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“Let’s meet the time as it seeks us”
Cymbeline – Shakespeare

Back in June 2011, I remember the first of many unsettling work
conversations that made me start thinking about societal transition.
A few months into my new job to help create the innovation team of EDF
– the French power utility and the world’s largest electricity producer. I
learned at a watercooler that the main forecasting effort of this 160,000employee multinational behemoth consisted of nine scenarios, only one of
which allowed for the possibility for France to decrease (not end mind you,
simply decrease) its nuclear generating capacity1. All eight other “possible
futures” saw fission power maintained or increased, even though the world
was still dealing with the aftermath of the Fukushima incident, in March of
that year.
This essay is not about nuclear energy. Like any industrial process,
nuclear power has advantages, drawbacks, and inherent risks. What was
particularly disconcerting to me was that this objectively impressive
company, harbouring some of the brightest minds I had ever met, and with
huge resources at its disposal, was not considering any substantial changes
in the next few decades that could affect its already unchanged sixty-yearold business model. Such stability seemed to me most suspicious.
Personally, I felt that many aspects of society were changing all around
me: from the upheaval of entire industries by new digital platform models
(Uber, Airbnb, Spotify, Netflix, etc.); the global financial system in dire
need of a redesign; a change in motivational drivers among some of my
Millennial peers, focused more on purpose than de facto defunct notions of
job security; to popular attitudes changing on societal issues such as Climate
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Change or Same Sex Marriage . Nothing seemed so sure about the future to
me.
Encouraged to do so by my hierarchy, I initially attributed this difference
in perspective to my youth and lack of experience. At 25, what did I know
of the world and in particular, the genuinely complex energy sector ? Maybe
every generation feels that their time in History is an important one. Maybe
the feeling of the world changing around us is simply a projection of our
inner turmoil and adaptation.

Over the next few years, however, I kept seeing more and more reasons to
feel some deeper change was taking place. I gradually realised that since the
world is constantly evolving, every generation is justified in thinking that
their time is a pivotal one. Humans create transitions, not History. Maybe
youth is just the time of life when one is more willing to contribute to that
change, with enough experience for some measure of self-confidence and
still enough naivety to feel that one can actually impact the world.
Today, old or young, most people seem to feel the world is living through
some kind of transition: an acceleration of change in multiple sectors of
society. From the more conservative perspective of a new Industrial
Revolution (usually numbered the fourth of its kind) – around the
digitalisation of the economy – to the more extreme post-carbon, postownership, post-work, post-capital, post-truth… interpretations, many
journalists, economists and sociologists seem to agree times are changing.
With our worldviews growing more discordant, in February 2016, I
decided my time at EDF had run its course. I left the company in good
terms, happy with the work accomplished there, and embarked on a self3
designed nine-month study aimed at better understanding this societal
transition. If I wanted to contribute to this change, I felt I should understand
it more than I did at that time. I had some theories but many more
unanswered questions.
Aware of the litany of post-concepts, it seemed to me there was a feeling
of departing an era, but not yet an understanding of where our voyage, our
transition would take us. I was also noticing many new and old ideas whose
time seemed to have come: such as Universal Basic Income, Direct
Democracy, Localism, or even Minimalism. I decided my focus would be on
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“Post-Industrial Transition” and to search for common values underpinning
these various initiatives. My hypothesis was that if these values existed, they
could be indicative of the society we aspire to.
I idealistically listed the questions I had about the world and the most
ideal people I would like to meet to answer them, and began contacting
them. People usually censor themselves getting in touch with renowned

people, but in my experience, the more well-known the person, the more
generous and willing they are to interact with you. Once again, this rule held
true and fascinating thinkers and practitioners ever so kindly accepted to
meet with me. Here are some examples of the themes, questions and people
you will read about in this essay.
In November 2015, the night of the Paris Attacks, I was sharing a bottle
of wine with a friend, in a café just a couple of blocks away from the Belle
Équipe, where 19 people were shot down. Lucky not to have been impacted
directly by that night of violence, I still felt very safe in the world, but could
see a mounting state of fear in Western Democracies and understandably, in
countries such as Syria, much more impacted by terrorism. Was this fear
justified ? Was the world getting more dangerous ? I decided to research the
reality of the matter and also travel to Medellin, in Colombia – once the
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most dangerous city in the world – and learn from its inhabitants how they
overcame a permanent state of terror.
With the gradual automation of our economy and the foreseeable birth of
Artificial Intelligence, I wondered if millions would be liberated from the
current workforce to create new sectors of the economy – similarly to what
happened during mechanisation in the 20th century – or would they, as some
forecast, constitute the greatest increase in mass unemployment since the
Great Depression. I sought out answers in Boston, from the MIT’s Initiative
on the Digital Economy. I also asked the opinion of Bob Collymore, the
CEO of Safaricom, the most important company in East Africa, and Hitoshi
Suzuki, NEC’s General Manager for Corporate Social Responsibility. Would
the answer differ in Kenya and Japan, where every year, one economy gains
nearly one million unemployed and the other sees one million people leave
the workforce to retire ?
Universal Basic Income is hailed by many as the social security model of
the future, or is it, as others believe, an unfeasible, utopian dream that has
yet again resurfaced since the idea was first introduced back in 1795 ? Free
money from the government ? It sounds a little too good to be true… or
does it ? Not knowing what to think, I ventured to Helsinki and met with the
government and researchers who were to start trialling a version of the

scheme in 2017.
Another idea whose time seems to have arrived is that of Direct
Democracy. With issues of a global nature such as Climate Change and new
communication and organisational tools, would the role of the citizen
change in this century ? I travelled to the birthplace of democracy in Greece,
and met with Christos Karras, who works at SynAthina, Athens’ online
citizen platform, and on the other side of the world, Audrey Tang, a
computer prodigy, digital Hacktivist and the new Digital Minister of
Taiwan, weighed in on the question.
Society is also about beauty, art and our souls. I travelled to a factory
floor in the suburbs of Beijing, where Alessandro Rolandi, an Italian artist is
helping the corporate world and the art world to communicate and grow
together. In London, Adam Parsons of Share the World’s Resources (STWR)
is working to create a movement to “awaken the heart” of society. And
Camia Young, an American architect in Christchurch, is using the
earthquake-damaged city as a laboratory for a new type of architecture and
urbanism, one designed for human communities and not the transformation
of goods.
Though focused on the First World – or as it is sometimes referred to, the
Minority World – I still wanted to explore these themes in developing
nations. I visited Kibera, the world’s second-largest slum in Nairobi, and
met with Ruth Mwangi and Hital Muraj, two inspiring young Kenyan
women working to develop their country through local economies and the
teaching of technology skills to the most underprivileged among us.
Looking beyond our current issues and preparing minds to tackle the
future is the heavy responsibility we ask of our teachers. I asked what
children needed to learn from Leslie Medema in Bali, the principal of the
Green School, one of the world’s most progressive educational institutions,
John Hunter in the United States, the creator of the brilliant World Peace
Game, and Jonathan Dawson in Devon, the Director of the Economics of
Transition Masters’ Program at Schumacher College.
Overall, the study I designed took me to thirteen different countries where

I met and interviewed some of the people working to build the future of
society. This essay is a synthesis of what I learned from our discussions and
how I now perceive our current era of transition.
However, to do any justice to the plethora of ideas contained in all these
discussions, I feel I first need to give a certain amount of context to my
findings. Thus, in the first half of this essay, I give a summarised history of
the Industrial Revolution, and offer a brief overview of the current state of
the world. I also give two systemic reasons that to me, justify the societal
shift we must undertake, and illustrate a handful of reasons why such
change feels so difficult.
This contextual section of the essay constitutes the intellectual
underpinning framework for my study, and after briefly explaining its
design, I devote the second half of this essay to the ideas generously shared
with me during my travels. I explore some of the less discussed spectra of
decisions our society needs to contend with today. Challengingly, my main
realisation from this year is that we are fundamentally underprepared to
address these decisions. However, borrowing from the people I have met
along my journey, I share some of the solutions they have had to
successfully adapt to this age of transition and shift to a post-industrial era.
Please, journey with me and meet the Bridge Builders, the men and
women paving the path for the future of society.

