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American economistand best-selling author Jeremy Rifkin is one of the
world's most widely-known contemporarycritical observers.His theories
centerona keyconcernfor the future of our planetandhowwe mustshape
it if we areto surviveas a civilization.
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I Teacherandvisionary:TheeconomistJeremyRifkinweighs upthe consequencesof the socialandpolitical developmentsof ourage.



Mr.Rifkin,if we were to meet 20 years from now, what would we be talk-
ingabout?
I'm sure we would be discussing the human capacity for develop-

ing a global consciousness - and whether or not we havealready
reachedthat goal. Because by then we will know what is required
of us as humans if we are to survive as a civilization.

Areyoupessimistic?
No,onthe contrary. I'm concerned- but I'm hopeful. You can put
me down as a "concerned optimist" - it's the angle from which I
approach all my work. If I were a pessimist I would have already
locked my office door for good and retired to a rocking chair. But
here I am at my institute, hard at work...

...andponderingweightymatterssuchas"globalconsciousness."What
doesthattermmeantoyou?
Whetherwe like it or not, the high-techrevolution of the past two
decades,that has swept through everything from computersand
mobilephonesto high-speeddata transferviafiberopticcables,has
provided us with a global communications network which today
enables billions of people worldwide to communicate with one
another directly. It is the first time this has been possible in the his-
toryof mankind.Lookedat froman evolutionarypointofview,how-
ever,the human psyche was never designed for such a rush of com-
munication. Three hundred years ago the average town-dweller had
contact with perhaps five hundred other human beings during the
course of his entire life. Global networks are now giving rise to an
entirely new set of parameters for human consciousness. One exam-
ple of this is that we are having to accept the impact on our lives of
events that may take place on the other side of the world and over
which we have no control.

.Youmean likethe priceof mygasoline beingfixed inthe MiddleEast.
That's just one aspect. Even Bill Gates, the wealth}est person in the
world,is not immuneto eventsthat take placein other parts of the
world over which he has little or no control. Even he faces the threat

of attack fromcomputerviruses starting out as far awayas Canada,
Brazil, or Fiji. And his business is affected by global warming, ter-
rorist 'attacks, and dramatic movements on the world's stock mar-
kets. So basically this is all about developing a deeper awareness
for the fact that even peoplelivingthousands of miles awayare in
reality our neighbors.

Backto theglobalvillageidea.Butwhat'shappenedtoourindividualfree-
dom?
Martin Luther said: "Youstand alone with your God." Adam Smith
said: "Youstand alone in the marketplace." John Locke said: "You
stand alone in the face of Nature." Derived from this theological and
philosophical tradition is what I call the "American dream" - the
ideal of independence, freedom, and mobility. But this ideal also
means that we live in a highly individualized society which states
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"The human psyche was not designedfor
I

today'srushof communication." ..-
that nobody is responsible for you except yourself. Not the govern-
ment, nor your neighbors, nor even your employers - just you alone.
We Americans like to see ourselves in this way. A favorite symbol
is the cowboy on his horse, a solitary figure in a natural wilderness.
In the globally-networked world, however, such extremes ofindivid-
ualism may prove very risky. That's why we must find a concept of
freedom better suited to our globally-networked society.

Andwhatmightthat be?
Europeans are already a long way ahead of Americans in this
respect. The American understanding of freedom places the focus
on the primacy of individuality; it tends towards isolationism. The
European concept on the other hand tends towards cooperation and
integration within the community. Once again considered a modern
ideal today, it is nevertheless an approach with a long history dat-
ing back to the ancient Greek concept of the polis. Even with all its
internal difficulties, I think the European Union is a model for a sys-
tem that is both responsible and globally aware.

A socialvisionfor thefuturethen?
Yes.Becausefor the first time in the history of mankind, the idea
ofcooperationand mutualacceptance- the notionofan awareness
of mutual responsibility that transcends nation states, languages,
and races - exists here not only as a concept, but has actually been
tested in practice for several decades. It is because of global net-
works that we are all collectively responsible for each other. Those
who waste energy in the industrialized nations must develop a con-
sciousness for the impact of their actions on the Indian farmer
whose water supply dries up. Such awareness alone will bring about
changes in behavior.

Howexactlywill- orshould- ourenergyconsciousnesschange?
In one or two hundred years from now, historians will regard the
current era as the age of oil, and we will be seen as oil people.
Everything we do, everything we manufacture and consume is
linked either directly or indirectly to oil. Our power supply, trans-
port, even the ink refills in our pens - everything derives from
petrochemicals. We, the people of the oil age, are currently facing
three major crises and challenges, and all three are directly related
to the way we handle oil. The first is the soaring level of debt in
Third World countries. In the 1960s, oil was still a "democratic raw
material" - affordable by all and by every country. Then oil increas-
ingly became an elite product for an economic elite. The tenfold rise
in the price of oil in 40 years has had a ruinous effect on the coun-
tries of the Third World, obstructing economic development and
pushing up the mountain of debt to unmanageable proportions.
Ongoing political instability in the Middle East is forcing up the
price of oil still further, since the provision of military troops to
secure oil fields and supply lines is costing millions of dollars every
day. But the most dramatic consequence of the oil age is the global
warming caused by the greenhouse effect. The major test for




