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Abstract

That there are limits to growth implies there are limits to existence; even to persist is to expand in time.  The implication of  environmentalism is that human civilization is necessarily mortal.  Unconscious perception of this is what leads to refusal to act on environmentalists' warnings.  Some have argued that, to win support, environmentalists should avoid “doom-mongering”; but, while it might seem counter-intuitive, environmentalists should be more apocalyptic.  This would isolate the paradigm of progress as just a paradigm, not the simple truth.  This would in turn highlight the need for a new social paradigm; for an intellectual revolution.
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The ultimate paradigm shift: environmentalism as antithesis to the modern paradigm of progress

When the child is to be weaned the mother has more solid food at hand, so that the child will not perish.  Lucky the one that has more solid food at hand!

Søren Kierkegaard,

Fear and Trembling

Despite the weight of scientific evidence, the force of rational argument, the gravity of the issues at stake, despite the widespread moral approval recorded by opinion polls, environmentalism continues to be brushed aside in the political and economic ordering of our world.  The central message of environmentalism, that in a finite world there are inescapable limits to economic growth, nowhere exerts any effective power on the direction in which humanity is travelling.  How can this message be denied in the face of fact and reason, when nothing is clearer than that you cannot have your cake and eat it too?

   We might blame the “brownlash” or “green backlash”, call them what we will; that dedicated band of professional skeptics (Bjørn Lomborg et al), who, with varying degrees of intellectual honesty, cast doubt on the warnings of environmentalists.  But this would be to credit them with too much power: they exert an influence, but, in truth, they are pushing at an open door, telling people what they want to hear.  This, surely, is the reason that the messages of environmentalism continue to be denied by the political and economic consensus: the implications are too much to bear.  For what is the ultimate implication of the lesson that there are limits to growth?  That there are limits to life.  That nothing can expand forever means equally that nothing can persist forever even in a steady state, since simply to persist is still to expand in time; to continue to consume resources even if the rate of consumption is not increasing.

   Even the boldest, most clear-sighted environmentalists tend not to talk in these terms.  Environmentalism itself is not the set of ideas to help us face up to it.  Environmentalism is a response to a growing environmental crisis; but what it calls forth is a philosophical and a spiritual crisis.  The world as a whole is in a double denial: it denies the validity of environmentalism’s explicit messages because it denies the truth of their implications.  Environmentalists must follow the logic of their own arguments through to the end before they can revolutionize the economic and political order.

On paradigm shifts and environmentalists

It is common for environmentalists to call for a “paradigm shift” in the Western – now globalized – political and economic world-view.  William Ophuls and Stephen Boyan, for instance, tell us: “In brief, liberal democracy as we know it – that is, our theory or ‘paradigm’ of politics – is doomed by ecological scarcity; we need a completely new political philosophy and set of political institutions.”
  Herman Daly writes that the “steady-state paradigm… represents a radical shift from the standard growth paradigm.”
  Lester Brown tells us: “The time has come for what science historian Thomas Kuhn describes as a paradigm shift.”

   Brown is of course correct in tracing this use of language to Thomas Kuhn, whose 1962 book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, did much to make “paradigm” and “paradigm shift” features of the everyday speech of intellectuals.  Kuhn famously argued that the advancement of scientific knowledge did not conform to its classic picture as a smooth continuum of progress, each scientist adding a little more research to the collective understanding.  Rather, scientific theory advanced in fits and starts – in revolutions, in which major theories, or paradigms, once their particular inadequacies as descriptions of natural phenomena had become exposed and grown intolerable, were overthrown, and new ones adopted in their place.

   One of the key elements of Kuhn’s argument states that ruling paradigms are not given up by the scientific community as a whole just because such theories are shown to have holes in them.  This is merely the initial requirement.  Not only do such theories need to be shown to have holes in them, but a whole new theory has to be available to take their place; only when it can be instantly replaced will a major theory be rejected.  In order for this to happen, the new theory must possess at least as much explanatory power as the old – plus the power to explain those further phenomena which the last was notably unable to explain.  As Kuhn puts it: “[O]nce it has achieved the status of paradigm, a scientific theory is declared invalid only if an alternate candidate is available to take its place….  The decision to reject one paradigm is always simultaneously the decision to accept another.”

   Why is there this reluctance to reject a theory, even when it has become notoriously unable to explain known phenomena?  One reason is that what turns a theory into a Kuhnian paradigm is its very explanatory power, the way it fits together with and implies many other testable theories; in other words, one cannot just reject it in isolation, since it acts as a keystone in a much wider organization of ideas.  Another reason is that scientists are supposed to regard all scientific theories not as the literal truth but merely as working hypotheses; in this sense, so long as a paradigm still works in many areas there is no reason to abandon it, simply because it becomes clear that it fails to work in some others.  But another, deeper reason, is that, while scientific theories are meant to be merely working hypotheses, the subject of scientific theories is effectively regarded as objective reality.  This means that, without an adequate replacement, to abandon a ruling paradigm is in a very important sense to loosen one’s grasp on reality; to abandon oneself to a greater degree of ontological insecurity.

   As Kuhn describes it, only scientists of a younger generation, or newcomers to a particular field, less attached to the old paradigms and more preoccupied with their failings, are able to contemplate tearing paradigms down and searching for others; it is amongst these creative novices that new paradigms are incubated.  In this process, we might reflect, these young revolutionaries are still, as scientists, believers in the principles both that objective reality conforms to intelligible laws, and that scientific method is our means of discovering such laws.  Thus they still retain a faith that there must be another theory out there, waiting to be discovered, one that will actually be closer to reality than that which is currently held.  Indeed, it will be this faith that will prompt them to turn against the current paradigm: its glaring faults will have betrayed it; there must be another law or principle which it is failing to describe.  This faith will itself, in the interim before a replacement can be discovered, act as a substitute, and allow the revolutionary to put the ruling paradigm into suspension; to disconnect it from their understanding of ultimate reality, and yet still retain a sense of ontological security, a firm sense of solid ground beneath the feet.  Or, we might say, this faith acts as the metaphysical clutch which allows scientists to shift the gears of belief.

   There are obvious differences between Kuhn’s theory and the more general use of “paradigm shift” made by environmentalists.  But while the latter use is more of a figure of speech than a worked out theory – as all such uses where it is applied to fields outside physical science – there are still pronounced similarities.

   In the case of environmentalism the need for a readymade replacement theory would seem to be especially – perhaps uniquely – important.  This is quite simply because the central message of environmentalism, that there are limits to growth, implies certain lessons, regarding human powerlessness and ultimately human mortality, such that it naturally provokes a strong response of denial and wishful thinking.  Without an adequate replacement world-view which is able to successfully address such concerns, to make sense of and offer consolation for them, it is simply inconceivable that society as a whole will reject the paradigm of unending economic growth which environmentalism attacks.  So it is that, while in the four decades since Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring environmentalism has won popular acceptance for the idea that there are severe problems with this paradigm, it has made relatively slow progress in transforming political and economic organization: the replacement ideas it offers are not adequate for the job they have to do.

   This is not just to say that sustainable development, usually presented as environmentalism’s positive alternative paradigm, is often confused and confusing, boasting a variety of different definitions and priorities; or even more importantly, that it does not address the stronger message of environmentalism, which is precisely that material growth cannot be sustained indefinitely.  The reason that sustainable development is inadequate is that environmentalists have generally not grasped, in its fullest extent, which paradigm it is they are trying to supplant; and without such understanding one cannot possibly understand what a new paradigm would need to satisfy in order to be embraced by society as a whole.

   The reason for this certain blindness?  This is where the claim comes in that the need for a readymade replacement paradigm may here be uniquely important.  For denial and wishful thinking do not merely play a part in the reception of environmental ideas by society as a whole.  The implications of the environmental message are so difficult to accept that, in the absence of a philosophy that can successfully offer consolation for them, it is only natural that they would be denied by the vast majority of environmentalists themselves, never mind the rest of society.

   What are these implications in their fullest extent, what is this paradigm that environmentalism truly contradicts?  The central message of environmentalism is that there are limits to growth.  In other words, as it is sometimes put, “the economy is a wholly-owned subsidiary of the environment”.  All economic activities depend on the exploitation of natural resources – which are not abstract, inexhaustible materials, ever-present for us to fashion and convert to our various ends, but real, physical things, whose quantities are limited, and whose conversion to another form is never without an accumulating cost.  This much is squarely advanced by all environmentalists.

   The logical conclusions of this premise, however, are another matter.  Yet what should be more obvious than to conclude that, if economic activity depends on using up finite resources (which, we must remember, also include the capacity to absorb pollution, including carbon emitted from economic production), then not only can growth not go on forever, but that at some point it must come to a stop?  To say merely that there are limits to growth is to tell half the story.  To complete it, one must observe that there must necessarily be an ending.  If resources are finite, then, given enough time, we must necessarily run out of them.  If growth cannot go on forever, then at some point we must turn the corner, and begin to decline.  And ultimately we must collapse.  The central message of environmentalism is merely the premise, whose conclusion is that human civilization is necessarily mortal.

   Humanity itself, not merely individual men and women, will inevitably pass away, taking with it all human culture and beliefs and discoveries, all traces of our earthly works and ambitions.  Even were future generations to escape to other planets, as some hope – with a hefty dose of wishful thinking – the conclusion of environmentalism’s premise would still not be overtaken: the resources of any new colony would still be finite, still inevitably exhausted in time.  Growth is inevitably limited, no matter what technological advances we might make in the future.  Or to put it another way, all things are necessarily mortal.  Death will inevitably catch up with everything, sooner or later, humanity included.

On progress and the modern

If these are the implications of environmentalism, in their fullest extent, what then is the paradigm that environmentalism is truly contradicting?  It is not just the paradigm of unending economic growth; beyond this, the implications of environmentalism contradict something even bigger, that which has been described as “the working faith of our civilization”
 – the paradigm of progress itself.  Environmentalism strikes at the common assumption of the modern world, that history only runs in one direction, and that the future must inevitably be better than the past; that mankind has discovered the key to taking control of its fate, and that we will inevitably enjoy an ever-increasing sense of material wealth and power.  As part of this it strikes in particular at what Eric Voegelin has described as “the power fantasy of science”, the faith that science would bestow on us an ever-expanding range of material powers.  Accompanying this, it strikes at our worship of the future as a vision of utopia to which the currents of history are bearing us; the great human project to which each might contribute while they were alive, and thereby share virtually in its fruits.  

   Perhaps, we might think, progress seems like a bit of a chimera these days; who actively believes in it, who actually uses the word, anymore?  But this would be a misapprehension; progress is still there as our working faith, along with the power fantasy of science and the future as a vision of earthly Heaven, even if no one quite talks in these terms as before.  Certainly, the more fanciful aspects of the faith in progress – belief in an inevitable perfectibility in international peace, individual leisure time, and the rational organization of social life – may have been shorn away by the atavistic shocks of the twentieth century; an explicit faith in progress was just one of those aspects to be lost.  But still we retain our unconscious belief, if for no other reason than the most powerful: as the historian Sidney Pollard observes, because the alternative would be total despair.
  Or as Christopher Lasch writes:

The dystopian view of the world to come, now so firmly established in the Western imagination, holds out such an abundance of unavoidable calamities that it becomes all the more necessary for people to cling to the idea of progress for emotional support, in spite of the mounting evidence against it.  Horrifying images of the future, even when they are invoked not just to titillate a perverse and jaded taste but to shock people into constructive action, foster a curious state of mind that simultaneously believes and refuses to believe in the likelihood of some terminal catastrophe for the human race.

   In one go, then, environmentalism contradicts progress, the fantasy of science, faith in the future, and the progressive idea of immortality.  We might be able to sum all of these up in another way, and say that environmentalism sounds the death knell for the modern.  This is not to say that it promises a literal return to the dark ages, an undoing of the intellectual and technological advances made since the renaissance.  For this is not to speak of the modern as the chronological span that has elapsed, with all the real, individual events that have taken place within it, since some time in the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries.  This is, rather, to speak of the modern as a paradigm, as the idea of an epoch which is emancipated from the continuum of past history; a vision of mankind as having made a revolutionary break with his past, entering an unprecedented age in which new rules apply, and where we have the possibility to realize what in past ages we merely dreamt about.

   Environmentalism contradicts this faith in being necessarily separate and superior to those who lived in the past.  Most of all it contradicts the sense of having been emancipated from the past continuum of history, from reality as it was formerly understood.  The idea of the modern tells us that we live in a completely new reality, and in doing so gives us a sense of already dwelling in a kind of afterlife.  It gives us a sense of security, a sense that it can never end; that we will go on advancing forever.  It has to be this way since the modern is necessarily superior; how could it come to an end?  Such prejudice in favor of our own age is offended by the implications of environmentalism.  Thus the emphatic rejection of the notion that our contemporary, globalized civilization – the cutting-edge incarnation of modernity – might decline or collapse like civilizations in the past; things are different now, this cannot be!

   If this treatment of environmentalism sounds far-fetched and overblown – implying the mortality of mankind as a whole; tearing down the paradigms of progress and the modern – it might be worth stressing that to think in these terms is merely to change the way one looks at the world, not to imagine one is changing the world itself.  If humanity as a whole is mortal, then it has always been true that mankind was going to die; it is not suddenly made true by declaring it so.  It is simply that it is only now, when the powers of human civilization have grown so great that they constitute a serious danger to its own survival, that we would ever comprehend it.  We only learn through experience; to put this in somewhat Hegelian terms, this must be a new stage in human self-realization, which could only come about at this point.

On denial – and how it can be overcome

Nothing should be less surprising than that these greater implications of environmentalism are not consciously acknowledged; nor that subconscious awareness of them accounts for the very stubborn resistance so often encountered towards environmentalism as a whole.  It is inevitable that these ideas will trigger the basic psychological impulse to deny the existence of bad news.  The very way in which the likes of Bjørn Lomborg describe accounts of environmental degradation as “the Litany” indicates that their criticism of such evidence is to an extent simply that its tone is too negative.

   It is a well known phenomenon, this denial in the face of knowledge of the likelihood of future death or bad fortune.  Jared Diamond writes perceptively about it in Collapse (2005), his book about the factors that throughout history have led to the decline and fall of populations, even whole civilizations.  He draws attention, for example, to the well-documented effects of denial on people who live in the valleys immediately beneath large dams, thus almost literally in the shadow of death:

When attitude pollsters ask people downstream of the dam how concerned they are about the dam’s bursting, it’s not surprising that fear of a dam burst is lowest far downstream, and increases among residents increasingly close to the dam.  Surprisingly, though, after you get to just a few miles below the dam, where fear of the dam’s breaking is found to be highest, the concern then falls off to zero as you approach closer to the dam!  That is, the people living immediately under the dam, the ones most certain to be drowned in a dam burst, profess unconcern.  That’s because of psychological denial: the only way of preserving one’s sanity while looking up every day at the dam is to deny the possibility that it could burst.

   Notably, Diamond finds much this same phenomenon of denial at work in the most prominent predecessor to his own book – The Collapse of Complex Societies by Joseph Tainter.  While Diamond places over-expansion of populations and over-consumption of resources high on his list of key factors responsible for the decline of many historical peoples, Tainter cannot bring himself to make the same conclusion, preferring to hypothesize that such declines must have been the result of more sudden, extraneous disasters.  His reasoning is simply that it would have been irrational for societies to continue over-exploiting their resources, when this was obviously suicidal behavior.  As Diamond quotes him: “As it becomes apparent to the members or administrators of a complex society that a resource base is deteriorating, it seems most reasonable to assume that some rational steps are taken toward a resolution.  The alternative assumption – of idleness in the face of disaster – requires a leap of faith at which we may rightly hesitate.”
  As Diamond rejoins, reviewing the many examples in his own book, from the Easter Islanders to the Mayans to the Vikings in Greenland, this “alternative assumption” is entirely right; idleness in the face of disaster is precisely what such societies have exhibited.  But is this really so difficult to believe?  For what could be more natural than to refuse to hear bad news?  What could be more expected than for a society to regard those individuals who would recognize the dangers, warning others as to disasters which hadn’t yet happened, and which could only be averted by potentially massive social changes and perhaps sacrifices in advance, as Cassandras, cranky prophets of doom who are not to be taken seriously?

   Richard Falk has written that one of the reasons environmentalism has struggled to transform politics is that, in the apocalyptic nature of its arguments, it immobilizes as it persuades.
  In its own cynical and unsympathetic way, the Economist advances this point, arguing that such arguments would not be so self-defeating if environmentalism borrowed further from apocalyptic movements of the past, and held out the promise of a utopia which would result from disaster:

The modern environmental movement appears to have borrowed only half of the apocalyptic narrative.  There is a Garden of Eden (unspoilt nature), a fall (economic development), the usual moral degeneracy (it’s all man’s fault) and the pressing sense that the world is enjoying its final days (time is running out: please donate now!).  So far, however, the green lobby does not appear to have realized it is missing the standard happy ending.  Perhaps, until it does, environmentalism is destined to remain in the political margins.  Everyone needs redemption.

   Similar arguments have been made within environmentalist circles themselves.  A leading example has been Sir Jonathon Porritt, probably Britain's most prominent environmentalist over the past 20 years, and the outgoing head of the UK's Sustainable Development Commission.  In 2006 Porritt published Capitalism As If the World Matters, explicitly aimed at educating environmentalists to be less utopian and more realistic; in other words, to work within the prevailing economic paradigm rather than calling for a new one.  As part of this, he argued that environmentalists should market their policy prescriptions as actually being a preferable choice for consumers within this paradigm:

We have got to get better at presenting the overwhelmingly positive benefits of the proposed transition in terms of new opportunities for entrepreneurs, new sources of economic prosperity and jobs, a higher quality of life for people, safer, more secure communities, a better work-life balance, and so on. … It is only that powerful combination (necessity and desirability, sustainability and wellbeing) which is likely to drag the politics of sustainable development out of the margings and into the mainstream.

In this he was echoing precisely the argument of the high-profile and controversial “Death of Environmentalism” essay, published in 2004 by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus. 

   In a memorable passage, Porritt applied this approach to the “Contraction and Convergence” proposal for an equal per capita limit to global carbon emissions:

When all the calculations are done in terms of concentrations of CO2 in the atmosphere – stabilized emissions, threshold limits and so on – it all boils down to one simple number: assuming a population of around 9 billion by the middle of the century, each and every one of us will be able to emit the equivalent of approximately 1 tonne of carbon per annum.  Welcome to the One Tonne World! … At this point, environmentalists usually proffer the sackcloth and ashes, inviting people to contemplate a life of sober reflection, constant sacrifice and greatly reduced material wellbeing – and are a little taken aback when people rapidly decline the invitation.  But what if that ‘offer’ was reworked – promising entry into the One Tonne World on the basis of better value for money, lower electricity and gas bills, better food, less hassle in terms of getting to and from work, improve health, more jobs in the cutting-edge industries of the future, cleaner air, more convivial communities, more time at home or reconnecting with the natural world?  One Tonne – real fun!

   There are very good things in Porritt's book; as there are some good points in Shellenberger and Nordhaus's essay.  But rather than being the way forward, modifying the message of environmentalism in this way is ultimately self-defeating.  It is one thing to stress the compensations that would come with the transition to a less materialistic society, but quite another to suggest that environmentalist policies would make for more fun within the current materialistic system.  First, if the appeal is to fun and pleasure, then people are likely to ignore environmentalism entirely, since environmentalism implies making decisive changes to the way things are going, and this requires thought and demands effort.  Second, and more importantly, to say that greening the entire economy will simply lead to more fun is in large part a lie, and most people will suspect it as such.

   The “One Tonne World” that Porritt outlines could have many hugely positive aspects – the main one being that our grandchildren would be alive – including things, like a greater sense of communality, which do indeed contribute to increased emotional and spiritual well-being.  But the idea that it would simply be a more fun version of what we have now is ludicrous.  To take just one example, absolutely nobody has come up with an even halfway promising proposal for a form of mass commercial air travel that does not rely on fossil fuels.  Even if we didn't have to contend with peak oil, in the One Tonne World most people might be reduced to rations for maybe one flight every 20 or 30 years; budget airlines would disappear, the price of flying would rocket, commercial aviation would disappear.  In reality, a One Tonne World would imply a rapid and radical reordering of our economies and social roles and organization; all such transitions are inevitably messy and painful, even if the majority of society ultimately benefits from them.  Pretending that this would not be the case will at best win only very weak support for environmental policies; the second they begin to affect people noticeably, this support will evaporate. 

   Environmentalists such as Porritt have found themselves in this catch-22: by denying the full conclusions of their arguments, they are attempting to avoid immobilizing themselves as well as the public; but so long as the public are able to believe that it is possible through our own efforts to solve environmental problems so we can go on as before – and even more so – then they are unlikely to believe in the conditional calamities which environmentalists do hold out as warnings, nor make the kind of sacrifices they are told are needed to avoid them.

The need for more apocalyptic arguments

There is one path out of this impasse – environmentalism needs to be more apocalyptic, not less.  Environmentalists need to face up to the full implications of their message, and explicitly make the argument that living in a finite world means that mankind is inevitably mortal.  While it might seem counter-intuitive, to face up to this least palatable aspect of one’s argument would actually offer the best hope of winning over society as a whole.

   There are three ways in which this approach could make a profound and positive difference.  First, by facing up to what is already implied, one would be overcoming the feeling that many people have that environmentalists are hiding something, not giving them the full story; they are right, largely because most environmentalists are hiding something from themselves.  To face up to what this is would be to overcome the primary source of immobilization – the repressed fear, not so much of the implied message itself, but of confronting it, of losing the refuge of denial; the fear of fear itself.  To face up to this fear is finally to gain some power over it.  If one knows that denial is impossible, that one cannot simply wish an unpleasant truth away, then one’s attentions naturally become focused on dealing with it, on finding the best means of moderating it or at least one’s attitudes towards it.

   The second potential change is that acknowledging that mankind is inevitably mortal might actually prove the best way of leading people to accept the measures necessary to prolong humanity’s lifespan as long as possible.  This, again, might seem counter-intuitive.  One might think that if people believed there really were no hope and that doom were ultimately inevitable, then, far from being prepared to make certain economic sacrifices, they would only become even more selfish, hedonistic, and irresponsible than they are already.  This might well be the expectation of economists, with their view of the “rational man”; it would be in keeping with Keynes’ remark about acting for the short term, since “in the long run we’re all dead”.  And possibly this might be the reaction were calamity to be imminent; though even here, we might decide, what people really want in contemplating their life and death is a sense of purpose.  Hedonism is not most people’s natural state, what we would all collapse into were all social barriers suddenly dissolved, but only a way of distracting and compensating ourselves if such meaning is absent to us.

   But in any case, global calamities are not necessarily imminent; we do still have it in our power, by changing our habits of resource use in the short term, to soften to some extent the environmental crises we are currently headed toward, and to postpone a final collapse of civilization for who knows how long beyond that.  If each of us as individuals knows that death is inevitable, and yet tries their best to prolong their life into old age, why should mankind, once it collectively faces up to the inevitability of its own collective death, be any different?

   What is crucial is understanding that death is, ultimately, inescapable.  Because this is to transform one’s self-understanding of the species: mankind collectively becomes a different class of being – mortal.  To understand this is instantly to learn humility and respect for the natural world, from which we have all come and to which we will all go.  It is to understand humanity itself as a child of nature; part of existence, not outside of and superior to it.  Modern civilization is no longer a special case, magically immune from the interplay of causes and effects that shapes and ultimately destroys everything else in existence.  To say mankind is mortal is to say it is killable, that too many abuses, shocks and misfortunes will finally take their toll; that each shock and abuse must have an effect, and none can be simply dismissed.

   The third advantage to be had from facing up to the full implications of environmentalism would be even more telling, the most important of the three.  As things stand, environmental arguments tend to run into the sands of public disbelief, not just because they contradict the ideas of progress but because that paradigm is canonical, ingrained in every mind raised by modern society.  That is, it is not perceived as a paradigm, but rather taken for granted as the truth, reality, the way things are.  This means that the arguments of environmentalism are not generally allowed to fight those of progress in a conscious contest, as rival claimants on the truth.  Instead, they are seen to contradict truth, reality, the way things are.  

   This is only exacerbated by the way in which, in suppressing the implications of their arguments and thereby focusing on predictions of the conditional advent of future calamities, environmentalists are talking almost exclusively of things which have not yet happened.  This makes it much easier for the public to deny the validity of such warnings – these things haven’t happened yet, so perhaps they never will?  Not only do they run against our ingrained understanding of reality given by the paradigm of progress, which tells us that humanity is bound to grow indefinitely; but they run against the simple fact of experience, that reality as we know it has never ended, has never contained the kind of global catastrophe environmentalism warns us about.

   Explicitly arguing that man is mortal, however, would turn tables on the paradigm of progress.  This would start to happen simply by changing the focus of environmentalism’s message, from a conditional warning as to what might happen in the future, to a description of the essential and inescapable nature of man – equally as validated by the present as it would be by the future.

   To explicitly argue that mankind is necessarily mortal, since we depend on consuming resources which are necessarily finite, is to make an argument that is confirmed by all traditional wisdom, all common sense, all ordinary experience, every day of everyone’s lives: What goes up, must come down.  It is to associate the idea of the death of mankind with the manifold little deaths and declines we see about us every day; to embed the concept of mankind’s mortality within our understanding of the finitude of all things, of every thing we know and see and use being damageable, subject to deterioration, possessing a limited lifespan.  Suddenly the warnings of environmentalism fit perfectly within our understanding of reality.  The final end of mankind may contradict the simple fact of our experience in that we never have before lived through the end of the world – but then again, how could we?  What we have lived through are countless individual ends.  We know nothing else.  Life is nothing but comings and goings.  Why should humanity be any different?

Conclusion: environmentalism as antithesis

This is, indeed, the question that is surfaced by facing up to environmentalism’s implications and bringing everything into the open.  Why should humanity be any different?  A most troubling question, it demands an answer – but can we find one?  Our instant reaction to being confronted with the argument for mankind’s necessary mortality is to deny it, to find some argument that would refute it.  Immediately we begin grasping for the source of our confidence that this must be wrong – that it has to be wrong, that it’s obviously wrong…  And then it becomes apparent to us that our underlying belief is that mankind will go on and on, up and up, forever and ever, that the future cannot be destroyed.  And all of a sudden we may be struck with a sense of fear: this source of our certainty seems to be decidedly lacking in substance.  Indeed, we can sense immediately its being contradicted by our gut common sense understanding of the world – What goes up, must come down.  Why should mankind be any different?  We search in vain for some solid, rational principle to tell us why.  Could our source of certainty really be only unsubstantiated, irrational faith?  The prospect is terrifying – in the first instance, not so much because we are brought face to face with our mortality, but because we are seized with the realization that what we have always believed may, in fact, be false.  We can feel the ground beneath our feet give way.  Our stomachs turn; this is philosophical seasickness.

   If we follow this train of thought, two things happen simultaneously.  We apprehend, all at once, the fundamental irrationality of our underlying belief, of the whole paradigm of progress, the extent to which it is based on wishful thinking.  Its central premise, of infinite advance and expansion, is contradicted by all our experience, intuition, traditional wisdom (not to mention intellectual knowledge, if we are familiar with the concept of entropy and the second law of thermodynamics, which states that everything must run down in time).  We sense, therefore, that it must be inadequate, both as a description of reality and as a source of our guiding values for how we should live our lives.  Simultaneously, we also become conscious of progress as a set of beliefs and way of looking at the world, rather than as simply truth, reality, the way things are.  To become aware of the irrationality of our guiding paradigm is to become aware of it as a paradigm.  It is to become disenchanted from its vision of reality; to separate vision from reality, rather than seeing one through the other.  Thus, simultaneously, we not only see the paradigm in its own right but also begin to see the world around us in its own right – that is to say, to pay more attention to our less intellectualized impressions of the world.  It is to feel a sense of intellectual liberation – and to experience an exciting sense of possibilities: we could see the world differently.  We could be on the brink of a revolution.  We could gain a new paradigm.

   The arguments presented here, it is needless to say, are lacking in mass appeal.  Even if they were widely known, they would do little to change society’s attitudes towards environmentalism and the paradigm of endless economic growth.  But then, this essay says as much – it does not present a new paradigm itself, does not itself offer the sense of meaning and consolation which would enable a majority to accept the mortality of mankind and all that it means.  Thus there is not here any message for the majority, no intellectual revolution to overturn the existing social paradigm and put a new one in its place.  As Kuhn writes of scientific revolutions, before a replacement paradigm is already available, only a minority of theorists will be sufficiently pricked by the irrationalities of the present paradigm to reject it, in the confidence that a better one can and must be found.  What is offered here is not in any sense a solution, but rather a description of the problem.  But in the context of environmentalism, this is currently the most important job to be done. Environmentalists need to face up to the full implications of their arguments, to become more apocalyptic not less. Environmentalism itself is not the paradigm, but rather the antithesis, erupting from the growing contradiction between progress and reality, which tells us that a new paradigm is needed. To put it another way, what is needed is a philosophical, and a spiritual, call to arms.
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