prompted by my need to look after my most
basic physiological needs (according to Maslow),
and even though it’s a world away from my base
in Dubai, I know just how fortunate I am. I’m with
my family while so many people around the world
are completely alone, grappling not only with the
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personal challenges of isolation, but also with
uncertainty surrounding their careers, businesses
and dreams.
It is within that context that I have been thinking
about the best possible future for all of us; asking
myself how we can tell a new story for our global
society, and what it would take to realise new
possibilities. In researching the critical narratives
of our time and working out how to keep the “best
bits” of humanity while shedding the destructive and
detrimental elements, I have come to realise that
at the heart of this particular story lie economies
and economics.
As a future-obsessed foresight strategist, I like to
think that I have a firm grasp on how markets and
economic trends function – but in the face of the
drastic change wrought by Covid-19, I’ll admit that
I felt daunted about how best to convey a positive,
informed message.
How could I possibly write a new story in a field as
complex (and often divisive) as economics?
My “aha moment” came while I was out running
on our farm. I had access to one of the brightest
minds and most revered names in economics, Dr
Iraj Abedian. Iraj, a man of many talents and deep
insight, was an economic adviser to the South
African government during the foundation years of
South Africa’s democratic dispensation, served on
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the presidential panel of economic advisers during
the Mbeki and Motlanthe presidencies, and was the
chief economist of the Standard Bank Group for
five years. And that’s just for starters. (For a fuller
biography, see page 58.)
More than being an expert in his field, though, Iraj
is a like-minded thinker who shares my obsession
with creating a new paradigm from which we can
view the world and uplift society, and he has been
creating his own perspective for years.
Late last year, before the Covid-19 pandemic
struck, I had the pleasure of interviewing Iraj for
the book I was writing at the time, The Evolution of
Value. For all the disruption and havoc it has caused,
the pandemic has catalysed our thought processes,
and I was delighted when Iraj told me he would like
to be involved in the FutureHOW ebook, with the
intention of developing it into a deeper and more
complex work in time. Never mind the pressures of
lockdown to go with his already heavy workload –
he agreed with me that this was an opportunity to
be seized (a theme we will return to).
Together, Iraj and I have tried to understand how
prevailing narratives, particularly in the financial
and economic space, have led our society to the
state it was in before the pandemic – and critically,
what we can choose to change in order to move
forward as a global community.
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To do this, and to become leaders in an authentic,
timely conversation, we need to develop our own
perspectives and philosophies, both as individuals
and as a human collective, which allow us to accept
what is happening around us and look through the
chaos of today towards a better future. Once we
have that paradigm in place, we’ll be able to share
our ideas with others, and support them not just
with empathy, but also with excitement.
Meaningful conversations can then develop into
the kind of collaboration that will see this turning
point in history as the time humanity took a leap
from a flawed past to a future of hope and integrity.
So, in a burst of energy and collaboration, Iraj and
I have put together an introduction to that story:
the first draft of a longer conversation that everyone
can contribute to. It is our hope that it will help you
appreciate our collective narrative and let go of the
abnormal attitudes that we used to hold dear – and
encourage you to join the growing numbers ready to
write a new story.
Stay safe and fluid,
John
Kuhestan Farm
Magoebaskloof
South Africa
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NOTE: The first ebook in the FutureNOW
series was written by John from his perspective.
For this second ebook, John outlined an original
draft in his voice, which Iraj has contributed
to and expanded on in places. As a result, the
body of the book is a shared voice – something
of a conversation in progress. On occasion, Iraj
has introduced new ideas that we have set in
sidebars like this one, to differentiate them.
Following the third ebook, the intention is for
John and Iraj to review the series as a whole,
taking into account feedback received, and
develop it into a deeper and more complex
book for publication, where these and other
ideas can be fleshed out in more detail.
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INTRODUCTION:
FORGETTING THE
FUTURE FAIRY TALE
What a surreal time to be alive. A time of anxiety,
fear and trauma; a time of history-in-the-making;
a time of incredible, meaningful opportunity.
With so much of the world confined to their homes
or, at the very least, curtailed in their movement,
we have for the first time in living memory had
a collective opportunity to take stock of where our
world is, and what our role has been in bringing it
to this point.
The initial challenge was to come to terms with
the instinctive, primal emotions that the pandemic
ignited in so many of us. The thought processes and
rituals people needed for this formed the core of the
first book in this series, FutureNOW. But then what?
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For some time, our (Iraj and John’s) work – in
different but linked fields – has led us to thinking
about the new answers we need to find to familiar
questions. Questions we’ve been asked countless
times by businesses and people all over the world:
What does the future look like?
How should we prepare?
What are the trends?
Can you outline future scenarios?
To say the Covid pandemic has catalysed our search
for these answers is an understatement – but the
current situation calls for a different response. We’re
not simply looking for new answers; we’re looking
for new questions.
For one: it’s clearer than ever that nobody can tell
us exactly what is going to happen in the future. In
fact, our near-term future – just months and even
weeks ahead – can never have been more of a lottery
to predict. Who would have called the price of a
barrel of crude oil dropping below $0 in the first few
of months of this year?
If you’re a small or medium business owner in
South Africa (or many other countries), reading this
on the day of publication (24 April 2020), you can’t
even be sure if you’ll be back at work in a fortnight,
let alone plan a business trip in three months’ time.

12

INTRODUCTION

Across the world, millions have lost their jobs or
been in a desperate scramble for financial relief from
their governments. From travel to fashion, entire
industries are in meltdown. Every person, business
and community is feeling this uncertainty – who’s
to say where we’ll be in a year?
Looking that far ahead is not helpful. Any attempt
to do so is simply scenario planning, which may offer
insight into what could happen, but can’t provide
irrefutable, concrete answers. Expert models are
notoriously inaccurate in the best circumstances;
now is not the time, we feel, to get buried in weak
and conflicting data and theories that are all riddled
with built-in biases.
Second point: there is something about telling
people what tomorrow could look like that reveals a
lack of empathy for what’s happening today. It’s easy
to fixate on the future and forget that this disease has
already killed nearly 200,000 people – and counting.
The questions above aren’t “wrong”, per se. In
times of crisis, there is a very human desire to find
the familiar anchor of certainty, but it is critical that
we develop – and encourage everyone else to develop
– the resilience needed to cope with uncertainty
rather than just looking for something we know.
Not only will this resilience help us handle times
of crisis, it will also allow us to use uncertainty as
a tool to unlock our innate capabilities, and to start
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becoming the best version of ourselves, as we’re
asked to reflect on our capabilities and think about
how we can adapt to add value to our new society.
Or even go one step further, as Mahatma Gandhi
encouraged us to do many years back, to become
the change we want to see.
Before we can jump in and change the course
of human history, though, we need to understand
what we want our new reality to look like. Do we
want a future that looks anything like what we’ve
just left behind? Do we want to return to “normal”?
It seems clear many people are already yearning
for the mad lives we led BC19 (“Before Covid-19”);
lives in which we were pulled from pillar to post in
a frantic struggle to balance our careers, business
interests, relationships, family lives, physical health
and personal growth. And while locked-down
parents may think that any life in which they don’t
have to home-school their children is something to
grasp at, even they should resist the temptation!
Since the Industrial Revolution, ours has become
a civilisation of speed, building a world that has
kept accelerating decade after decade. Within that
framework, we have strained ourselves and our
environment with the goal of producing more. We
cram as much activity into every moment as we can,
pushing ourselves to exhaustion and our systems to
near-collapse.
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Little wonder we haven’t had the time to heed the
blaring alarms and warnings from our bodies, our
minds and the environment, which tried to alert us
to the fact that things were spinning out of control.
(It turns out that wise people have been warning us
about the potential of a global pandemic for years;
imagine that!)
Even in this time of isolation, many still cannot
let go of this lifestyle. We’ve forgotten that we lived
for weekends and holidays, and that our default
emotion was anxiety – an anxiety that has now been
dialled up to 11 by the fear of the pandemic. It seems
we are repressing the reality that many of our lives
BC19 were focused on “me, mine and I”, with little
or no consideration for the communities in which
we live, whether it was our family, neighbourhood
or nation.
The blessing of this time is that we have the chance
to admit to ourselves that many of our convictions
were hollow, and that instead of learning lessons
along the way, we mostly played out and repeated
painful patterns. An even more profound realisation
is that we seem to have become addicted to this way
of living, even though we knew at some level that it
didn’t serve us in the best possible way. Just think of
the times you’ve enjoyed complaining about things:
your job, your boss, the traffic, your children, your
spouse…
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The questions posed by businesses – which, let’s
not forget, are made up of ordinary people – are a
perfect illustration of this misplaced addiction: they
reveal people crying out for a way back to a world
that they didn’t like and wished was different. We
even want our fear to be familiar.
If we’re honest with ourselves, we shouldn’t want
things to go back to normal. Not only is the anxiety
and stress of that existence a sign that we should
be doing things differently as individuals, it is also
indicative that humanity as a whole needs work.
Inequality is a growing rather than shrinking
problem. Polarising ideologies are rife across the
world, with demagogues feeding off them at the most
influential levels. Our women and children are not
universally respected and protected. Governments
and big business across the world abuse resources
and power, and Covid-19 has nothing on the global
corruption pandemic. And, of course, we continue
to disrespect our environment, the precious vessel
that sustains us.
This is not to belittle the idea of human progress
and the general upliftment beyond the financial
wellbeing of humankind over the centuries. Yes,
we’ve performed medical miracles, extending life
expectancy most notably since the turn of the 20th
century. We’ve lifted enormous numbers of people
from absolute poverty, particularly in recent decades.
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There is phenomenal potential on so many levels in
our tech revolution – and, at rarefied levels, there are
people living astounding lives.
But our report card is in and we’ve now got the
opportunity to take heed of it: we can do so much
better. In this context, the most pressing question
we need to answer together right now is, “What sort
of collective reality do we want?”
This is the question that leads us to explore what
would be possible if we all believed in the possibility
of a new way, and worked together to create it: a
reality where an ever-increasing number of people
enjoyed a wholesome family and community life
with access to all their needs, both basic and more
profound. We believe that this exciting new reality
is not only possible, but imminently achievable, and
we’ll start to unlock it as soon as we consider our
shared circumstances from a new perspective.
This book, then, is about a possible future that is
different to our BC19 lives. It will no doubt have its
critics, but that’s okay – because we live in a world
of plurality where diverse perspectives clash, and
from those collisions the sparks of truth emerge.
Everyone has a unique input, and we look forward
to encountering as many of them as possible in our
quest to develop a new paradigm for imagining our
socioeconomic reality. The more voices and opinions
heard, the better.
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To root our vision in tangible evidence, we have
considered various new economies as a way to
change the discourse of the digital age. We are not
suggesting a communist or socialist financial system,
but what might be best (though still inadequately)
termed a new, humanist expression of capitalism;
one that is more conscious and heartfelt because
it is equally just and sustainable. (See Iraj’s sidebar
opposite on the problems of economics terminology.)
We are going to explain in this book a new
possibility: a better reality for everyone. And we
use the word “everyone” intentionally, as this is
literally the first time that humanity is united
and collaborating in its fear of a common enemy.
The point hits home when you consider that the
pandemic has affected a larger percentage of human
beings on Earth than World War II did. And don’t
forget that there were two sides in that conflict. Now
there is one.
Which is all to say that we have an unprecedented
opportunity, and even responsibility, to reimagine
ourselves and our socioeconomic reality. We will
rise, wiser, on a new wave of consciousness, with
a sustainable mindset and humane outlook. That is
our goal, and will be the destination of a challenging
but thrilling journey.
It all starts with the greatest story you’ve never
been told. Welcome to the FutureHOW.
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The problem of economic boxes
– by Iraj

The terms “capitalism”, “communism” or
“socialism” confer unhelpful and unnecessary
strictures. Consider that there is a theoretical
and technical equivalence between “humanist
capitalism” and “sustainable socialism” or “sensible
communism”. And that what makes capitalism
humanist are exactly the socialist elements of
“socialism” or sensible elements of “communism”.
In the vastly politicised and bastardised
debates of the past century, these labels have
suffered irreparable damage and now embody
that damage. It is hard to shed them on all sides,
especially when the technical requirements
of an equally just and sustainable framework/
regime/ideology/system are a set of factors
– some of which are capitalist, some socialist,
and some inherently and technically communist!
But the protagonists of capitalism shudder at
the thought of calling their humanist capitalism
something like a “socialist capitalism”; rather,
they avoid the fact that what capitalism is
missing is a good dose of socialism to take
care of the community, the collective and
consideration for fairness.
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I suggest we look for a departure from
easy labels. In this corrupted mix, “capitalism”,
“socialism” and “communism” have all proved
inadequate, unsustainable and systemically
unfair. In the Covid-19 reboot moment, we
have the freedom to reinvent our thought
paradigm, depart from labels and rather focus
on the substance, the contents and the impact.
Whatever label emerges, we can live with it.
This booklet is the starting point of a journey
of decades, but it is also the start of our search
for a new paradigm. Ideologically and politically,
we need to get used to the idea of “no name
labels for the regimes we live in”. Covid has
just imposed on us a force majeure!
A case in point is the Bank of England printing
cash and transferring it to the UK Treasury for
direct distribution to vulnerable citizens. This
is unprecedented, and is no more than a socialist
act – a purer policy intervention than any socialist
ideologue would have ever proposed. The US
has triggered a similar intervention.
The point is this: capitalism as we know it
is dead. Communism died a while back, and
socialism has been in the ICU over the past
few decades. And yet they all possess useful
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components. The challenge is to assemble them
differently, shedding their historic baggage and
unhelpful emotions.
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01

NARRATIVES
AND NORMS

Storytelling is an essential element of the success
of our species, as it allows for the transfer of
information over time and thus for our collective
wisdom to grow. As anyone who has read Sapiens
by Yuval Noah Harari will recall, humans are wired
to listen to stories, and so our lives are made up of
a network of narratives.
The stories we tell ourselves, listen to and believe
have a profound effect on our perspective. Whether
it’s our favourite fairy tale or an unforgettable
moment we recount again and again, stories stay
with us. The problem is, stories often take on a life
of their own. They grow from whisper to wisdom as
they make their way from generation to generation,
and before we know it, folklore and fantasy become
fact. All too quickly, “Once upon a time…” becomes
“We’ve always done it this way.”
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We love to hear and hand down the traditions
of those who have gone before, sometimes with
dire consequences as times change and the world
evolves. Practices that we consider abhorrent today
were long justified simply because generations of
people accepted the stories they were told as blind
truth: women shouldn’t vote, children should work
in labour camps or be married off, a society should be
divided by a system called apartheid, and countless
other historic horrors. It is a sign of our civilisation
that we ultimately spot the error of these stories
and start to tell new ones.
In my previous works, I (John) have written
and spoken extensively about memories, and the
importance of confronting and processing them. In
many ways, what we remember justifies what we
consider to be reasonable – for instance, a parent
being abusive justifies the child’s need to abuse years
later. Stories also stir up nostalgic narratives as we
remember how things used to be. But nostalgia is
notoriously rose-tinted, so the stories of those “good
times” are often embellished.
This is an interesting nuance of our nature. Many
people are comfortable retelling ancient stories
as gospel without pausing to ask whether they’re
true or not, and yet they will label as mad anybody
suggesting that we need to make a change. This is
the problem of perspective.
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It reveals itself in a different way when, for
instance, you’re driving on the highway and you
observe that the road hogs in front of you are driving
dangerously slowly, while those trying to overtake
you are reckless maniacs. Only you have it just right!
The point is we have conned ourselves into
believing that our view and way of doing things
is correct – anything different is automatically
discounted. In our daily lives it means we align with
people who tell similar stories, but it’s a recipe for
instant division, even hostility, when we encounter
others. Historically it has brought about violence,
brutality and the type of horrors mentioned above.
We – Iraj and John – are both extremely fortunate
to travel extensively. One of the richest rewards of
travel is the opportunity to see and soak up different
cultures, which helps to expand our worldview and
live an expanded reality that is full of possibilities.
In Germany, there are parks specifically for people
who prefer to go through life as naked as the day
they were born. In other parts of the world, burping
after a meal is a polite compliment to the chef. Try
doing either of those things elsewhere, and you
could end up in a fistfight – or jail.
While it may seem like these cultural differences
are harmless, instinctive judgment based on what
we assume to be normal automatically limits how
much we can learn. By blindly accepting narratives
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from the past and allowing them to shape our
mindset, we cut off our own ability to experiment,
reflect and grow. We rob ourselves of the chance to
explore, challenge our own ideas, and connect with
people who hold invaluable lessons – which often
take the form of stories, too. It’s not an exaggeration
to say that we deny what makes us human: the
ability to reflect on thoughts, consult one another
and evolve our perspectives.
This pandemic gives us a chance to fall in love
with the ability to learn from the rich narratives
of other cultures and points of view. We have the
chance to reinvest in ourselves; to overhaul our old
selves and move on anew.
That is a tough ask, but it is as exciting as it is
daunting. The previous guidebook, FutureNOW,
explored the idea that wisdom is for the fearless,
because it takes courage, bravery and maturity
to listen and accept that everybody’s view is valid
to them, and thus worthy of our attention and
understanding – not least because the plurality of
these perspectives can add value in our own lives.
Now more than ever, we need to be fluid enough
to listen, stretch and get comfortable with being
comfortable with different views. We need to open
ourselves to characters and ideas that might not fit
the stories we have been told, but might expand our
knowledge of the world around us.
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02

NEW STORIES
START WITH
NEW QUESTIONS
“When nothing is certain,
anything is possible.”
Margaret Drabble
Right now, there’s no such thing as certainty –
and that means there’s no better time to create
something new, together. As so often happens, a
daunting crisis has allowed us to turn uncertainty
into what would have been unimaginable. After all,
even the darkness and destruction of World War II
proved to be a catalyst for the new United Nations
to be born.
It’s in moments of collective crisis that we are
forced to think big, consider every possibility, and
re-evaluate the failings that saw our fairy tales
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and fables falter. The more fluid we are, the more
exciting possibilities we’ll see.
To get to a place where we can start planning
our next chapter, we need to challenge the handme-down habits that we’ve normalised through
narratives. But

where

do

we

begin

undoing

generations of fables and folklore disguised as
facts? How do we pick apart the perceived truisms
that have solidified in our minds as the beliefs
that shape our thoughts and emotions, guide our
behaviour, and ultimately define our identity?

We need to change the way we
ask questions. Instead of WHY?
we must start asking HOW?
This seems like a small shift, but it’s the difference
between looking back and looking forward.
Looking back and asking “Why?” allows us to
understand the past – which has certain value at
certain times, but also has a tendency to anchor
our thinking in old stories. It inhibits imagination,
encourages analysis paralysis and steers us towards
a victim mindset.
Asking “How?” automatically sets our eyes on
what’s to come, which is absolutely critical right
now. We become creators, or at least co-creators and
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co-authors, of new stories and possibilities. Some of
the greatest leaders in human history understood
this nuance, and used it to redefine reality.
Rather than, “Why is there such hatred between
races?”, Nelson Mandela asked, “How do we create
equality for everyone?” Rather than, “Why am
I being suffocated by dirty energy?”, Elon Musk asks,
“How can we have a better world for all?”
This was the approach that the likes of Marie
Curie, Picasso, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Stephen
Hawking and Jane Goodall used to change the world.
No doubt the obvious question is occurring to you:
HOW can we make the shifts towards a new world?
Well, instead of asking WHY the economy is like
this, we should ask HOW we can change it to benefit
everyone. Rather than asking WHY we’re being forced
to stay at home, we need to ask HOW we can use this
time to reflect and prepare our perspectives for the
future. Extrapolating this – seeking the opportunity
in the crisis – we can ask HOW we can re-arrange
our socioeconomic order to avoid a repeat of the
injustices perpetuated by old stories.
Our collective challenge is to ask as many HOWs
as we can, gather the answers and insights, and
discover the path to the possibilities that we seek.
What we need in order to find possible solutions – and
ourselves – is a belief that we can create something
new and that, collectively, we can write a better story.
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03

THE STORY
SO FAR

Memorable

stories

seamlessly

fuse

multiple

plotlines and ideas together in an unexpected and
compelling way. From Great Expectations to Breaking
Bad, powerful stories introduce us to complex
characters, and allow us to watch their lives unfold in
ways that leave us feeling enriched and enlightened.
Writers who wield this power are alchemists of
the mind, able to lead our thoughts, and bend our
understanding and imagination to their will.
The story of our society thus far has been a mix of
genres authored by a few key characters who keep
appearing in unexpected places. But it’s got stale.
We need new writers: gifted storytellers who can
trigger a true change of heart.
Just like the writers who alter and augment our
views, there are leaders who not only challenge us
to think in new ways, but who can reach into who
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we are and inspire us to change our character. They
can help us tap into our unique genius and aspire to
a radically different level of humanity. They can help
us imagine, and do, the impossible.
Perhaps the clearest illustration of this effect is
in the story lines of certain religious leaders and
social activists, such as Martin Luther King or Nelson
Mandela. According to religious records, there are
countless stories of lowly figures who took on and
defeated the establishment through the inspiration
of their hearts.
The same can be said of social activists who reach
into a layer beyond our minds to revolutionise our
hearts. Most of the time our minds cannot process
this action or understand how we’re doing what
we’re doing, but our hearts hear the message, believe
it, and inspire “ordinary” people to greatness –
another unique human quality that is not celebrated
or acknowledged as perhaps it should be.

Get the balance right – by Iraj

Another distinctive human faculty is the fact that
humans are “wired to be inspired”.
On a practical or “operational” level, sustained
human progress requires us to balance our minds
and hearts. These two distinctive faculties are
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complementary, and their partial use can lead
to highly problematic actions and outcomes.
For example, the overuse of heart without
the balancing influence of intelligent inputs
can lead to fanaticism or superstition; and
the overuse of mind without the balancing
influence of human heart can lead to egocentric,
selfish, individualistic pursuits that culminate
in negative outcomes for both the individual
and the community.
Clearly, neither of these two faculties is
perfect on its own. Human self-actualisation
and ultimate fulfilment requires new learning
on how to best combine these two faculties,
how to fine-tune this balance, and how to ensure
that the dynamic interaction between the two
never stops.
Herein also lies the global challenge at this
juncture in human history. The fact is that our
human community is made up of very diverse
groupings, with equally diverse blends of heart
and mind. Interestingly enough, the global
lockdown across the world has forced all these
groups to assess their inner balance, and the
outcome is a work in progress. What they all
have in common is the fact that their BC19
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assumptions and predictions have been seriously
challenged, and ultimately found defective.
They all have to rethink, reimagine and
reinvent their inner balance.

Perhaps that’s why it is so difficult to pinpoint the
biggest problem facing us as a global community;
there are simply too many layers and chapters for us
to find the real heart of what’s happening.
Or at least, it was difficult – until the world started
to wake up.
Every news story about the tragic and ongoing loss
of life caused by Covid-19 is echoed by terrifying
financial forecasts. For the first time since the Great
Depression of the 1920s, the world is facing a serious
and impending threat of a global depression, which
the IMF has formally warned against after weeks
of hesitation.
Globally, an estimated 150 million jobs are
at risk, and there is a real possibility that the
tremendous gains made over the past 30 years in
poverty alleviation in southeast Asia may unravel
over the next few months to a year. This is most
likely if the global recovery turns out to be an
elongated “U”.
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Developing nations and emerging economies face
the dire prospect of rapidly rising unemployment
compounded by already widespread poverty, which
could lead to serious socio-political instability.
These so-called “fragile states” can hardly survive,
never mind being able to counter the tsunami of an
impending global depression.
Because of our integrated financial and economic
system, the very threat of a depression triggers fear
across global and national markets – which makes
that threat more likely to manifest. This is a form
of self-fulfilling prophecy that reflects the opening
line of the first ebook in this series, FutureNOW:
“Welcome to the future, where all our dreams come
true – but so do all our nightmares.”
The fact that, at the time of writing, the price of
crude oil in the US had dipped below zero – which
was unimaginable a few months ago – shows how
shadows of struggle spark a reaction. Just imagine
what could happen if the actual depression arrives.
These

worrying

jitters

should

trigger

an

important question: why is the economic impact
of the pandemic, which is first a human tragedy,
so prominent? The answer is simple and revealing.
Money and wealth are the real root of our society’s
story, and that means we need to rewrite the rules
that govern economics and redesign the governance
of finance if we’re to create a better collective reality.
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On the surface, the dominant narrative has
suggested that the current system works: global
poverty levels are the lowest they’ve ever been, and
we have access to technology that connects us to
the people and information we need to change our
thinking. The average working-class family has a
better life than their parents did.
If you don’t look too closely, it’s easy to believe
that we’re making progress, largely because of
increased economic prosperity and ongoing growth
made possible by our connected economic model.
It’s a seemingly simple cycle: because business is
booming, more people have money and want to
spend it, which creates new business opportunities
and jobs. And so the economy grows.
While it appears that life is better for everyone,
the reality is that this economic approach has
grown stale in recent decades, launching a tiny
minority towards exorbitant wealth, while holding
the majority back. Before the current crisis, many
people were demanding that we do more to address
inequality. Now, the pitchforks are coming.
Here are some stats about the world’s dominant
economy, the United States, taken from a recent TED
Talk by American venture capitalist Nick Hanauer,
which should make us all question the commercial
love story of our BC19 world.
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In 1980, the top 1% owned 8% of American wealth,
while the bottom 50% owned 18%. Today, the top
1% have claimed 20% of national wealth, with
the bottom half fighting for just 13%. In just four
decades, the wealthy elite have become $21 trillion
richer, while the bottom subset has lost $900 billion
dollars (in real terms). Trapped in the centre of the
struggle is the middle class, who haven’t seen their
income increase (relative to inflation) over the same
time frame.
These figures, and the growing gulf between the
rich and the poor, is not unique to the US. Across
the globe, the disproportionate distribution of
wealth has sparked social unrest, seen the rise of
fragile, false democracies and presented a platform
for opportunistic, populist dictators to mobilise
the masses on the back of empty promises of
a living wage.
Prior

to

the

current

crisis,

we

saw

the

disenfranchised start to fight back with meaningful
effect, uniting to protest the oppressive economic
“laws” in Paris, Hong Kong and Santiago, for example.
In South Africa, one of the world’s most unequal
societies, tensions have been mounting and the need
for reform has been evident for years. Around the
globe, there was a real sense of revolution in the air.
American philanthropist and economist Ray
Dalio has pointed out that this uprising is set to
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coincide with a cycle in which there is an economic
breakdown and revolution every 50 to 70 years. We
are already repeating the pattern of the last economic
revolution, centred on the Great Depression – which
means there is hope of an economic recovery,
provided we make critical changes.
But this is not just a story of successful economics.
Instead of asking why the world is the way it is,
we’ve been given a golden opportunity to ask how
we’ve allowed ourselves to build systems that serve
the wealthy – and how to do things differently.
As the business commentator and entrepreneur
Scott Galloway writes, “I worry our government
has been co-opted by the wealthy and is focused
on protecting the previous generation of winners,
even if it means reducing future generations’ ability
to win. Aren’t we borrowing against our children’s
prosperity to protect the wealth of the top 10, if not
1, percent?”
The Covid-19 crisis has amplified the fears of
Galloway and others, which have been growing for
some time. So far this year, the US government has
borrowed more than $3 trillion. The UK government
has introduced borrowing plans equivalent to 15%
of the country’s GDP, and countless other countries
have announced similar policies, with varying
borrowing measures. Most governments were overindebted BC19; now they are literally on the verge of
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bankruptcy. With deepening economic contraction,
falling fiscal revenues and rising demand on
government bailouts, this trend can only worsen.
Given that ours is a story of wealth and money,
these financial struggles are inevitably going to
bring with them socio-political challenges, which
can only be overcome by developing an economic
system that is no longer as focused on looking after
the rich elite.
A key understanding to emphasise here, which
reflects the point made in the introduction to this
book, is that our global economic system faced the
Covid-19 crisis with certain serious “preconditions”.
In the same way that the pandemic has amplified the
existing anxieties and stresses of people everywhere,
so it has amplified what was an exquisitely
vulnerable state of global economic affairs.
But as with individuals taking the opportunity to
face their fears, here lies a golden opportunity. We
can already see areas that need “fixing” – and that
means we can already start asking HOW.
While the stories we’ve been told for more than
a century about the resilience of certain economic
regimes is unravelling, we have a chance to start
seeing the truth that would have been hidden by
the normalised narratives of our political leaders,
defence structures, strategic security agencies and
many other institutions. The pandemic has put
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these organisations under the spotlight, and they’ve
been found wanting.
Our response, if we hope to create a new collective
reality, must not rest on blame and consequence
(although those liable must be held accountable).
We need to ask HOW to fix these broken systems
– because it is not smart, safe, fair or sustainable to
cling to the same worldview when its shortcomings,
fault lines and failures have been revealed.
Over time, neuroscientists, anthropologists and
psychologists have written volumes about our
amazing

and

complex

“inside

world”,

while

economists, sociologists and political scientists
have documented the evolution of complexity in our
“outside world” – but that intricacy and complexity
is not represented in our key governance systems.
How can we make this happen?
Politically, we still subscribe to the “leaderfollower” mode of king-subject, with its implications
that some people are naturally superior and others
inherently inferior. Even in the corporate world, it is
standard operational procedure for leaders to take a
similar “command and control” approach, dividing
communities into chief officers and the general
population, with power (and reward) distributed
unevenly to the top.
The result of this mismatched evolution is a
system malfunction. And the evidence of this
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breakdown is everywhere, from the persistence of
poverty despite skyrocketing obesity, the trillions
invested in war and weaponry while schools and
hospitals are underfunded, and the chasm between
executive pay and the struggles of the middle class.

PROFITS OVER PEOPLE:
THE PLOT THICKENS
It’s easy, and perhaps natural, to suggest that the
increased success of the affluent elite is the result
of compound interest, or the advantage of access to
vast capital resources that allow them to assess the
market and act early – but this is rarely the case.
There is a massive volume of empirical evidence to
suggest that it is not only “capital resources” that
the elite and the successful classes enjoy; they have
access to better information, social networks and
points of influence, among other things. How, then,
do we allow the less-affluent similar access?
Unfortunately, governments have bought into
narratives that have given the elite access to the
resources they need to maintain this system. Forced
to compete in global markets, and swept up by the
current of globalisation, recent decades have seen
governments believe the story that they need to do
everything they can to gather investment and grow,
including developing policies that make their nation
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attractive to those seeking to protect and plump up
their pocketbooks.
The relentless pursuit of growth has meant less
attention has been paid to the distribution and
regulation of that growth, even though our complex
socio-environmental system requires growth to be
sustainable, fair and environmentally compatible.
There is supposed to be limited legislative
involvement in a capitalist system, but the truth
is that the wealthy – who influence government
decision-making via campaign spending and similar
instruments in many markets – are in many ways
shielded from the usual array of financial threats.
It’s only when something like Covid-19 comes along
that the vulnerabilities of the system are revealed to
those right at the top.
This influence is also the reason why suggestions
like increased taxes on the super-wealthy, raising
the minimum wage or placing strict tax regulations
on giant corporations like Amazon – who made
more than $11 billion in profit in 2018 but paid no
federal tax in the US – are all dismissed out of hand.
And it’s not only a privilege reserved for the world’s
mega-corporations. As the Panama Papers revealed
in 2016, there are thousands upon thousands of notso-well-known individuals and business entities
engaged in similar tax evasion, often with the help
of major legal and auditing firms.
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Dodging taxes doesn’t only affect profits, though.
Weakening the tax base – that is, the number of
people paying appropriate tax – makes it almost
impossible for governments to look after those in
need, because there simply isn’t enough money in
the coffers to do so. When these issues are raised,
and corrective measures are suggested, those
doing the raising and suggesting are labelled as
dangerous, misguided socialists, often with dazzling
mathematics and expert reasoning, because they
threaten the control of the dominant elite.
To keep feeding the economy, dominant business
owners need to fuel the system, and that means
keeping wealth castes in place, which is partly
achieved by spreading narratives that have become
accepted as the natural order.
Understanding these falsehoods and fables is
essential if we want to create a new reality – because
most of these narratives are myths, not science:

1. “REGULATION KILLS THE ECONOMY”
The current economic narrative is that regulations
constrict and ultimately kill a capitalist economy.
A free market is most efficient and benefits most
people when it adapts naturally to market forces.
In other words, the less bothering with rules and
regulations, the better – or so the story goes.
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But as the examples of Amazon’s absurd tax bill
(in the US) and the Panama Papers show, without
regulations that are properly enforced, billions
of dollars that might be used for the public good
will never materialise. Moreover, as society and
technology

have

progressed, so

our

financial

systems, and their interaction with our everyday
lives, have become that much more complex.
Whether it’s wages or competition rules, it is
more important than ever to update and fine-tune
regulatory frameworks to ensure the best possible
outcome. And instead of relying on sweeping
statements from outdated stories, we need rules
that reflect the complexity of our economic
environments. The more complex the system, the
more attention it needs – and the more globalised
the system, the more consistent the regulatory
systems need to become across the globe.
Today there is a definite and inflexible mismatch
between the complexity of economic structures
and the regulatory regimes in place in the majority
of jurisdictions. In some emerging economies, the
regulatory framework is on average two decades
behind the changes in economy, technology and
market dynamics.
This is one of those stories that need to be
debunked.

No

market

can

operate

without

appropriate regulation. And, if they do, like the wet
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market in Wuhan, they can cause havoc by suddenly
letting out their strain of Covid-19.
No market can operate to the benefit of a
community if it’s not monitored and regulated to do
so. The challenge, then, is to build flexible regulatory
frameworks for each market or cluster of markets,
which is a more realistic approach than building
one-size-fits-all frameworks, or simply having none
at all.

2. “PRICE EQUATES TO VALUE”
Modern economics rests on an equation that says
value equates to price. For example, a CEO who
earns $25 million a year adds 1,000 times more
value to the organisation than an employee who
earns $25,000 a year. This is fundamentally flawed
for two reasons.
First, people don’t earn what they are worth;
they earn what they have the power to negotiate. A
factory floor worker who assembles parts is a critical
component of any business, and may well generate
more tangible value – but the CEO signs the cheques,
and sits in a protected remuneration framework
that the system has engineered to make sure he
doesn’t take his skills base elsewhere. As a result, he
has the power to dictate how much he earns. (This
remuneration matrix is not necessarily created by
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governments; rather by the market mechanism that
has evolved over the past two centuries.) Covid-19
has once again highlighted this irony in our
prevailing economic and financial system; nurses,
health workers and all essential-services staff are
not being remunerated in proportion to the value
they bring to society.
Second, there’s the critical realisation that despite
earning 1,000 times more, the CEO can only consume
a certain amount. He can only eat one gourmet meal
at a time, and wear one designer outfit, even if he
owns hundreds. Wealthy CEOs cannot drive demand
across the economy; they do not create 1,000 times
the demand.
What really increases demand is a growing, wellpaid middle and working class. They too may only
be able to eat one meal at a time and wear one pair
of pants, but when there are millions of them doing
it, everyone prospers because there is significant
demand across a spectrum of businesses of various
sizes and cost points.
Then there’s the tax implication of paying people
better. Increasing the middle class means increasing
the number of people who are able to foot the
bill of social-support costs – which in turn means
a growing investment in upliftment and assistance
programmes. A bigger pool of taxpayers means
the individual pays less, but there is more tax
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to help others and build a better society. (There
is a qualification to this that we will return to
in future.)
There’s

another

simple

truth

here:

people

generate real value, and this should be reflected in
the way the economy and the business enterprises
that it consists of are structured. To be able to
discover their own solution path, it is important
that organisations aren’t forced to obey the rules
of one-size-fits-all thinking. They should be free
to adopt a set of universal principles that promote
fairness, sustainability, surplus value-sharing, and
ongoing investment in research and development
that ensures they are constantly delivering the most
value to the largest possible community.

3. “HOMO ECONOMICUS HOLDS TRUE”
The term “Homo Economicus” means “the economic
man”. As economics writer Richard Wilson writes,
“Homo Economicus, or ‘economic man’, is the
characterisation of man in some economic theories
as a rational person who pursues wealth for his own
self-interest. The economic man is described as one
who avoids unnecessary work by using rational
judgment. The assumption that all humans behave
in this manner has been a fundamental premise for
many economic theories.”
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Our current economic system is not immune
to this perspective; rather, it is infused by it.
Businesses pursue profits relentlessly, with little or
no consideration for other factors, and this focus on
growth at all costs can only be built when employees
– people like you and us – do the same.
Everywhere we look, we see this thinking and
selfishness at play. The glamorous lives of the
rich and famous are selectively sold as the dream.
People are encouraged to push relationships aside
in pursuit of pay cheques. We’re conditioned to
choose the path that leads to the highest salary –
not self-actualisation and true happiness – and tend
to equate the idea of being happy with the material
trademarks of a luxury lifestyle.
There’s a problem with this outlook, of course:
a matrix of material indicators cannot be used
to define non-material concepts like happiness
and contentment.
One of the most destructive stories of the past two
centuries is that progress, prosperity, satisfaction
and social development are all measured and
defined by our ability to accumulate material things.
It’s a tale that promotes the greed and consumerism
that keeps the current system turning.
Modern economics has based its thinking on
Homo Economicus, and in doing so has helped
turn people into him: the selfish, greedy man who
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defines success by consuming and accumulating as
much “stuff” as he can.
So how do we rewrite the story? The answer isn’t
in advocating an existence where we don’t consume
anything at all. Besides being unrealistic, that puts
our basic needs at risk. What we need to do is elevate
the rest of our complex identity.
Homo Economicus is, in fact, a human being. We
are not some new species. We still have a need to
care for others, to show sympathy and empathy, to
understand how we can help our fellow man.
We simply do not put ourselves first all of the
time. Think of the solider who jumps on a grenade
to protect his unit, or the single parents who go
without so that their children can eat. Think of the
thousands of anonymous “Mother Teresas” around
the world, volunteer and NGO workers, social and
environmental activists, Doctors Without Borders,
and many others who give rather than fixating on
what they can gain.
Every time we act in the best interest of others
rather than ourselves, we’re proving this assumption
of behavioural construct attributed to the modernday economic agent to be false. By acting in the
interest of others, we give purpose and meaning to
our lives, satisfying a deep need for fulfilment that
goes well beyond material things. Ultimately, we are
acting in our own interest.
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Reducing

human

behaviour

to

simplistic

selfishness is one thing, but developing policy and
economic regulations while using self-interest as a
base is morally corrosive, socially destructive and
wrong. It leads to the emergence of a socioeconomic
system that does not fit our reality.
For one, a system constructed on self-interest
means that those who are willing and able to help
others don’t have the means to do so. As we watch
the pandemic unfold from the comfort and safety of
our homes, we start to appreciate and celebrate the
value not only of health workers, but of everyone
who supports them: the people who make and
deliver their food, shelter them, and put their
lives on the line for the community’s benefit. Our
current economic and financial universe does
not recognise and reward the real value of these
networks of people.
It is a tragedy that the behavioural system built
to perpetuate greed has entrenched the division
between rich and poor right down to the individual
level, because those who are self-interested are free
to pursue those interests and those who aren’t don’t
have the means to escape the system.
Notably, this selfish outlook is not reserved
for individuals. Homo Economicus is inclined to
build organisations solely to enrich shareholders,
with no regard for the environmental or ethical
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consequences. To do otherwise, they tell us, would
slow economic growth and upset the equilibrium,
meaning wider suffering.
Again, this is a story that no longer rings true.
We’re built to collaborate to seek out the best result
for the group. And when we do, we thrive.
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04

A NEW
TOMORROW

A growing number of academics, economists and
business practitioners is arriving at the conclusion
that without some kind of intervention, existing
economic thinking will see the pursuit of profits
overpower human survival, or at the very least inflict
untold suffering on the people caught in a volatile
system that only makes life worst for more and
more people. Covid-19 suggests they have a point.
We cannot let this happen. We need to start
building a new system if we hope to rewrite our
reality, and that starts with understanding some
important truths about people, and what we can
achieve when we work together.
First, we need to realise that it’s not capital that
sparks true growth, but people. If we can replace our
belief in self-interest and cut-throat competition
with collaboration, and develop an approach that
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promotes reciprocity, we can unlock collective
growth rather than rewarding and enriching the
established elite. After all, human beings are
the common denominator of all socioeconomic
activity. Socioeconomic activity exists because we
participate in and (to whatever extent) profit from
being part of business and market activity. The more
we’re involved, the better the results for everybody.
To build a sustainable economic system, we
need to include as many people as we can, and
get them to work together to produce new
solutions: tapping into our true nature as homo
sapiens, as highly cooperative, reciprocal and
intuitively moral creatures.
Then, we have to support that ecosystem by
redesigning the social governance system, with
all

its

economic,

financial

and

technological

sub-systems, to promote collaboration. An eclectic
network

of

researchers

exploring

economics,

complexity theory, evolutionary theory, psychology,
anthropology and other adjacent fields is already
developing new economic models that promise
real prosperity.

ENTER THE EVOLVING SYSTEM
Rather than writing a relentless story of profit, the
new system tries to create a cycle that increases
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innovation to meet growing consumer demand.
But this isn’t about our appetite for advancing
technology. In this instance, innovation is distilled
right down to mean our ability to solve problems.
Our demand for solutions is growing, because the
more progress we make, the more complex our
problems become. It’s a virtuous cycle where we get
better at solving problems so we can keep learning
and overcoming increasingly difficult challenges.
Luckily, as the Covid-19 crisis has proven,
we’re programmed to work together to overcome
challenges. People are using their home 3D printers to
produce personal protective equipment for frontline
medical staff; nations are sharing equipment they
don’t need; global forums are communicating
without any thought of protecting or profiting from
the painful lessons they’ve learnt. Individuals,
governments and companies in the US, UK, South
Africa and no doubt elsewhere have collaborated to
produce simplified ventilators in a matter of weeks,
a process that might have taken a year previously.
In this environment, every element of established
thinking is questioned. Competition is only useful
when it pushes us to find a better solution – not to
suppress other ideas. Policies need to be rewritten to
help connect people, not separate classes. Instead of
pursuing profit alone, we need to focus on a mix of
indicators defining the business purpose.
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The new approach could look something like this:
Principle 2
Honest and fair
with customers
& suppliers

Principle 3
A good citizen

Principle 1
Long-term
sustainable
performance

Principle 4
A responsive
& responsible
employer

Principle 5
A guardian
for future
generations

Source: www.blueprintforbusiness.org

In this new world, the difference between rich and
poor is how well we find answers to our community’s
problems: the sum of our solutions determines how
prosperous we are.
So how do we leave the defunct “isms” behind
and build a more sustainable, prosperous, equitable
society? A system fit for our era, driven by our
collective consciousness, and engineered by our
combined inputs, wisdom and aspirations?
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We need to start with 5 important lessons, defining
principles of our future story, which we will expand
on in the FutureNEXT guidebook.

1. COLLABORATION > CAPITALISM
Successful economies are not jungles – they’re
gardens. They need to be tended and looked after,
not left to grow wild (because in the wild, weeds
tend to overpower everything). The market has
some of the best social technology ever invented for
solving human problems, but if left unconstrained,
pervasive social norms and biased regulations
inevitably create more problems than they solve.
Climate change, the crash of 2008 and the incoming
Covid-19 consequences are prime illustrations.

2. WE’RE IN THIS TOGETHER
Inclusion creates economic growth, and including
more people in multiple ways sparks economic
growth in a market economy – as opposed to the
prevailing perspectives that suggest that inclusion
is a luxury that can only be considered when the
elite have had their fill. Inclusiveness also inspires
and unleashes loyalty and creativity.
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3. SERVE SOCIETY, NOT SHAREHOLDERS
As the diagram on page 53 shows, the purpose of
any corporation or business enterprise is not only
to enrich shareholders. The new economics can
and must insist that the purpose of any corporation
is to improve the wellbeing and welfare of every
stakeholder, including employees, the community,
shareholders and the end consumer.

4. GOODBYE GREED
Greed is not good. Being rapacious doesn’t make
you a capitalist; it makes you a sociopath – and in
an economy that depends on cooperation at scale,
sociopathy is as bad for business as it is for society.

5. CHOOSE A NEW SYSTEM
Unlike the laws of physics, economics is about
choice. Nowadays, so-called neoliberal economics
has sold itself to all of us as an immutable,
unchangeable, almost “natural” law, when in fact
it’s all social norms and narratives constructed on
pseudo-science. If we truly want a more equitable,
prosperous, sustainable economy that supports
calm civil society and high-functioning democracies
– here’s the good news – all we have to do is choose
to have it.

55

FUTUREHOW

ENDNOTE
This version of the FutureHOW guidebook was
created in mid-April 2020, as the second of a threepart series. The first guidebook was FutureNOW;
the third will be FutureNEXT, in which we will start
to consider what our reality could look like from
different perspectives.
I (John) streamed my first versions of these
talks on social media three days before the release
of FutureNOW. (Watch it here on YouTube.) I am
currently researching ideas of what the future may
hold for us, and will stream these on social media
when they’re ready. We will also update and reissue
further versions of this guidebook.
This is real-time scenario planning, and the
information will no doubt evolve considerably in the
coming months. Please follow us on social media to
stay up to date.
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NEW IDEAS
ARE UNTHINKABLE
AT FIRST
THEN RADICAL

THEN ACCEPTABLE
THEN SENSIBLE

THEN POPULAR
THEN, FINALLY,

POLICY.

FUTUREHOW

ABOUT JOHN
John Sanei is a Knowledge Mercenary who travels
the globe to uncover the lessons needed to uplift
communities and help humanity thrive – or at least
he did this until recently. While he was based in
Dubai before the Covid pandemic struck, he is now
travelling the globe digitally from his family farm.
John’s unlimited fascination with the future has
seen him become Africa’s first faculty member at
Singularity University in San Francisco, a lecturer
at Duke Corporate Education in Johannesburg, and
an Associate Partner at the Copenhagen Institute of
Future Studies in Denmark.
Author of best-sellers What’s Your Moonshot?,
MAGNETiiZE

and

FOREsight, John

is

also

the

cofounder of Future Self Academy, an author-led
online platform that connects the curious to leading
thinkers. (See here.)

58

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

ABOUT IRAJ
A professor of economics at UCT for more than 18
years, Dr Iraj Abedian was an adviser to the South
African government during the foundation years
of South Africa’s democratic dispensation (19942002), contributing his economic perspectives to the
drafting of the constitution. He also served on the
presidential panel of economic advisers during the
Mbeki and Motlanthe presidencies.
He spent time at the IMF in Washington in 1999,
was the chief economist of the Standard Bank
Group (2000-2004), and served on the boards of the
Development Bank of Southern Africa, Transnet,
SA Tourism and a number of listed companies.
Throughout his career, he’s advised and guided
several of the country’s Ministries of Finance, Energy,
Mineral Resources and Public Works.
He remains actively involved in national and
global public policy issues of the day.

59

irajabedian.co.za
@IrajAbedian

This version of the FutureHOW guidebook is free
to download. You are welcome to forward it to
anyone you think may benefit from it. If you’d
like to give back for this information, please
donate to an animal shelter close to you – or,
better yet, adopt a pet and send a pic to John.
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