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Epilogue II:  

Possible Roadblocks to Singularity 
 

Cadell Last 
 

 
“A future will appear; it’s just not going to appear from where we thought it was going to.” 

- David Graeber 
 
 
 
In this edited collection we consider the near-term possibility of a radically different 
world, which may emerge from the continued acceleration of various information 
technologies (IT).  These technologies include advanced artificial intelligence (AI), 3D 
printing, robotics, virtual reality (VR), nanotechnology, and the Internet, among others.  
Such advances are hypothesized to help humanity develop a Global Brain – a 
distributed collective intelligence system – that would form via the integration of IT and 
the Internet (Heylighen, 2014).  A global brain would function as a nervous system for 
our planetary superorganism (Giannotti et al. 2012), allowing us to organize a unified 
cooperative, and solve collective species problems too large for any one individual or 
institution to solve (Heylighen et al., 2012).   
 
Many theorists in this collection have also hypothesized that our system will undergo a 
major transition towards what has been popularly described as the “Technological 
Singularity” (Vinge, 1993).  The Technological Singularity represents a future point in 
time when the dominant force of evolutionary change and complexity construction is 
driven by machine/technological intelligence (Ulam, 1958; Kurzweil, 2005).  Considering 
that such an evolutionary transition would signify the end of biological evolution, and the 
true beginning of cultural evolution, the technological singularity is perhaps best 
conceived as the largest evolutionary transition since the emergence of life itself.      
 
“One possible pathway” to this event, as elucidated by Ben Goertzel, presents an 
interesting thought experiment on the types of technologies and consequent system-
level developments we may experience between now and the anticipated technological 
singularity.  This pathway presents a hopeful and confident narrative where the human 
system quickly adapts social institutions to the technological realities of the 21st century.  
For example, as advanced AI and robotics emerge and replace the need for human 
labour in the service and industrial sector, a “universal living allowance” is installed 
(more popularly referred to as a “basic income”).  Also, as the fundamental architecture 
and theoretical basis of finance capitalism fails to meet the growing demands of the 
modern world, digital global currency and new modes of production and consumption 
allow for the maturation of a new global economy, with a reduced need for nation-state 
organizations and politicians. 
 
Visions of this nature have been popularized recently in works like The Second Machine 
Age: Work, Progress, and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies (2014) by Erik 
Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, as well as The Zero Marginal Cost Society: The 



Internet of Things, the Collaborative Commons, and the Eclipse of Capitalism (2014) by 
Jeremy Rifkin. 
 
The features of this future can often sound idyllic, and perhaps even blindly optimistic, 
given the current global state of the world (Glenn et al., 2014).  After all, Moore’s Law 
alone cannot restructure our social institutions into the entities we need them to be.  
Therefore, I think it is necessary for us to consider the largest obstacles we face on the 
“brink of singularity”, both as a community of forward thinking academics and as global 
citizens.  The following is a list and brief explanation of the largest global problems.  
These global problems are interconnected with significant overlap, but I think they form 
the fundamental base for where our collective attention should be between now and 
2050.  If we are able to overcome these problems, our global superorganism may 
acquire the properties necessary for a safe and smooth transition, towards a new era in 
the grand narrative of cosmic evolution: the full emergence of cultural evolution in the 
post-singularity world. 
 

1. Zero-Carbon Energy Grid 
 
Our species, like all living systems, will rise or fall depending on how well we can control 
and distribute energy sustainably (Niele, 2005).  We have had strong empirical data for 
several decades now indicating that our current fossil fuel-based energy system is 
economically unsustainable, and also the primary driver of anthropogenic climate 
change (also known as “global warming”) (Weart, 2003).  Anthropogenic climate change 
is raising global temperatures at an exponential pace, altering global climate patterns in 
unpredictable ways, increasing the prevalence of major natural disasters, threatening the 
very existence of small islands and the security of coastal urban centers, as well as 
endangering several diverse terrestrial and aquatic ecologies (Stager, 2011).  And yet 
our global carbon emissions, primarily resulting from the burning of fossil fuels, still 
increase every year (WWF, 2011; World Energy Council, 2013; Glenn et al., 2014).  This 
past year we reached a dangerous level of 400 parts per million (ppm) carbon in the 
atmosphere; a carbon level unfamiliar to the earth over the past 3+ million years (NOAA, 
2014).  Without a real global concerted effort to create and stabilize a zero-carbon 
energy economy, any attempt at constructing a higher-level human system organization 
is unattainable. 
 

2. Socio-Economic Equality 
 
The distribution of social and economic rights in the human system is dramatically 
unequal.  Socially, cultural substructures like class, gender, race, sexuality, religion, 
language, and ethnicity, can substantially reduce individual freedom and socioeconomic 
opportunity.  The largest social inequality problem is inarguably still driven by the 
pervasive, and even endemic, relegation of females to the status of second-class 
citizens (Glenn et al., 2014).  Although most countries legally recognize females as 
persons, a practical transition towards equality has been slow, or even completely 
absent in many developing countries throughout Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, 
and South Asia.  For example, in many societies most females lack access to 
employment, education, institutional representation, and basic female-specific health 
care (Narayan, 2005; Glenn et al., 2014).  A failure to liberate females from misogynistic 
cultural societies and restructure patriarchal institutions could result in permanent social 
and economic stagnation, as female equality and independence has been the primary 
driver of social evolution over the past century.   



 
The challenge of economic inequality represents an even larger barrier to global 
progress.  Today we live in a world that is economically controlled by a very small global 
elite, what we may start to consider a “billionaire class” of both human individuals and 
corporations.  This class actively controls governance structure (at all levels of human 
organization) (Gilens & Page, 2014) to entrench a multi-billion-person underclass of 
individuals with no economic rights or mobility (Graeber, 2011).  Several landmark 
studies over the past year have confirmed that the development of massive economic 
inequality may pose as large a problem to global system stability as anthropogenic 
climate change (Gilens & Page, 2014; Motesharrei et al., 2014; Piketty, 2014).  As the 
problem of economic inequality intensifies, the very foundations of democracy are under 
siege worldwide, which in turn accelerates problems related to employment, and access 
to basic nutrition, education, and health care (Piketty, 2014).  Early models suggest that, 
if current economic trends continue, our system will become increasingly prone to global 
financial crises, and potentially internal collapse (Motesharrei et al., 2014).  To make 
matters worse, the latest economic analyses suggests we have little time to fix the 
problem, as the human system is in jeopardy of developing a permanently entrenched 
global oligarchy (Piketty, 2014).    
 

3. Cooperation and De-Militarization 
 
The entirety of human evolution and history was characterized by an endless series of 
violent and competitive intergroup interactions for the acquisition of land and natural 
resources.  Over the past half-century we have potentially reversed this trend (Pinker, 
2011), but nation-states are still entities with intensely centralized power structures 
prone to military aggression and social repression.  In the coming decades, nation-state 
organizations are likely to become increasingly dangerous as we enter a world with 
advanced technologies (e.g., robotics, artificial intelligence, drones, bio-weapons) that 
could be used in massively destructive ways.  We already see numerous examples of 
major governments (e.g., United States of America, China), developing advanced 
robotics and artificial intelligence for use in the military (Voth, 2004; Sharkey, 2008; 
Marchant et al., 2011).  Any major cyber- and/or robotic warfare between nation-states 
would cause massive socioeconomic disruption and decrease the chances of socio-
political cooperative formation.  In fact, any sustained military escalation between major 
nation-states with advanced 21st century technologies could lead to destruction 
unparalleled in human history.  Therefore, rapid de-militarization is now more critical 
than at any time in human history.  In the immortal words of futurist Buckminster Fuller, 
what we need to see now is a complete transition from governments focused on 
competitive development of weaponry, towards governments focused on cooperative 
development of “livingry” (Fuller, 1981).  Such high-levels of global cooperation would 
serve many other important functions, especially in regards to the organization of global 
energy (see: 1. Global Zero-Carbon Energy Grid) and economic systems (see: 2. Socio-
Economic Equality).  However, human governance structures have little-to-no power 
sharing experience (with the important exception of the European Union) (Piketty, 2014).  
This inexperience, coupled with entrenched control systems unwillingness to power 
share, could represent a major roadblock towards the types of cooperation and de-
militarization necessary for global system stability between now and 2050.    
 
Final thoughts 
 



On the brink of singularity, as technology changes our world faster than ever before in 
human history, our species is faced with massive collective challenges.  There is no way 
to predict exactly what future will emerge.  Utopia is possible but not inevitable.  The only 
inevitability is that our own system complexity has generated major global problems that 
must be confronted and solved if we are to maintain a degree of system stability.  I have 
tried to outline the most pressing of these global system challenges.  A world with a lack 
of energy, a runaway greenhouse effect, entrenched socioeconomic inequality, and 
divisive nation-state military-based competition is a dangerous “singularity environment”.  
However, a world with abundant energy, biosphere symbiosis, socioeconomic equality, 
and global cooperation potentially provides our system with the ideal properties for a 
smooth and safe transition towards a new era of cosmic evolution. 
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