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Abstract



According to a recent article by Savransky and Lundy (2022), “modern progress” is very much a Eurocentric and thoughtless campaign by humans to dominate over those weaker than themselves and to extract from mother nature, with little regard for sustainability.   Yet the world is never short of wise counsel.  Great minds from both the East and the West from ancient times till now have taught us how to live harmoniously in a sustainable way.  Such wise counsel, unfortunately, has been routinely sidelined, largely because the emergence of adversarial institutions in the West in recent history.  This article traces the historical origins of adversarial institutions that had given rise to the prevalent adversarial culture, and demonstrates that this adversarial culture is not an intrinsic Western value.  Reviving a culture emphasizing the common interests of all humans, while challenging, is still possible.  



I. Introduction: 

The Sociological Review Monograph published in June 2022 is a collection of articles that are all critical of the idea of “modern progress” which, with its “ruinous philosophical, political and ecological histories,” has left the world less fair, less livable, more polarized, and clearly unsustainable.  Savransky and Lundy, the editors, look forward to a better world after “upending the historicist, colonial, developmental, and extractivist logics of progress.”[footnoteRef:1]    [1:  Martin Savransky and Craig Lundy, After progress: Experiments in the revaluation of values, Sociological Review, Vol. 70(2) (2022) 217 –231; p.221.
] 


[bookmark: _Hlk147676956]Savransky and Lundy cited Escobar, Ferguson, and Gudynas[footnoteRef:2] as “well-articulated denunciations of progress’s Eurocentric colonialism, impoverished historicism, rationalistic hubris and ecocidal extractivism.” While much of the practices that the authors decry are indeed Eurocentric, Western culture is not always exploitative and extractivist.  Indeed, the West have bred great thinkers and humanistic practitioners.  From Europe, Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) had spoken against colonialism and had spent years serving Africans, while Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) implored people to follow the call of duty to treat humans with respect and dignity.  John Rawls (1921-2002), from America, sees justice as fairness.  To be fair, he argues, we need to put down our identities “under a veil of ignorance” and put ourselves in the shoes of others.  More than two thousand years ago, the Stoics in ancient Greece held wisdom, justice, courage, and moderation dearly, and what they preach closely mirror Confucian teachings.  Unfortunately, politicians in the West in the last five centuries rarely take the cardinal virtues of ancient Greece or the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and John Rawls seriously.[footnoteRef:3]  Given the adversarial culture, the likes of Kant and Rawls never had a chance.  Interestingly, however, despite an increasingly polarized world, there are indeed universal values that tie people together, and true human progress in the sense of reviving the humanist culture is still possible.   [2:  A. Escobar,  Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the third world. Princeton University Press (1995).; J. Ferguson, The anti-politics machine: Development, depoliticization, and bureaucratic power in Lesotho. University of Minnesota Press (1994); E. Gudynas, Extractivisms: Politics, economy, and ecology. Columbia University Press (2021).
]  [3:   John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) and Jimmy Carter (1924-2024) are rare exceptions.  ] 


In his widely cited Foreign Affairs article, Huntington warned that “the conflicts of the future will occur along the cultural fault lines separating civilizations.”[footnoteRef:4]   He proclaimed that cultural differences, more than ideological differences, have emerged as sources of clash between civilizations.  Huntington pointed out that such differences as “views on the relations between God and man, the individual and the group, the citizen and the state, parents and children, husband and wife, as well as differing views of the relative importance of rights and responsibility, liberty and authority, equality and hierarchy,” being “the products of centuries,” can hardly be reconciled. (p.25) [4:  Samuel Huntington, “Clash of Civilizations,” Foreign Affairs.  Summer, pp.22-49 (1993).
] 


 Still, the case that human nature is universal across different civilizations is compelling.  This means we all have similar propensities and fears.  Driven by these propensities and fears, humans in different parts of the world developed different religions and cultural practices, fight against the fury of nature and fight each other, and exploit the bounty of mother earth when they can, often ignoring the consequences.   Through history, philosophers in both the West and in the East would remind us of the need to live in harmony with each other and with mother nature.   Not until we take heed of their advice, however, can we call ourselves truly “civilized.”
Today many westerners live in Asia; and many Asians live in the West. Inter-racial marriages are common.  If we go back to our ancient philosophical roots, Confucian teachings are not that much different from those of Stoics or Christians.  Even in recent centuries till now, many teachings from the West resonate with teachings from the East.  In particular, the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, many tenets of existentialism, Carl Jung’s discussion of individuation, can all find their counterparts in China.  Notwithstanding a popular impression that Eastern cultures are collectivistic while Western cultures are individualistic, the concept of personal development to the Chinese is all about introspection which is entirely personal and authentic, and in a fundamental sense individualist.  The Confucian adage, “Do not do unto others what you would not have others do unto you,” is in spirit no different from the teachings of Jesus who teach that we should love our neighbors as ourselves.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Some commentators make the point that treating others the way one likes to be treated may be poor advice because people may have different preferences.  This point is well taken, but if “the way one likes to be treated” is understood not in specific terms but in more general terms such as “being treated with respect” for example, the Christian Golden Rule still stands.  ] 


From this perspective, Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” is puzzling.  We argue that the “clash of civilization” in recent history owes its origin to recent institutions in the West and is not grounded in fundamental value differences.  Because institutions shape the way we think and even our instincts, apparent differences in dominant culture in the East and that in the West developed.  But to portray these differences as leading to fundamental clashes in civilizations will not help the cause of reviving a “civilized culture” or “humanistic civilization” which sages in both the East and the West cherish.   

Section II in this paper will outline the historical origins of adversarial institutions in western or westernized societies which appear to go against the unitary social and political systems that had prevailed for a long time both in the West as in the East.   Section III will describe the dynamics of the adversarial institutions that have reshaped Western societies and produced an ideology-driven culture that is now producing rifts in the social and political fabric.  Section IV raises the fundamental question of what institutions serve the needs of people better in terms of the universal values that we all cherish and asks whether a world “beyond adversary democracy” characterized by a humanistic culture without distinction to East and West is possible.  Section V proposes a new socio-political regime that is grounded on the Rawlsian principle of justice as fairness[footnoteRef:6], starting from a rapprochement among the world’s great religions and political ideologies.  This approach, moreover, offers an interesting pathway to absolving the phenomenon of “oikophobia in the decline of civilizations.”[footnoteRef:7]  In Section VI, the concluding section, we highlight the importance of overcoming our common propensity to mistake means for ends.  Only when we all set our eyes on achieving our ultimate universal values can we start to rebuild a world that is truly civilized. [6:  John Rawls, Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press (1971).]  [7:  Benedict Beckeld, Western Self-Contempt: Oikophobia in the Decline of Civilizations, ‎ Northern Illinois University Press (2022).] 


II. Historical Origins of Adversarial Institutions
John W. Burton, in the inaugural issue of the International Journal of Peace Studies in 1996, noted that “Systems failure has been a feature of human history. Revolutions have led to alternatives which have in time run into their own problems. And now, with continuing failures to deal with societies' problems, there is, even in advanced 'democracies,' a growing reaction against the Westminster adversarial party-political system and its no less adversarial American version.”[footnoteRef:8]  This, importantly, is not just a British or an American problem.  Citing Huntington’s famous quote: “Governments produced by elections may be inefficient, corrupt, shortsighted, irresponsible, dominated by special interests, and incapable of adopting policies demanded by the public good,”[footnoteRef:9]  Zakaria titled his 1997 Foreign Affairs article “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy.”[footnoteRef:10]   [8:   John W. Burton, “Civilization in Crisis: From Adversarial to Problem Solving Process,” International Journal of Peace Studies.1(1)  (1996) Retrieved from: https://www3.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol1_1/Burton.htm ]  [9:   Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave of Democratization, London, University of Oklahoma Press (1991) pp 9-10.]  [10: Fareed Zakaria (1997) “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs, November/ December 1997.  ] 

  
Mansbridge (1983), in Beyond Adversary Democracy, attributed the emergence of adversarial politics to the emergence of capitalism.  She wrote, “Nascent capitalism required the loosening of personal ties and the legitimation of self-interest…The new economic order required a new political ethos, for which Thomas Hobbes obligingly provided a rationale.”[footnoteRef:11] (p.15)   Mansbridge pointed out: “For Rousseau, an adversary democracy with its base in conflicting interest was an abomination.”  “He traced three stages by which society moved from a unitary to an adversary democracy.”(p.18) Thus, even in the West, unitary democracy that stressed the common interest has a much longer history than adversary democracy. [11:   Jane J. Mansbridge, Beyond Adversary Democracy, University of Chicago Press (1983).] 


Kishlansky traced the origin of adversarial politics to the American Civil War.[footnoteRef:12]    He wrote: “In an organic political structure there was hardly much place for [the term political party], and [the word “party”] continued to express groupings in a neutral way throughout the war.”(p.625)  Citing Clement Walker who observed that in the early 17th century “The leading men or grandees first divided themselves into two factions, or juntoes of presbyterian and independent," Kishlansky concluded: “In this sense, ‘party’ came to describe a new method of political action, one which implied a corruption of the old political system—more explicitly, the pursuit of self-interest against the common good.”(p.626).  [12:   Mark Kishlansky, “The Emergence of Adversary Politics in the Long Parliament,” The Journal of Modern History, December, 49(4) (1977): 617- 640.
] 


On the legal front, a parallel adversarial system of justice has emerged not much later, no doubt under similar influences.   However, this adversarial system is widely believed to serve the public interest better.  Landsman, a staunch advocate of the adversarial system, began his widely cited article on the development of the adversarial system thus: “Since approximately the time of the American Revolution, courts in the United States have employed a system of procedure that depends on a neutral and passive fact finder (either judge or jury) to resolve disputes on the basis of information provided by contending parties during formal proceedings.”[footnoteRef:13](p.713)   The “neutral and passive fact finder” role is a key feature of the common law system and distinguishes itself from the civil law system which gives the presiding judge an active investigative role to seek the truth using all sources of information.  However, the intent of both the civil law system and the common law system is identical, namely, to further the public interest.  Even though the civil law system is less based on case laws and more on doctrines and principles that are the results of collective wisdom accumulated over time, civil law ostensibly also changes with the times.  The main difference is that, while a judge under the common law system through his judgement may change the law, changes under civil law system would require some consensus consolidated over a number of years. [13:  Stephan Landsman, “A Brief Survey on the Development of the Adversary System.” Ohio State Law Journal 44(1983): 713-739.
] 

The non-adversarial civil law tradition has a long history in Europe.  In the words of Dainow, “In the course of time these jurists came to enjoy the very highest prestige in the law; emperors and magistrates not only sought their consultation and advice but in general followed and adopted their opinions.  During this time, not a matter of years or generations but of centuries, some efforts were made to coordinate and group the rules of law…to compile the results of a very large number of actual case decisions.”[footnoteRef:14] (p.421)   The tradition gave rise to the doctrine of jurisprudence constante that holds that a consistent line of court decisions on a particular legal issue forms an authoritative and binding precedent and thus represents collective wisdom that upholds the public interest.  Accordingly, “Judges’ decision is less crucial in shaping civil law than the decisions of legislators and legal scholars who draft and interpret the codes.”[footnoteRef:15]  Today civil law is still very much a European system.    [14:    Joseph Dainow, The Civil Law and the Common Law: Some Points of Comparison, The American Journal of Comparative Law, 15(1966-67):3: 419-435.]  [15:  See The common law and civil law traditions, on UC Berkeley website: https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2017/11/CommonLawCivilLawTraditions.pdf ] 


To Landsman, it is important to uphold the adversary legal system because it helps preserve key values in society.  He was particularly worried about the overreach of government which therefore needs to be effectively countered by a “neutral and fact-finding role” of the judiciary process.[footnoteRef:16]  However, while the need for judiciary independence is beyond dispute, the presumption that an inquisitorial approach will be biased may be wrong.  Finding the truth is a win for society; upholding justice is the ultimate value shared by all members of society.[footnoteRef:17]   Whether the common law system or the civil law system better serves the public interest is a question that must be determined empirically and not assumed away.  [16:  Stephan Landsman, The Adversary system: A description and defense, American Enterprise Institute Press (1983) p.7. ]  [17:  Under the adversarial system prosecutors have a vested interest in convicting a suspect and there have been multiple cases of the prosecution withholding information.  See https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/policy-issues/policy/prosecutorial-accountability/withholding-favorable-evidence Accessed June 6, 2025.] 


As time passes, the problems arising from adversarial processes have become more and more apparent, and they stem from vested interests that care not for societal values but for private interests.  Today the prevalence of adversarial processes both in law and in politics over several centuries has led many Westerners to identify adversarial processes as a key characteristic of Western culture and even a Western value.  Yet enlightened political historian/scientists in America today, including Kishlansky, Jane Mansbridge, and Jason Brennan, and Hudson [footnoteRef:18]  have found that the adversarial political system could be detrimental to the best interests of the country.  [18:  Mark Kishlansky, “The Emergence of Adversary Politics in the Long Parliament,” The Journal of Modern History, 49(4) (1977):617- 640; Jane J. Mansbridge, Beyond Adversary Democracy, University of Chicago Press (1983); Jason Brennan, Against Democracy, Princeton University Press (2016); Michael Hudson, “The End of Western Civilization,” paper presented at the South South Forum on Sustainability, Lingnan University, July 11, 2022. Retrieved from:
  https://michael-hudson.com/2022/07/the-end-of-western-civilization/  Accessed June 6, 2025.] 


Notwithstanding similar values shared in the West as in the East, as suggested from all the above, the equating of democracy to ballot box politics in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights laid the seed for antagonism between the West and China.[footnoteRef:19]  Just as the superiority between civil law system and the common law system should be tested empirically, so should the superiority between electoral democracy and selecting the leadership through a fair and transparent procedure against transparent criteria.  The civilized approach seems to be taking different practices in different lands as different human experimentations to find better institutions.   [19:  We argue that while equality of political rights is basic to democracy, selection of a nation’s leaders through a transparent process against transparent criteria without discrimination does not contradict equal political rights so that Article 21 in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that asserts the need for periodic elections of a country’s leadership through secret ballot is misleading.. ] 


III. Culture, Soft Infrastructure, and Infrastructure Logics
Culture, norms and values, laws and institutions have been referred to as soft infrastructure. As “infrastructure,” they take time to build.  Once built, they will stay for a long time and will form part of the environment in which we live.   An example is neo-liberalism.[footnoteRef:20]  A specific example is the Right to Buy pioneered by Margaret Thatcher that started in the United Kingdom in the 1980s[footnoteRef:21].   It was replicated in Hong Kong in the form of the Tenants Purchase Scheme (TPS) launched in 1998.   The Right to Buy did not enjoy a good reputation in the UK.[footnoteRef:22]  Yet it found its way to Hong Kong and led to similar consequences.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  P.2 in D. Béland, “Ideas and Social Policy: An Institutionalist Perspective,” Social Policy & Administration, 39. (2005) (1), 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1467-9515.2005.00421.X ]  [21:  The Housing Act that laid out the framework of Right to Buy was passed into law in 1980.]  [22:  See Lynsey Hanley “From Thatcher to Johnson: how right to buy has fuelled a 40-year housing crisis,” The Guardian, June 29 2022. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/jun/29/how-right-to-buy-ruined-british-housing, accessed June 5, 2025.]  [23:  It had benefited some original tenants and some speculators.  But Hong Kong’s homeownership did not go up, and the wait for public housing kept getting longer. ] 


Empirically, the heritage of a country’s values and culture has primacy over new ideas.  For instance, the failure of the US to adopt a nation-wide health insurance program is linked to its unique political culture.[footnoteRef:24]  A key question is: If public policy is always affected by the prevalent culture, shouldn’t we nurture a culture that will allow policy changes that better serve the public interest?   [24:  Sven Steinmo and Jon Watts, It's the Institutions, Stupid! Why Comprehensive National Health Insurance Always Fails in America, J Health Polit Policy Law 20 (2) (1995): 329–372.] 


Relative to neo-liberalism, the caste system of India perhaps stands at the opposite end of the cultural spectrum as it is anything but liberal.  It has had pervasive impacts on the Indian economy.[footnoteRef:25] The system has generated substantial inefficiencies in critical areas, such as labor allocation, whereby the full development of human capital in India became impossible.[footnoteRef:26]  Previous studies also show that these impacts extend beyond economic activity, affecting access to public resources and well-being. Shaikh et al., suggests that the caste to which individuals belong significantly predicts inequalities in the waiting time for non-emergency medical care. [footnoteRef:27]  The endurance of the caste system through centuries notwithstanding formal abolition in 1948 is due to its nature as a “soft infrastructure,” which is grounded not only on decades or centuries of accustomization but also on “institutional logics,” the organizing principles that are “symbolically grounded, organizationally structured, politically defended, and technically and materially constrained.”[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  K. Munshi, “Caste and the Indian Economy.” Journal of Economic Literature, 57(4) (2019), 781–834. https://doi.org/10.1257/JEL.20171307]  [26:  Thorat, S., & Newman, K. S. (2007). Caste and Economic Discrimination: Causes, Consequences and Remedies on JSTOR. Economic and Political Weekly, 42(41), 4121–4124.]  [27:  M. Shaikh, Miraldo M, Renner A-T  “Waiting time at health facilities and social class: Evidence from the Indian caste system.” PLoS ONE, 13(10) (2018): e0205641. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0205641.]  [28:  pp. 248–249 in R. Friedland & R. R. Alford,  “Bringing society back in: Symbols, practices, and institutional contradictions.” In W. W. Powell & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 232–263). University of Chicago Press(1991).] 


Boltanski and Thévenot offered important insights into the dynamics that drive the change of institutional logics. They argue that people justify what they say and do by appealing to principles which will command respect and practices that are treated as values or “worth.” They distinguished different categories of worth in six different polities: market, inspired, domestic, fame, civic, and industrial. [footnoteRef:29]  Each of these polities have conceptions, models, or logics at the supra-organizational level that shape people’s activities and way of life.  [29:  L. Boltanski, & L. Thévenot, On Justification: Economies of Worth. Princeton University Press (2006).] 


      The Right to Buy was based on the idea of “big market, small government.” Private actors are presumed, without evidence, to be always more efficient than civil servants or government-paid officials.[footnoteRef:30]  In Hong Kong, The Mass Transit Railway Corporation, a statutory corporation fully owned by the government for years, had very high reputation for being well-managed.[footnoteRef:31]   Today, under the “free play of the market,” the prevalence of subcontracting and sub-subcontracting in the construction industry has led to safety issues and occasional disruptions in services.   Even so, the ideology of “big market, small government” had the upper hand just because some circles upheld it like a doctrine.  The Housing Authority in Hong Kong announced the public housing privatization scheme called Tenants Purchase Scheme (TPS) on December 8, 1997.   Ho and Wong found evidence that Hong Kong’s first officially recorded recession in 1998, at -5.9% and much worse than that of Singapore (-2.2%), is more related to the TPS than to the Asian Financial Crisis.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Holger Mühlenkamp, “From state to market revisited: more empirical evidence on the efficiency of public (and privately-owned) enterprises,”Munich Personal RePEc Archive. (2013)]  [31:  The company was inaugurated in 1972.  After privatization in 2000 the government remains the largest shareholder.]  [32:  Singapore at the time traded much more with countries like Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia than Hong Kong and should have been more affected by the Asian Financial Crisis.  See Lok Sang.Ho and Gary Wong, “Privatization of Public Housing: Did it Cause the 1998 Recession in Hong Kong?” Contemporary Economic Policy. 249(2) (2006), April, 262–273.] 


Consider America’s persistent failure to contain gun violence.  The Second Amendment to the American Constitution reads: “A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.”  Once institutionalized and blessed with political interests, gun ownership has become almost impossible to curb and regulate. Through the dynamics of institutional logics America has become the world’s top country in gun ownership per capita. In 2008, the United States Supreme Court ruled that the Second Amendment confers an individual the inalienable right to possess a firearm for traditionally lawful purposes such as self-defence.[footnoteRef:33]  Moreover, it ruled that two earlier District of Columbia provisions, one banning handgun and the other requiring the disassembly or trigger-locking of lawful household firearms, violated this right. Since that ruling, gun-related deaths have increased, with the crude rate (number of gun-related deaths per 100,000) rising from 10.34 before the ruling to 11.16 in the 2009-2019 period. The apparent futility of clear and continuing public preference for tighter gun control testifies to the extent to which an institutional logic embodied in the Second Amendment compromises the interests and well-being of Americans. [33:  See Supreme Court of the United States (2008) District of Columbia et al. vs Heller. Available at: https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/07pdf/07-290.pdf  Accessed June 6, 2025.] 


IV. What Culture and Ideology Will Make a Better World? 
An interesting question is what kind of culture and ideology can be embodied in our institutions which can guide us toward a better world. Antonella Delle Fave et.al and Ho offered some clue. [footnoteRef:34]   Fave et.al. (2016) underscored “the primacy of inner harmony and relational connectedness” as lay principles of happiness; Ho (2014) pointed out that culture determines how different people procure their “mental end goods” and “physical end goods”[footnoteRef:35] in different ways.  The former concluded that “Over and above differences related to country membership, cultural dimensions, and demographic features, [there is] a substantial similarity across countries in the core definitions of happiness. At the psychological level, happiness was predominantly identified as inner harmony, a balanced and positive connectedness perceived among various facets of the self.”  Ho suggests that what people see as values are often not ultimate values but merely reflect culture-bound ways of life to acquire our common universal values like health, peace, and self-actualization.[footnoteRef:36]  A way of life compatible with sustainable development and world peace requires a mindset that transcends cultural and ethnic differences.[footnoteRef:37]    [34:  Fave, A. Delle, Brdar, I., Wissing, M. P., Araujo, U., Castro Solano, A., Freire, T., Hernández-Pozo, M. D. R., Jose, P., Martos, T., Nafstad, H. E., Nakamura, J., Singh, K., & Soosai-Nathan, L. “Lay Definitions of Happiness across Nations: The Primacy of Inner Harmony and Relational Connectedness.” Frontiers in Psychology, 7(30) (2016): 1–23. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00030 ; L.S. Ho, The Psychology and Economics of Happiness: Love, life and positive living. Oxon; New York: Routledge (2014).]  [35:  Ho followed Gary Becker, “A Theory of the Allocation of Time,” Economic Journal, 75(299) (1965): 493-517.  Becker proposed that people engage in “household production” to produce the end goods that they need such as nutrition and energy. Ho extends household production to cover mental goods such as accomplishment and self-esteem. ]  [36:  Self-actualization is at the top of the needs pyramid propounded by Maslow in Abraham H. Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation.” Psychological Review. 50(4) (1943): 370–396.]  [37:  See Lok Sang Ho, “Spirituality, Religiosity, and Happiness: Identifying the Nexus,” Singapore Economic Review, 69(5)(2024): 1659–1684.] 


Tim Kasser has identified materialistic culture to be extremely detrimental to subjective well-being.[footnoteRef:38] Ho explained that the materialistic lifestyle is an inefficient way of procuring the mental goods that all humans need, such as a sense of achievement and self-esteem. The inefficiency of the rat race is demonstrated by the fact that one’s attempt to keep ahead of others destroys the mental good of others.  Under a materialistic culture and the rat race of keeping up with the Joneses, ecological footprints shoot through the roof, exacerbating the climate crisis and undermining the long-term welfare of everybody. In contrast, under a culture based on simple but still wholesome lifestyle people can self-actualize and build self-esteem without a need to out-consume others.  [38:  Tim Kasser, The High Price of Materialism. Cambridge, Bradford (2003).] 

	
The adversarial culture has contributed to the rise of “The Divided States of America.”[footnoteRef:39]    Apart from the bi-partisan divide, there is also a common disconnect of many Americans with people that they consider alien.  What matters is not at all who people consider alien, but the “me” or “my kind” versus “them” mentality that is fostered in social media. This is tribalism.  Once tribalism emerges, extremist and opportunistic politicians will take advantage of the divisiveness in society, touting their supposedly nativist policies. In this divisive and contentious landscape, facts and meaningful policy debates are discarded.[footnoteRef:40]  Actually, this fixation on identities leading to discrimination and racism goes against an important tenet in the Declaration of Independence which proclaims that “all men are created equal.”[footnoteRef:41] Interestingly, however, Michael Morris, a cultural psychologist, maintains optimistically that society could harness the same instincts for advancing self-interest to benefit humanity. [footnoteRef:42]  The subtitle of his book Tribal tells it all: “How the Cultural Instincts That Divide Us Can Help Bring Us Together.” His optimism, it must be pointed out, is based on a humble, self-reflective spirit, which cannot be taken for granted and must be consciously cultivated.    [39:  See Fareed Zakaria, “The Divided States of America: What is Tearing Us Apart?” CNN Special Report, Jan 31, 2021.]  [40:  The popularity of the two books that Zakaria referred to, namely Identity Crisis, by John Sides, Michael Tesler and Lynn Vavreck, Princeton University Press (2018) and Why We Are Polarized, by Ezra Klein, Simon & Schuster (2020) suggest that this is indeed a hot issue in America.]  [41:  See Ezra Klein (2020)  Why we are polarized. First Avid Reader Press hardcover edition. New York: Avid Reader Press.  He argues that the American political system boils down to a collection of functional parts whose efforts combine into a dysfunctional whole.]  [42:  Michael Morris, Tribal: How the Cultural Instincts That Divide Us Can Help Bring Us Together, Penguin Random House (2024).] 


Transcending fixed identities is understandably difficult but not impossible.  Transcending fixed identities is difficult only because those fixed identities were built up over a long stretch of time.  Fixation on identities is the soft infrastructure that has led to polarization.  To address this problem, Lijphart proposed the concept of “consensus democracy,” which stands in contrast to adversarial democracy based on the majority rule. [footnoteRef:43]    He insisted consensus democracy is better than majoritarian democracy, and stated that the first dimension of consensus democracy involves “multiparty face-to-face interactions within cabinets, legislatures, legislative committees, and concertation meetings between governments and interest groups has a close fit with the collective-responsibility form.”(p.5)  But consensus is difficult to form unless everybody is prepared to perform the Rawlsian “veil of ignorance” thought experiment in forgetting one’s identity before assessing the impact of a policy (i.e., “ex ante” assessment of the merit of a policy without a vested interest).  If minorities’ interests are thus taken care of and the goal of public policy is maximizing the ex ante interpretation of the public interest,[footnoteRef:44] the focus of the political system should be preventing power abuse through effective public governance rather than on elections. Shifting of the focus on “fair competition among interest groups to fend for their different ex post private interests” to “effective governance to enhance the ex ante public interest based on impartial assessment of policy alternatives” is the way out.   [43:  See A. Lijphart, Patterns of democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries, New Haven: Yale University Press (1999).]  [44:  This means the assumption of veil of ignorance or impartiality in considering the merits of any policy change.  See Lok Sang Ho, Public Policy and the Public Interest. New York: Routledge. (2012)] 


Maximizing the public interest is fundamentally no different from asking people to “put themselves in other people’s shoes.” Only when one momentarily relinquishes one’s identity and considers the impact of policy change on different people would one truly “connect” to others.  Although we are all different ex post, we are all equal ex ante (behind a veil of ignorance, imagining that one could be anyone in the community ex post).   Rawlsian thinking invariably appears antithetical to our nature.  Because we are used to the identities that we have formed over the years, putting down our identities when we assess the impacts of public policy is not instinctive for most of us.   But seeing the connectedness of everyone in the community is the only way out of the divisiveness that has caused extensive suffering among mankind throughout history.  

To move toward a world of connected humanity, it is critical to reiterate that the fixation on identities needs to be attenuated.  Institutions that reduce identity fixations need to be enshrined in each country’s constitution to facilitate “a connected humanity”. Only then the public interest defined in the ex ante sense can trump tribal instincts, which have become more pronounced with increasing use of digital communication (Bazalgette, 2017).[footnoteRef:45]  The spirit of this suggestion is encapsulated in Singapore’s national pledge: “We, the citizens of Singapore, pledge ourselves as one united people, regardless of race, language or religion, to build a democratic society based on justice and equality so as to achieve happiness, prosperity and progress for our nation."  The attenuation of ethnic identity fixations explains the multicultural harmony of this tiny island-state, which in turn is instrumental for its stunning economic success since gaining independence from Malaysia in 1965.[footnoteRef:46]  The ex ante perspective to public policy is what it takes to look after the long-run self-interest of each individual, because in an all-out fight among those with fixed identities and interests, no one can be sure who the final winner will be.  The only certainty is that over the course of the fight, everybody loses.  [45:  P. Bazalgette, New tribal instinct: Our pack mentality has become more pronounced as we spend more time online, the author argues. Index on Censorship. 46(3) (2017):87-89.   ]  [46:  National Heritage Board (2023) National Pledge. Available at: https://www.nhb.gov.sg/what-we-do/our-work/community-engagement/education/resources/national-symbols/national-pledge.] 


V.  A Roadmap to a Better Tomorrow for the World 
	
Two key divides that tear humanity apart into different and sometimes opposing camps are religion and political ideology.  

An article posted in 2017 by the American Psychological Association on its website referred to “a growing tide of Islamophobia” in America.[footnoteRef:47]  An earlier study by the Council on American-Islamic Relations showed that, of the more than 600 Muslim students surveyed, more than half had experienced bullying—twice as high as the national average.[footnoteRef:48]  A Southern Poverty Law Center report released in February 2017 found that the number of organized anti-Muslim hate groups had jumped from 34 in 2015 to 101 in 2016.  There is little doubt that the fear of Muslim domination is one of the drivers behind Islamophobia. Such paranoia could sometimes lead to tragic circumstances.  Anders Breivik, a Norwegian far-right extremist gruesomely massacred 69 participants (mostly teenagers) attending a Workers' Youth League (AUF) summer camp on July 22, 2011 using semiautomatic firearms. Earlier in the day, he had detonated a bomb in the center of Oslo killing eight people and injuring another 209.  Breivik tried to justify his heinous acts in a manifesto which declared his resolve to stop “the Islamic colonization of Western Europe”[footnoteRef:49] The horrible massacre raises a lot of questions about what is wrong and what should be done.[footnoteRef:50]    [47:  Clay, RA (2017) “Islamophobia,” Monitor on Psychology. 48(4). P.34 https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/04/islamophobia ]  [48:  Council on American-Islamic Relations- California Chapter (2015) Mislabelled: The Impact of School Bullying and Discrimination on California Muslim Students, Council on American-Islamic Relations, California. San Francisco Bay Area.  ]  [49:  Reuters report available from: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-norway-manifesto-factbox-idUSTRE76N14J20110724 Accessed June 5, 2025.]  [50:  N. Smith, “Utoya on screen: How two film directors tackled the same tragedy.” BBC report (Oct. 10, 2018) Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-45760816  (accessed June 6, 2025).] 

	
Unfortunately, such fears have their roots in otherwise harmless demographics[footnoteRef:51].  Research from the Pew Research Center indicates that Muslim women have on average 2.9 children, surpassing the next-highest group (Christians at 2.6) and significantly exceeding the average of all non-Muslims (2.2 children). [footnoteRef:52]  Moreover, if all the children of Muslims are initiated by their parents to become Muslims, there is fear that Muslims would soon outnumber non-Muslims. In a democracy that respects the majority rule, non-Muslims naturally fear that they would soon be outnumbered by Muslims and that their society and their laws could change, leading to a loss of their original identity.   By the same token, for those of us who are used to electoral democracy, any political system that is not based on ballot box and party rotation is often considered alien to us and undemocratic.  A rising China that does not practice party rotation and periodic elections of the nation’s leaders may be perceived by many as a threat to “our democratic values.” [51:  G. Elżbieta, & Péter, M. (2018). Where the Wild Things Are: Fear of Islam and the Anti-Refugee Rhetoric in Hungary and in Poland. Central and Eastern European Migration Review, 7(2), 125–151.]  [52:  Lipka, M and Hackett C (2017) Why Muslims are the world’s fastest-growing religious group. Available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/06/why-muslims-are-the-worlds-fastest-growing-religious-group/. 
] 


The way out would be a strong constitution that is based on the enshrinement of the ex ante approach to public policy and public institutions, with decisions about public policy or institutional changes considered “under a veil of ignorance” regarding personal identities to ensure impartiality and fairness.  A country with its constitution grounded on a new Universal Declaration of Human Rights will ensure that all its citizens enjoy the same rights and freedoms so that no majority vote can overturn it.  A revised Universal Declaration of Human Rights should encompass a vision that each person shall have the freedom to choose his religion and shall have equal political rights.  This means parents should not be allowed to dictate their children’s religion and should allow them to decide on their own upon reaching adulthood.   Equal political rights means that if a country does not practice electoral democracy, its people should still be assured equal rights to compete for political positions through their own merit according to a transparent selection mechanism.  Sovereign countries should be free to adopt their political systems.  

Since the theologies of different religions are mutually incompatible, differences in theology among religions should be taken as merely reflecting the cultural and historical backgrounds at the time of their inception.  This is the only way to avoid irreconcilable conflicts and clashes.  Respect being a universal value, adherents of different religions should other people’s religions and theological beliefs, as long as we all commit to the fundamental principle that all humans enjoy equal rights and freedoms.  This implies separation of the church and state, i.e., no religion or church should wield political power that could enable it to dominate over other religions or non-believers.  Throughout history, there have been innumerable religious conflicts and wars. Matthew White's The Great Big Book of Horrible Things named religion as the primary cause of 11 of the world's 100 deadliest atrocities.   
	
Minkov, Welzel and Schachner noted that “numerous studies have reported a positive individual-level association between happiness and two psychologically distinct states of mind: religious faith and subjective freedom.”[footnoteRef:53] (p. 2873). But what is it in religiosity that makes people happy?  One interesting finding of the paper is that subjective freedom and religious faith appear to be substitutes in furthering subjective well-being.  One interpretation of this result is that religious faith is itself a source of subjective freedom, as all monotheistic religions ask us to be humble especially before God, spiritual teachers in other religions ask us to frees ourselves from obsessions that stem from a strong ego.  Paul T.P. Wong makes the case that transcending the ego gives one meaning and enables one to realize one’s best.[footnoteRef:54] Anyone who does this, even if one does not have a religion, finds subjective freedom because one will be free from the many incumbrances caused by a strong ego. No wonder many recent studies have found self-transcendence to be an important driver of happiness and humility is a common denominator among religions.[footnoteRef:55] Transcendence is about focusing less on the ego and connecting more with our humanity.[footnoteRef:56] The essence of transcendence is perhaps best captured by the Buddhist philosophy of “letting go of the self” and focusing less on the distinctions or fixed notions of self,  people, sentient beings, and lifespans.[footnoteRef:57] Maslow has described self-transcendence as a confluence of intense emotional responses comprising “wonder, surprise, awe, amazement, reverence, humility and surrender before the experience as before something great”.[footnoteRef:58]  Spiritual living is living with a deep respect for life; at its core, it involves developing a connectedness to humanity and nature, in the process liberating one from self-centeredness. With this premise, the all-encompassing nature of transcendence is the ultimate antidote against divisiveness and the “identity crisis,” which feeds one’s self-doubt and could be the origin of oikophobia. [53:  Minkov, M., Welzel, C., & Schachner, M. “Cultural evolution shifts the source of happiness from religion to subjective freedom. Journal of Happiness Studies: An Interdisciplinary Forum on Subjective Well-Being,” 21(8) (2020): 2873–2888. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-019-00203-w]  [54:  Paul T. Wong, “Self-transcendence: A Paradoxical Way to Become Your Best.” International Journal of Existential Psychology and Psychotherapy, 6(1) (2016).]  [55:  An example is “Self-Centeredness and Selflessness: A Theory of Self-Based Psychological Functioning and Its Consequences for Happiness,” Review of General Psychology, 15(2)(2011), 138–157, by M. Dambrun,, & M. Ricard.  Another example is “Spirituality, Religiosity, and Happiness: Identifying the Nexus,” Singapore Economic Review, 69(5) (2024): 1659–1684, by Lok Sang Ho.]  [56:   Barbara Hanfsting, “Ego and Spiritual Transcendence: Relevance to Psychological Resilience and the Role of Age,” Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative Medicine, Volume 2013, 9 pages. Open Access.]  [57:  These notions are discussed in the famous Buddhist text the Diamond Sutra.  
See https://hbreader.org/words/8000069.html  Accessed June 6, 2025.]  [58:  A.H. Maslow, “Cognition of Being in the Peak Experiences,” The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 94(1) (1959): 43-66.] 


We could distinguish between two kinds of institutions. An “open” institutional design based on institutional logics and mechanisms that actively facilitate “improving with the times,” or passively allow such adaptations. A “closed” institutional design on the other hand provides little incentive for people to change even if they could, while those in favour of change may be blocked from effecting any change. A closed institutional design is closed typically because vested interests protect their interests through monopolizing power, or because society has come to accept the prevailing rules, values, and practices as sacrosanct and not to be challenged. Those holding on to power tend to emphasise these rules, values, and practices to maintain their power and privileges.[footnoteRef:59]   [59:  See Lok.Sang.Ho, Public Policy and the Public Interest. New York: Routledge (2011). Chapter 4.] 


Sadly, although governments based on periodic elections may still lack effective mechanisms that prevent power abuses and may still be subject to short-termism and the dictates of vested interests. Indeed, Gilens and Page found that “economic elites and organized groups representing business interests have substantial independent impacts on U.S. government policy, while average citizens and mass-based interest groups have little or no independent influence.”[footnoteRef:60] Today, America is classified under “flawed democracies” in the EIU Democracy Index ranking.[footnoteRef:61] Zakaria (ibid. p.24) coined the term “illiberal democracies” to describe regimes that are “illiberal” and that trample on people’s civic rights notwithstanding the fact that they hold regular elections.  Notwithstanding being democracies in name, many countries could be trapped in a perpetual cycle of power grabbing among various contending interests that could lead to social unrest and the erosion of public interest.   From this perspective, governments that are formally democratic may still not be sufficiently open to allow evolution toward the betterment of all stakeholders.   An “open” regime with plenty of levers for interest groups to work on without regard to the public interest is not good enough.  In a world dominated by powerful business interests capable of influencing politics almost exclusively, it is all too easy for these powerful business interests to perpetually collude with politicians to the detriment of the interests of the common man. [60:  See M. Gilens and B. Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average Citizens,” Perspectives on Politics, 12(3)(2014), 564-581.  ]  [61:  See https://democratic-erosion.org/2025/02/14/america-demoted-to-a-flawed-democracy/  The United States has fallen from grace as a full democracy to flawed democracy since 2016, according to the EIU Democracy Index 2024.  
] 


VI.  Conclusion: The Challenges Facing Humanity

“Western civilization” is not adversarial politics nor adversarial institutions in general.  The adversarial culture developed in the West only within the last five hundred years. In fact, civilization should not carry the label Eastern or Western.  Being civilized simply means taking the universal values of freedom, respect (which means equal treatment of all people as human beings), peace, love, and sustainable development seriously.  True progress must be based on humans becoming more civilized.  Getting an advantage at the expense of others through brute force or unfair practices is not true progress.  Mistaking means for ends is not progress.  True human progress cannot be advanced with people in power holding onto dogmas and dictating their will on others.  
	
What gave China’s economy a rebirth was a revival of ancient thoughts that had been suppressed by political forces under the power of ideology.[footnoteRef:62]  Similarly, Western democracy needs a revival of the ancient idea that self-perfection and wisdom through living a life of virtue and reason.  Allowing divisive politics to prevail over the public interest will only lead to decline and self-doubt.  This requires rebuilding our soft infrastructure to this end.  This is emphatically not the “end of Western civilization” as Hudson suggested, but what the Stoics and Christianity taught us over two thousand years ago.  In the recent past and today this principle continues to be championed by a few lone philosophers and political scientists like Kant, Jung, Rawls, Mansbridge, and Brennan today, and practitioners like Albert Schweitzer, Mother Teresa, Adrian Anantawan who educated disabled people to overcome handicaps to benefit from music, and Sal Khan who founded the Khan Academy to educate millions of people around the world across many disciplines through the internet. [62:  Mao Zedong had condemned Confucianism.  See A. James Gregor and Maria Hsia Chang, Anti-Confucianism: Mao's Last Campaign,  Asian Survey, 19(11) (1979), Nov, 1073-1092. 
] 


Western institutions possess many fine traditions.  In particular, Separation of Powers, Separation of the Church and the State, the Free Press, Free Speech, the Rule of Law, etc., are important pillars of civilization that should be preserved.  These fine traditions are grounded on the “ethics of reciprocity,” a universal value which came to be called the Golden Rule.  In the Sermon on the Mount (Gospel according to St. Matthew) Jesus taught: “All things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them.”  The Mosaic law contains a parallel commandment: “Whatever is hurtful to you, do not do that to others.”  Similarly Confucius advised: “Don’t do unto others what you don’t want others do unto you.” (The Analects).  More recently, Rawls invented the “veil of ignorance” thought experiment and asked us to put ourselves in the shoes of others. 

All this appears reasonable enough.  But soft infrastructure being what it is, the ideology of individualistic freedom is hard to change; expecting religious fundamentalists and zealots to shed their dogmas and strive toward enlightenment is likely to be asking too much; most of those who subscribe to the materialistic culture will continue to ignore the impending existential threat to our planet earth as the only home of humanity and other species.  Overcoming this inertia is the challenge that humanity now faces.

At the policy level, upholding the Golden Rule means that we should opt for universal healthcare, more effective regulation of firearms, and better protection of human lives in general. If there had been more effective regulation of semiautomatic weapons, Anders Breivik would not have been able to commit his massacre (at least not to the same degree) in 2011. Similarly, Salvador Ramos would not have been able to gun down and kill 21 students and staff of an elementary school in Uvalde, Texas in May 2022 so fast.  

Consider the following excerpt from an article posted in City Journal on “Katrina and Pork” in 2005:
…. increasingly Congress uses the growing federal budget to serve the narrow interests of its members, circumventing the traditional budget process and skirting procedures for competitive bidding to insert favored projects directly into appropriations legislation. The process, euphemistically called earmarking, “has become so routine and so pervasive . . . that what was once a boon for the most powerful and favored has become an expected way for local governments and other institutions to get aid from Washington.[footnoteRef:63]  [63:  Stevem Malanga, “Katrina and Pork: How congressional waste harmed New Orleans.” City Journal, Oct 17 2005. Available at: https://www.city-journal.org/html/katrina-and-pork-10051.html (accessed June 6, 2025). 
] 


We can see that attention for personal, private interests, instead of the public interest, was very much behind the subpar design and maintenance of the levees that led to 1,833 tragic and avoidable deaths in New Orleans.[footnoteRef:64] Central to the disaster is that politicians were preoccupied with pleasing their constituents and that voters prefer to protect their short-term private interests first.  It was short-sightedness and selfishness rather than a lack of funds that caused 2005’s Hurricane Katrina disaster. Lawrence Roth, the then Deputy Executive Director of the American Society of Civil Engineers had called it “the worst engineering catastrophe in U.S. history”[footnoteRef:65].  Moreover, Adrienne LaFrance of the Atlantic, based on research from the University of California at Berkeley, found that “Some levees were constructed atop too-weak soil, others contained too much sand and other highly erodible material that washed away in the storm surge.”[footnoteRef:66]  In short, the levees were simply not built to provide meaningful protection.    [64:  S. Pruitt, “Hurricane Katrina: 10 Facts About the Deadly Storm and Its Legacy,” History.com, August 19, 2020. Available at: https://www.history.com/news/hurricane-katrina-facts-legacy (accessed June 2, 2025).]  [65:  L Roth, The New Orleans Levees: The Worst Engineering Catastrophe in U.S. History Report. The American Society of Civil Engineers. (2007), Reston Virginia. ]  [66:  Adrienne LaFrance, “A Brief History of Levees,” The Atlantic (August 31, 2015) Available at: 
         https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2015/08/a-brief-history-of-levees/402119/ Accessed June 6, 2025
] 


The above debacle, amongst many others, are not isolated failures but are indicative of the negative soft infrastructure that has become endemic in our lives. It is indeed difficult to rebuild soft infrastructure.  The inertia of the human mind has to be reckoned with. For this reason, the “roadmap” for a better tomorrow is fraught with significant difficulties which would require collective understanding and resolve to overcome.   But to ponder the alternative is frightening. 

Back in 1997 Fareed Zakaria warned of “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy” in Foreign Affairs. Since that time, liberal democracy appears to be in retreat everywhere.  In the Western world, we are seeing increasing polarization across many countries.  An Economist feature story in 2020 carried the title: “Political protests have become more widespread and more frequent” and the subtitle warns: “The rising trend in global unrest is likely to continue.”   

Amid all the confusion, the Democracy Perception Index (DPI) survey[footnoteRef:67] found that people living in many democracies often think that their countries are not genuinely democratic, while China, a country widely considered to be authoritarian had a much smaller perceived democratic deficit than the US (13% cf. 20%). The relatively poor performance of the US and France in DPI could be attributable to rising income inequality and the growing influence of “Big Business” on public policy; “Big Business” and related organizations spent nearly US$4 billion lobbying the US government in 2021 alone.[footnoteRef:68]  [67:   Latana and the Alliance of Democracies Foundation, Democracy Perception Index 2024. Berlin: Latana.(2024) ]  [68:  J. O’Connell and A. Narayanswamy, “Lobbying broke all-time mark in 2021 amid flurry of government spending,” Washington Post, March 12, 2022. Available at: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2022/03/12/lobbying-record-government-spending/  Accessed June 6, 2025

] 


Presently the world is fraught with fractious politics and tension driven by the apparent ideological confrontation between the world’s two leading powers China and the US.  But the difference between China and the US lies mainly in their preferred means to achieving effective public governance.  If we are genuinely interested in people’s wellbeing, both should explore scientifically what institutions would best serve their interests.  We are supposed to live in the age of science and enlightenment.  By supplanting ideology and unbridled individualism with pragmatism and altruism, we can eliminate much societal ills and enhance the welfare of individuals worldwide.   

At the country level, checks against power abuses through an independent press and free speech within the framework of the law, a truly independent judiciary, and institutions that guard against conflict of interests are all important soft infrastructures that have proven indispensable, as is the understanding that the public interest not only must come first but also be the only consideration in the design of public policy.  The media has significant responsibility for telling the truth all the time and educating the public about sustainable development and the Golden Rule of Reciprocity.  This way, we can avoid the “we they” confrontations that Burton had lamented.  
27

