






3. War between China and Japan.

4. Political revolution and/or civil war in China, leading to
breakup of the country.

5. Civil war between Muslims and Hindus in India.
6. Revolution in Saudi Arabia.

7. Growing irrelevance of Europe as a result of decreasing

population and inability to absorb migrants and refugees
from the Middle East and Africa.

8. Conflict between Muslims and Christians that could engulf
the Middle East and spread to Europe.

This list does not include any events centered in Latin America and 

Africa. This omission reflects the fact that in recorded world history 
these two continents, probably because of their distance from centers 
of civilization in the Mediterranean, India, China, and the North At­
lantic, have never played an important autonomous role. But that it­
self may change in the coming decades, with the rising importance 
of Brazil, Nigeria, and South Africa. 

The third mistake, an exaggerated focus on key players, is perhaps 
the only one we could avoid, but doing so remains difficult. We tend 
to simplify the world by focusing on what happens in the key coun­

tries that seem to shape the evolution of things to come. It is not sur­
prising that the United States figures prominently in the literature I 

have reviewed here, as it probably does in all similar literature over 
the past seventy years. The United States is always contrasted with 
another country that, at a given point in time, represents its antipode 

or seems to be its chief competitor. The literature of the 1960s por­
trayed the world in terms of the communist-capitalist rivalry or con­
vergence. Then, as the importance of the USSR dwindled and that of 

Japan increased, two different capitalisms came face to face: Amer­
ican and Japanese (with German capitalism playing a somewhat sub­
sidiary role). China has now totally eclipsed other competitors, so 
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much so that today's books-and this one is no exception-tend to 
be structured around that antinomy. 

The approach of zooming in on several key countries is justifiable 

to the extent that powerful countries, through their example and soft 
power (and hard power, at times), and also through their position at 
the forefront of technological progress, have a preponderant effect on 

how the rest of the world evolves. Big countries are also important in 

purely arithmetic terms because their populations and economies are 

so large. But this approach essentially regards one-half or two-thirds 

of the world as mostly passive, which is unlikely to be true. Events in 

small countries sometimes have disproportionate political and ec:o­
nomic repercussions, be it the Sarajevo assassination in 1914, the 
military coup in Afghanistan in 1973, or the 2014 crisis in Ukraine. 
Moreover, from a global or cosmopolitan perspective, the experiences 

of people in all parts of the world are just as important as the experi­
ences of people living in key nation-states. 

The reader should keep in mind the fundamental problems with 

our attempts to see into the future. Although we may be aware of 
these problems, and possibly of a few more, awareness of them alone 

is not sufficient to allow us to devise an alternative approach to avoid 
the mistakes that others have made. In the rest of this chapter I will 

try to avoid some of these pitfalls, but I am aware that if this book is 

read twenty years from now (that is, iri the mid-2030s) many of its 
forecasts may be found wanting no less than the ones that I found 
wanting in the earlier literature. 

Outline of the Main Forces: Economic Convergence 

and Kuznets Waves 

Our thinking about the evolution of global inequality in the next few 
decades is informed by two powerful economic theories. The first is 
that with globalization there should be greater income convergence, 
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ignore the similarities). It is also obvious in the United Kingdom, 
· where conservatives have in many instances moved closer to the po­
sitions held by the far-right United Kingdom Independence Party
(UKIP).

It is unlikely that a populist party will come to power on its own 
or become the most important coalition member, not least because 
many other parties would refuse to govern with it. But, even without 
sharing power, these parties'have already changed the European po­
litical landscape, and will continue to do so in the future. Ideas that 
only five years ago seemed unthinkable have become common­
place and almost mainstream: the UK leaving the European Union, 
Germany renegotiating its position within the Union, France strip­
ping of citizenship naturalized citizens who get in trouble with the 
police, Denmark introducing extremely difficult citizenship and 
language tests, the Netht:rlands declaring itself"full" and thus closed 
to further immigration. Populism has thus entered fully into po­
litical life and has gradually moved toward displacing the main­
stream-or rather, is becoming mainstream itself. 

The populist and nativist movement undermines democracy by 
gradually revoking or redefining some fundamental rights of citizen, 
regarding them not as inviolable but as contingent on approval by 
national majorities. It also undercuts Europe's ability to fully and 
productively participate in globalization by rejecting the use of one 
obvious mechanism, the influx of migrants, through which Europe 
could stave off its demographic decline and open itself to talent from 
abroad. Populism represents a retreat both from globalization and 
democracy.43 

These two reactions (American and European) address in different 
ways the problem of the trade-off between globalization and democ­
racy. With a plutocratic government, as in the United States, there is 
an attempt to continue with globalization while ignoring the opin­
ions and wishes of the people on the bottom and even in the middle 
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of the national income distribution, in many ways rendering democ­
racy meaningless. In the case of populism, as in Europe, the expo­
sure to globalization is reduced both through obstacles to migration 
and through countries' attempts to protect themselves against unfet­
tered flows of capital and trade while redefining citizenship and 
citizenship rights. To put it in an extreme form, plutocracy tries to 
maintain globalization while sacrificing key elements of democracy; 
populism tries to preserve a simulacrum of democracy while re­
ducing exposure to globalization. Neither has so far succeeded-but 
what we have in mind here are their natural tendencies, which may 
become reality in the coming decades. 
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