
Book Reviews 

Book Review: “Awaiting Fires: A Story of Sustainability”         
Boni Maxime Ale, MD, MSc1

1 Holo Global Health Research Institute, Nairobi, Kenya 

https://doi.org/10.7189/001c.159055 

Journal of Global Health Economics and Policy 
Vol. 4, 2024 

In Awaiting Fires: A Story of Sustainability, Igor Rudan of
fers an intellectually engaging and thought-provoking ex
ploration of the forces shaping humanity in the twenty-
first century. Blending popular science, social commentary, 
and reflections drawn from the author’s own experiences as 
a global health researcher, the book presents a panoramic 
view of technological progress, societal change, and the 
looming challenges of sustainability that will define the 
decades ahead. Structured in three interconnected parts, 
the book moves from an analysis of contemporary innova
tions to a deeper reflection on global sustainability, culmi
nating in a symbolic narrative framed around the devastat
ing Australian bushfires that inspired its title. The result is 
a work that is both analytical and deeply human, inviting 
readers to consider not only where our civilisation is head
ing but also what values might guide us there. 

The first part of the book, titled “21st Century (So Far)”, 
examines a broad spectrum of technological and cultural 
transformations that have emerged since the turn of the 
millennium. Rudan adopts the role of a scientific inter
preter, translating complex developments into accessible 
narratives while retaining their conceptual depth. Topics 
range widely, from big data and artificial intelligence to 
neuromarketing, wearable technologies, start-up culture, 
and the changing nature of work. Each chapter is relatively 
concise, originally conceived as newspaper columns, yet 
collectively they form a coherent mosaic illustrating the 
rapidly evolving landscape of modern society. 

A recurring theme in this section is the unprecedented 
scale of data and computational power available to con
temporary science. Rudan highlights how modern comput
ing enables researchers to analyse phenomena previously 
beyond human cognitive limits, whether through genomic 
analysis, large-scale cultural datasets, or behavioural pat
terns derived from mobile phone signals. Such develop
ments, he suggests, are reshaping not only scientific in
quiry but also our understanding of human behaviour itself. 
The concept of “culturomics,” for instance, illustrates how 
the digitalisation of millions of books allows scholars to 
measure cultural change quantitatively. This is a striking 
example of how computational methods are transforming 
the humanities as well as the natural sciences. 

Equally compelling is Rudan’s discussion of artificial in
telligence and automation. The book presents these tech
nologies not merely as technical innovations but as forces 
capable of transforming labour markets, economic systems, 
and even philosophical conceptions of intelligence. While 
acknowledging the extraordinary potential of machine 

learning, from medical diagnostics to autonomous vehicles, 
Rudan also reflects on the social tensions such advances 
may produce. The possibility that automation could simul
taneously generate unprecedented wealth while rendering 
large segments of the workforce economically redundant is 
treated with measured concern rather than alarmism. This 
balanced tone characterises much of the book: technologi
cal optimism tempered by awareness of its unintended con
sequences. 

Rudan’s reflections on professional success and creativ
ity offer some of the book’s most engaging insights. Draw
ing on studies of scientific careers and creative productiv
ity, he discusses the phenomenon of “hot streaks”. These 
are the periods during which individuals produce their most 
influential work. Such analyses highlight the interplay be
tween talent, opportunity, and cumulative advantage in 
shaping human achievement. These observations resonate 
particularly strongly with readers familiar with academic 
or creative professions, where the dynamics of recognition 
and reputation often shape entire careers. 

Another strength of the book lies in its ability to connect 
technological innovation with everyday human experi
ences. The discussion of email overload, for instance, il
lustrates how even seemingly beneficial technologies can 
generate new forms of stress and inefficiency. What once 
appeared to be a perfect communication tool, as it was fast, 
free, and global, has evolved into a source of information 
overload and workplace burnout. By tracing such devel
opments, Rudan demonstrates how technological progress 
rarely unfolds in simple or predictable ways. 

The second part of the book, “(Non-)Sustainability of the 
World”, shifts the narrative from technological transforma
tion to the broader question of whether current trajecto
ries of human development can be sustained. Here the tone 
becomes more reflective and cautionary. Rudan examines 
major global challenges, including demographic ageing, cli
mate change, environmental degradation, inequality, and 
pressures on food and water systems. Drawing on frame
works such as the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals, he outlines the complex interplay between economic 
growth, environmental stability, and social justice. 

A central argument of this section is that modern civili
sation operates within fragile ecological and social systems 
that may not indefinitely support current patterns of con
sumption and growth. Rudan introduces the concept of so
cietal “collapse” as a recurring phenomenon in human his
tory, when complex systems exceed their capacity for 
adaptation, but not necessarily as an inevitable outcome. 
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By analysing historical precedents and contemporary indi
cators, he encourages readers to consider whether today’s 
global systems are sufficiently resilient to withstand the 
combined pressures of climate change, resource scarcity, 
and demographic shifts. 

The discussion of global ageing is particularly insightful. 
As life expectancy increases worldwide, societies must con
front the economic and ethical implications of supporting 
growing populations of elderly citizens. Healthcare sys
tems, pension structures, and labour markets will all re
quire significant adaptation. At the same time, the persis
tence of poverty and health inequities means that many 
populations still struggle with the opposite problem, which 
is insufficient access to basic healthcare and nutrition. 
Rudan’s analysis underscores the paradox that humanity si
multaneously faces both unprecedented longevity and per
sistent vulnerability. 

Environmental sustainability forms another major 
theme of this section. Issues such as ocean health, atmos
pheric warming, and the transition to renewable energy 
sources are presented as both environmental concerns and 
challenges with profound implications for global stability. 
Climate change emerges as a defining issue for the gen
eration coming of age in the twenty-first century. The au
thor suggests that while previous generations were shaped 
by wars, technological revolutions, or ideological conflicts, 
today’s young people may spend much of their lives con
fronting the consequences of a changing climate. 

The final part of the book, “Awaiting Fires”, provides a 
powerful symbolic conclusion. Inspired by the catastrophic 
Australian bushfires witnessed by the author and his 
daughter, the chapter serves as both a personal reflection 
and a metaphor for the broader environmental crises facing 
humanity. The fires represent the tangible effects of climate 
change, but also invoke the sense of anticipation that ac
companies our growing awareness of global ecological in
stability. 

What makes this closing section particularly effective 
is its combination of scientific insight with personal nar
rative. Rudan does not present environmental catastrophe 
as an abstract concept, but rather as an experience that 
can be directly observed and felt. The smoke-filled skies of 
Australian cities become a vivid illustration of the world 
that future generations may inherit if current trends con
tinue unchecked. Still, his tone remains ultimately reflec
tive rather than despairing, encouraging readers to recog
nise both the seriousness of the challenge and the potential 
for human ingenuity to address it. 

Throughout the book, Rudan demonstrates a distinctive 
ability to move fluidly between disciplines. His background 
in medicine and global health informs many of the discus
sions, yet the narrative also draws on economics, sociology, 

environmental science, and technology studies. This inter
disciplinary perspective allows the book to address complex 
global issues without becoming confined within the bound
aries of any single field. 

Stylistically, the book reflects its origins as a series of 
newspaper columns. Chapters are concise and accessible, 
often framed around intriguing anecdotes or surprising sci
entific findings. This format makes the book particularly 
suitable for readers who wish to explore contemporary sci
entific and societal developments without requiring spe
cialised technical knowledge. At the same time, the ideas 
presented are sufficiently sophisticated to stimulate reflec
tion among more experienced readers. 

Perhaps the book’s most important contribution lies in 
its capacity to encourage long-term thinking. In an era 
characterised by rapid technological change and short news 
cycles, Rudan invites readers to step back and consider the 
broader trajectories shaping human civilisation. Progress in 
computing, artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and data 
science promises extraordinary benefits, but these ad
vances must be evaluated within the context of planetary 
sustainability and social equity. 

In this sense, Awaiting Fires belongs to a growing body 
of literature seeking to bridge the gap between scientific 
understanding and public discourse about the future of hu
manity. By combining accessible storytelling with thought
ful analysis, the book contributes to a broader conversation 
about how societies can navigate the complex challenges of 
the twenty-first century. 

Ultimately, Rudan’s message is neither purely optimistic 
nor pessimistic. Instead, it is reflective and cautionary. Hu
manity has achieved extraordinary technological progress, 
but the sustainability of our civilisation still remains uncer
tain. The fires awaiting us may be literal, ecological, eco
nomic, social, or war-induced, but recognising their possi
bility is the first step toward preventing them. 

Awaiting Fires is therefore both a chronicle of our pre
sent moment and a meditation on the future. It reminds us 
that the story of sustainability is not only about environ
mental stewardship or technological innovation, but also 
about the choices societies make in balancing progress with 
responsibility. For readers interested in understanding the 
forces shaping the twenty-first century, this book provides 
a stimulating and insightful guide. 
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