William E Rees ‘Are Humans Unsustainable by Nature?’

A summary of main points. (prepared by Ian Macindoe)
Catchy title, and he does make a case for human fallibility and difficulty with rationality, but he also is on about ‘modern human society is unsustainable by nature’ (see top of page 16).

Rees outlines the case for a realistic (? pessimistic) assessment that world probably cannot avoid 650 ppm CO2-e --- or 4º C.

‘In effect, the world’s top scientists are warning that staying on our growth-based path to global development virtually guarantees catastrophe for billions of people and threatens the possibility of maintaining a complex global civilization. Such warnings should galvanize any self-proclaimed science-based culture to corrective action. Nevertheless … there is scant evidence that national governments, the United Nations or other official international organizations have begun openly to contemplate the implications for humanity if the scientists are right, let alone articulate in public the kind of policy responses the science evokes’ (p 2).

Rees seeks a basic underlying cause for our human inability to ‘come to grips’ with a solution to climate change: based in ‘human evolutionary biology’. The latter ‘is now determined … as much by socio-cultural factors (memes) as by biological factors (genes)’ (p 3).

So, meme-based cultural programming, which is usually resistant to change, creates our worldview or our meme-complex view of reality. Sometimes mimetic evolution is not fast enough for social survival (i.e. we cannot sufficiently adapt our thinking and our perception of the world to take realistic actions to avoid extinction). If true, why is this?

Structure and function of our brains are limited. The most ‘primitive’ part of a brain is the ‘reptilian complex’ (R-complex) that controls the body’s survival instincts. The limbic system (above the brain stem) involves our emotions, emotionally-charged memories and values. The neo-cortex (rational brain) is involved in perception, thinking, consciousness, reason and logic, making humans capable of planning, speech, writing and forming moral judgements.

Interactions between ‘primitive’ survival brain functions, emotional brain functions, and rational brain functions wax and wane with internal and external circumstances: ‘…the individual may not be fully aware of what part of the brain [dominates in particular circumstances]’ (p. 5)... ‘passion frequently trumps reason’. That is, our rationality is distorted or overwhelmed by our emotions or survival impulses. 

All species multiply and expand their populations to occupy all available habitats and use all available resources (a function of primitive survival brain) and evolution works to the advantage of individuals best adapted to meet their short-term needs --- even when that spells disaster in the long-term. ‘ … a tendency to discount the future has evolved by natural selection’ (p 6). ‘By virtue of cumulative knowledge and technology, H. sapiens has become, directly or indirectly, the dominant macro-consumer in all major terrestrial and accessible marine ecosystems on the planet’ (p 7).

Rees proposes two additional features of human makeup: the lack of an ‘off-switch’ that would be tripped by sufficiency; and a technological capacity to exploit nature that now exceeds nature’s reproductive capacity. Put bluntly: humankind greedily consumes everything that is left. And we have elevated this to a positive value, a myth of perpetual growth.

‘… industrial culture acquired a universal unifying goal—promoting economic growth has become the principle raison d’être [reason for being] of national governments the world over’ (p 8).

So, the ‘social construction of perceptions’ (i.e. myths, ideologies) involves organised meme complexes that guide people’s worldviews and actions. The one we are concerned with here is ‘the idea of perpetual growth’ (and the positive, or ‘good’, value we attach to it).

‘ … the entire world today is united in a grand mythic vision of global development and poverty alleviation centred on unlimited economic expansion fuelled by open markets and more liberalized trade. This myth springs from the assumption that human well-being derives from perpetual income growth. No other cultural narrative in all of history has given greater “shape and direction to [the lives]” of so many people’ (p 8).  Yet, as an influential mimetic construct this idea has only been around since mid-20th century.

We have been encouraged and manipulated to become mega-consumers. Through advertising and other means of separating people from their cash, those who benefit from such a system have unconsciously (in most cases) promoted social engineering to produce a consumer culture, with no real consideration of the long-term effects on health or environment.

On pages 10 and 11 Rees outlines the results of the ‘growth-based development’ myth. And on p 12 he concludes: ‘It seems that over the past few decades virtually the entire world has bought into an economic growth paradigm that, contrary to its implicit assumptions and stated goals, is wrecking the ecosphere, undermining essential life-support systems, failing the chronically poor, making the already rich richer without improving well-being, and increasing inequality virtually everywhere with negative implications for population health and social stability. This is not exactly a stellar record.’

As governmental responses to the global financial crisis illustrate, ‘it is raw instinct and emotion, combined with familiar constructed beliefs, not logical analysis and reason, that gives shape and direction to life.’

‘By contrast, acting with high intelligence, consistent with scientific evidence on global change, and exercising our capacity for moral judgment, would require that rich countries recognize that it is now in their own long-term interest not only to give up the idea of continuous material growth but begin a planned shrinkage of their national economies. This is necessary on a finite planet already in overshoot to make room for needed growth in the developing world. … Yet we do not act, even to save ourselves. “Contraction” is not the narrative people are used to hearing; it is not a story we want to heed. Privileged elites with the greatest personal stake in the status quo control the policy levers and are steering us onto the rocks. Ordinary people hold to the expansionist myth as to a life raft, in deep denial of present reality’ (p 14).

Politicians/political parties will not solve the long-term problem: committed to ideologies; committed to their wealth, prestige and political power; unable to break away from globalised entanglements. As Machiavelli wrote: ‘… the way men live is so far removed from the way they ought to live that anyone who abandons what is for what should be pursues his downfall rather than his preservation.’

‘… the same genetic traits that assured the survival and competitive supremacy of primitive peoples—e.g. an emphasis on short-term individual self-interest, future discounting, loyalty to tribal myths, etc.—have become maladaptive for modern humans in the much changed circumstances created by humanity’s success itself’ (p 15).

‘It is said that in every crisis is opportunity. To date, responses to global financial and economic meltdown have focussed on reproducing the economic pyramid scheme(s) that precipitated the problem in the first place. Instead, the available data, intelligently interpreted, suggest that the world community should seize the moment to begin the creation of a global steady-state economy. The guiding principles should be sufficiency for all and a focus on true development (getting qualitatively better) rather than more growth (getting quantitatively bigger)’ (p 17).

Questions to consider:

1. If the world could replace most non-renewable energy sources (oil, coal) with renewables (wind, solar) over the next decade, but continue minerals mining and building more housing, cars, household goods etc. for a burgeoning population, would that constitute ‘business as usual’?

2. If the answer to the first question is ‘no’, what do we understand by ‘business as usual’, and would the first question’s scenario avoid 650 ppm CO2-e by 2100?

3. If the answer to the first question is ‘yes’, what would we need to do to avoid dangerous levels of CO2-e?

4. Is humanity in a desperate situation and heading into catastrophe by mid-century and, if so, are desperate measures needed to avoid the worst consequences?

5. If the answer to question 4 is ‘yes’, what measures should be contemplated?

6. If the answer to question 4 is ‘no’, are we being complacent? Unrealistic?

7. As a general stance towards the global warming/climate change predictions, is it better to project an optimistic view (i.e. we can save ourselves if we all pull together) or a pessimistic view (i.e. we cannot act fast or far enough to avoid catastrophe)? Does the optimistic stance risk disillusionment and hopeless resignation if matters get really bad? Does the pessimistic stance risk alienating others and giving up on all effort?

8. Would it be worthwhile for Australia to try to be a model for a new way forward?

9. If so, what would be that ‘new way’?

10. Does Rees’s article help or hinder our efforts to avoid the worst climate change outcomes during this century?
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