Entropy and Apocalyptic

Email to JBAS, Jan.20/04 from Wendell Krossa  

Herb and Butler: you simply must read Julian Simon’s “The Ultimate Resource 2”. Simon has a great chapter challenging the second law of thermodynamics (The Grand Theory). Contrary to the conventionally stated implications of that law, life has continued to emerge with more complex life forms and more order, not less. And finiteness which is often advocated in relation to the second law is also under serious challenge now. The movement in cosmology is toward the understanding of an open universe and as Simon notes, what about other dimensions and universes? Our knowledge is so limited that it is rash to assume closure in systems that we know so little about. Perhaps the second law is just another modern version of apocalyptic. Much like worries about the sun burning out or the universe imploding in on itself.

We have been so locked into payback thinking for so many millennia that we have a hard time grasping the infinite bounty and generosity of reality and life. And we are only beginning to discover how to access this prolifigacy of life (as well as the healing power of life). Simon traces this well in the wild success of the human endeavor to feed itself over history. And energy- look at the power of the atom and Arthur Clarke’s prediction that in fifty years we will all have little black boxes in our homes that will access dark energy. What dreams may yet come. As Simon notes, there is no limit to what we and our descendents can achieve.

But we are still subject to scaremongers who play on our ingrained sense of payback (derived from Fall mythology) and frighten us that we are somehow unworthy, that there is some horrible price to pay for our daring to enjoy what life offers us so freely. We must pay some penalty and judgment in coming. So join that salvation religion of denial and asceticism if you want to get saved, whether it be Christian or Environmental.

The scaremongers have promoted another one this year- the bird flu in China- its gonna wipe out humanity. And sure, we need to take common sense precautions and engage in ongoing research regarding such things. No one questions the wisdom of this. But didn’t Y2K tell us something about this silly apocalyptic mindset? Why burden others with such endless terrorizing? It is so irresponsible. But it helps states to control and manipulate their citizenry and it provides science with endless funding at taxpayer’s expense.

Butler you said it well in your essay on anarchy- that individual freedom ensures more order. Colin Ward said something similar in his theory of spontaneous order- that people will evolve their own systems of order that will better suit their needs than any topdown imposed system of order. Simon notes how such freedom has clearly led to amazing growth in economic systems as well as overall improvement of life (China being such a good example in recent decades).

Yes Herb, you will get this animal thing until someone offers a better way to understand the root emotions and drives behind all this apocalyptic thinking. If we don’t come to grips with this inheritance then we are not getting to the root causes of apocalyptic thinking and how to treat it. I would challenge you to read Rush Dozier’s ‘Why We Hate’. But do Simon first. Wendell Krossa

Email to JBAS Jan. 26/04 from Wendell Krossa

Herb, Julian Simon in The Ultimate Resource has a chapter on these anti-entropic ideas. I don’t know of anything in Scientific American on the topic and they are committed to meaningless randomness which suits conventional entropy thinking.

Bill Rees (prof at UBC) once took us through a class on thermodynamics and set out the entire schema in detail. He ended the class with the comment that despite entropy it appears that ordered systems are increasing. Life continues to organize despite the second law. He then shrugged and suggested, “Is this perhaps God?”

I should add to this that Rees’ thinking on entropy and order reflects the current distortion that arises from separating the spiritual from the material in these silly dualisms people create. Order is then viewed as evidence of divinity, chaos is seen as evidence of the absence of divinity. This has led to endless futile debate over proof of the existence of God or proof that there is no God. Advocates of meaningless randomness use every discovery of chaos as proof for their dogma and advocates of traditional divinity use every discovery of order as proof of their dogma regarding the existence of their controlling deity. 

Email to JBAS Jan.26/04 from Bob Brinsmead

Regarding entropy and the second law I don’t read that it does not exist- as we sing in Rock of Ages, “Change and decay all around I see”. But an entrepreneur like Herb should also see something that works toward healing, restoration, renewal, and profit. Philosophically, he should reflect where profit comes from in this cosmic order. The Marxists tend to think that one gets profit (gain) at someone else’s loss. But there is something in the cosmic order that provides that I get a far greater return than my sowing. There is in the cosmic order (I speak in secular terms) an extravagant generosity. Despite entropy, human history is a story of human progress in both physical terms and in ethical development. It was a little over 200 years ago that the fathers of modern democracy, Jefferson and Washington, kept slaves. Women did not get to vote 100 years ago and in case you guys didn’t know this bit of history, South Australia was the first place in the world to give women the right to vote. But then again, you don’t have to go back too far and none of us had the right to vote. There was no freedom of speech. No expression of religious opinions allowed, or else. Read any Michener historical epic of any country (Poland, South Africa, Israel, the Caribbean, Mexico, Chesapeake) and one gets the impression that it is only in the last 100 years or so that humanity has just crept out of a dark hole. There never were any good old days compared to now.

So while the doomsters have always talked of entropy and things running down, getting worse and worse, humans now live longer, enjoy much better conditions and have freedoms undreamt of not far back.

So my point is that the renewal of spring is always greater than winter. Love is stronger than hate. The message of Easter is that justice and life triumph despite the entropy and the tragedy even of death itself. Hope overcomes despair. Everything is supported by an extravagant generosity that constantly brings renewal, life, development, progress, hope…

Email to JBAS Jan.26/04 from Wendell Krossa

And Herb, as Bob noted, I did not intend to imply that entropy does not exist but rather I was noting that like many other ideas it has been employed to support apocalyptic type thinking. That dark tendency to see doom and gloom.

I just finished Eliade’s three volumes and then got into Julian Simon. What Eliade traces over the history of religion as the most prominent way of viewing reality and life throughout history (the Fall/apocalyptic viewpoint) is still perhaps the most prominent contemporary way of viewing reality. The idea that we have regressed from some more pristine original state. That our regression is due to defiled and fallen humanity (humanity as a cancer on the globe). That salvation is to be found in a retreat to an ascetic lifestyle (the denial of desire, pleasure and abundance). That there is some coming punishment for engaging and enjoying life too much- in the form of some apocalyptic destruction.

And Herb, you have gone after Bob for seeing religion as behind so many things in life but Simon (a population economist) validates Bob’s views on this. He notes, for instance, the prevalent assumption behind much environmental argument that a simple lifestyle is morally better. This, he says, is based on nothing more than religious belief. Just like the Evangelical environmentalists who ask- Would Jesus drive an SUV? The assumption being- of course not. Ahh, but Jesus was wrong on a variety of things, wasn’t he?

Email to JBAS Jan. 28/04 from Herb Sorenson

If I am following this correctly, you are saying that pessimism is inherent to religion, at least partially because of entropy. This is getting to be a really, really strange discussion. So far as I know, no recognized scientific ‘authority’ endorses any view at variance with entropy, except the anti-entropic evolution. Scientists also commonly believe that the universe will ultimately collapse- a pretty entropic, pessimistic view. I have cited Monod’s atheistic, nihilistic, solidly scientific view that we ‘are alone in the universe’. Make no mistake, real science is pessimistic. Only cheating scientists like me can afford to be optimistic, knowing that truth and life transcend science. Transcendence, the realm of religion about which science knows nothing.

But now you are going to waltz in with all the optimism that in reality springs from religion, pretending that it is devotion to science that leads you to excoriate religion. It is a cheating, transcendent science that permits optimism. Your views firmly ensconce you in the company of the most rabid religionists. I the frank religionist. You and Bob, crypto religionists. God, what a mess!

Email to JBAS Jan.28/04 from Wendell Krossa

I’ve stopped laughing long enough to reply to Herb. That last line- “God, what a mess” cracks me up. Herb, you should have been a comedian.

No- pessimism is the result of fear. Fear and pessimism created Fall/apocalyptic mythology (and all religion for that matter). This same fear and pessimism continue to find new expressions as time goes by, including such expressions as the abuse of entropy theory. So ‘cheating scientists’ are actually those that abuse ideas like entropy (Simon notes this). They have tried to make it the “governing law of nature” when it is only “trivial” (Stephen Hawking). The governing law of reality is life- conscious life- and its progress toward a more humane future.

Let me define entropy as I understand it just to clarify what I am talking about when I use the term. I am not claiming a final understanding of this subject and certainly would welcome corrections and clarifications from anyone. As I get it, entropy has to do with the use of energy in a system (closed systems seem to be the common assumption here). Anyway, the use of energy will result in an increase of disorder or the running down of the system over the long term. And often entropy is used in relation to systems such as the earth or the solar system or the universe.

Bill Rees explained it this way: the use of energy to create order (or increase order) results in a greater expenditure of energy to gain the increase of order, so the net result is deterioration or an increase in disorder. He said that energy used is energy dissipated or no longer available to create more order. The net effect is more disorder- used energy flying around like heat dissipated off into space.

The ancients viewed life in a similarly entropic manner- there was a constant tendency for life to return to chaos. Hence, the annual religious rituals to re-enact the creation of order out of chaos, in order to refresh and maintain the order of life and society.

Now to go to Simon’s chapter on the Grand Theory (entropy). He argues that we have evolved patterns of life which tend to survival and growth not decline and extinction. We have increased our access to resources and we are net creators not destroyers. His point here contradicts the apocalyptic of Malthus who argued that resources are finite and must run out. Hence, the ultimate return to disorder.

And I want to interject here that this is a religious view- Fall/apocalyptic expressing itself as science. There is no sound long term data to support Malthus. He is simply offering another version of primitive religion which held the view that all was created out of chaos but had fallen and was now regressing back toward chaos and eventual ruin. This is the core theme (the underlying assumption) of all religion over history (in both the East and the West). All the great salvation religions are built on this foundational schema of Fall, regression, eventual total ruin. It also appears that this Fall/apocalyptic view is the underlying assumption of much science.

Simon notes that entropy has been abused by many scientists- “nonsensical ideas are hitched onto the second law” like energy accounting. Entropy has also been viewed as the supreme law of nature and it explains why our world is crumbling toward decay and collapse.

He continues: the second law asserts that in ‘closed systems’ “the random disorder of energy-charged particles must increase over time…The more energy that is used in movements and collisions the faster the movement from order toward disorder”.

Doomsters, says Simon, extrapolate from this that the more fuel we use to try to maintain a patterned existence, then the sooner we will come to ruin. So the second law underlies the vision of humanity sliding toward ruin. I am paraphrasing Simon here.

And (my interjection again) hence salvation is to be found in a return to a simple, primitive lifestyle. This conclusion is also fundamental to all the great world religions. Salvation is to be found in the denial of life, desire, pleasure or abundance.

Simon goes on- our universe is viewed as closed and within such a system entropy necessarily increases. So the trend appears to be- decreasing order, increasing disorder and a return to chaos. And this is tied to the idea of finiteness in resources and energy.

Simon then notes that the doomsters take this and reason for greater central control (more government control). He then asks the interesting question- is the desire to impose control, is this the reason people believe the second law is the appropriate model for life or do doomsters fear disorder and therefore search for ways to control society in order to fight disorder? Whatever, they are viewing life in a very religious manner and in a very Fall/apocalyptic manner. Ahh, this is all so profoundly religious and it tries to masquerade as science. 

Simon does admit that entropy is relevant to closed systems such as a laboratory container. But overall, we need to challenge the assumption of closed systems and finiteness for such systems as Earth which is constantly flooded from outside with energy from the sun. He argues rightly that there is no limit of energy to any unit of interest to us so the notion of entropy “in the large is entirely irrelevant to us” (p.79).

Also, at the level of the universe it seems irrelevant. He notes that even Stephen Hawking waffled back and forth over this and then concluded the second law was trivial. And since Simon wrote this material, cosmology has become even more assertive that the universe is open and endlessly expanding. And limitless dark energy has come to the fore and what about parallel universes and other dimensions which we know so little about?

As Simon asks, how can we argue finiteness when our knowledge is so “extraordinarily incomplete?” Yet doomsters pressure governments to force people to limit energy consumption.

Simon continues, noting that while the second law implies decreasing order/increasing disorder, all evidence shows long term increase in order no matter where we look (there is a misspelling here in the book, p.80. He meant increase in order not disorder).

I would go further and assert that the historical evidence that Simon marshals shows us the fundamental nature of the universe and the trend of life in this universe. It is fundamentally a story of increasing order. Read Brian Swimme (The Universe Story) or Harold Morowitz (The Emergence of Everything) for more detail on this trend of life toward increasing order, and more complex forms of order. This is not just some local increase in order due to a greater expenditure of energy. No- it is the very nature of the overall trend of reality and life which is to increase, develop, grow, progress and advance. Entropy is definitely not the supreme law of life. It is trivial as Hawking said. The trend of life to grow, organize and advance is the supreme law of life. And life does not just organize into more complex forms, it organizes toward something more conscious and humane. This is even more fundamental to defining life.

But people committed to a religious belief and committed to the expression of fear will not look at the basic facts. They prefer fear and pessimism to hope. They prefer animal existence to human existence.

So our optimism is based on sound factual evidence- the true nature of conscious life. Not on some contrived salvation from some mythical apocalyptic.

It is tragic that so many in the name of science continue to prey on and exploit the fear of others with all this apocalyptic entropy thinking. Religious leaders do the same. They appeal to the worst in humanity- the animal in all of us.

Let me just summarize Simon’s general argument in The Ultimate Resource as stated on p.402- all natural resources (minerals, food and energy) have become less scarce rather than more scarce throughout human history. This is counterintuitive, against all common sense, for more people to result in more resources rather than less. The theory as to why this is so- more people and increased income cause problems of scarcity or resources in the short run. This causes prices to rise. The higher prices present opportunity and prompt inventors and entrepreneurs to search for solutions. Many fail at cost to themselves. But in a free society solutions are eventually found. And in the long run the new developments leave us better off than if the problems had not arisen. Prices end up lower than before the increased scarcity occurred. And we find more of the scarce resource or substitutes for it.

So as Simon suggests- we need our problems because eventually we benefit from them. Humanity not only needs to have problems solved but needs to impose even bigger and better problems upon ourselves as a challenge to our creative powers, for the benefit of the human spirit as well as for the benefit of our descendents.

So our striving for the good life ends up not impoverishing following generations, as the mantra of environmentalism argues but rather it benefits those who will enjoy the advances that we contribute to them from our pursuit of the good life.

He also does a lot of material on the conditions necessary for such progress- economic liberty, respect for property and fair and sensible rules of the market that are enforced equally for all (p.495).

And just this last quote- “We- humanity- should be throwing ourselves the party to outdo all parties, a combination graduation-wedding-birthday-all-rites-of-passage party, to mark or emergence from a death-dominated world of raw-material scarcity. Sing, dance, be merry, and work. But instead we see gloomy faces. They are spoilsports and they have had bad effects…Don’t let them spoil our merry day” (p.408).

Herb, Simon will set your optimism ablaze and have you shouting Hallelujah or whatever you shout when you get really up. He will help you to see the folly of Fall/apocalyptic.

Email to JBAS, Jan.30/04 from Bob Brinsmead

I have tried not to enter anything for a while because of other commitments. But I can’t resist a comment on Herb and Wendell’s discussion. Wendell has made the observation that there is a connection between religion and entropy/pessimism. 

Let me make some basic points that ought to be very obvious.

1. First, most if not all of the great religions have their roots in a tradition that says mankind fell from an original position of perfection. Sometime back in the past there was a Fall (you know that I am against any of this Fall theology but whether you think there was a Fall or not, at least let us acknowledge that Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Islam all have a Fall. When you read Walter Bulhmann’s ‘God’s Chosen Peoples’, he tells accounts of how even the most primitive peoples in Africa and Irian Jaya have traditions about man doing something to anger the gods so that things are now not as good as they should be).

2. I once believed in the Fall. It determined my whole world view and had a profound effect on my thinking. I believed Ellen G White about Adam being twice as tall as us, and that the original inhabitants of earth lived nearly 1,000 years, and how Noah was given permission to eat meat to shorten man’s sinful life. I also believed the original earth was perfect, with no erosion, no jagged rock-face mountains and not only was the vitality of man running down like an old battery with every generation getting weaker, but that the earth too was waxing old like a garment, everything was running downhill. Tell me that this is not entropy tied to a religious view of human life! Tell me that this is not a pessimistic view of the earth! In this view the only solution was apocalyptic. There would be a Second Coming. There would be fire and destruction, and hey presto, everything would be made new and fixed up. And as for this old world, why try too seriously about fixing the leaky old vessel up; why polish the brass on a sinking ship; why even be concerned about soil erosion, its all about to end anyway. Now don’t tell me that you Herb did not take that stuff seriously, and acted according to that religious script about entropy/pessimism/apocalyptic. Of course it is in the Bible. It says that things will get worse and worse. It says to set our sights on the coming new earth, etc. If you didn’t believe this stuff then you were a baptized fraud.

3. So religion is founded on a premise of Fall/entropy/pessimism. To that we must add apocalyptic. The scholars of apocalyptic, beginning with the great Charles down to Paul Sheehan and others, agree that apocalyptic is born of despair- despair that God is acting within the present historical process to achieve what he will achieve when the hour strikes him to rise up and intervene with a cataclysmic overthrow of the present order of things. The book of Revelation presents a thorough going pessimism/entropy- everything gets worse and worse- every seal gets worse, every trumpet gets worse, every plague gets worse, the world gets worse, there is no hope for the outsiders. Don’t even pray for them, just pray that  God will rain plagues upon them, and when he does the saints shout Hallelujah, give ‘em more.

4. The gospel according to religion is that God will rescue us from this Fall/entropy/pessimism- God has made a plan of salvation to bridge the gulf between God and man, heaven and earth, etc. But the good news of JBA is that there never was a gulf, that God never left, and there is nothing to fear from religious hobgoblins. The kingdom of God is with us and among us and in us. We live in God. We die in God. God is here as much as God is anywhere else. JBA did not come from some other place. God does not live in some other place. When we die we are not going to live in some other place. But that is only how it appears to me and is not the point I want to make here.

What I am saying is the connection between religion and entropy/pessimism is so transparent (for goodness sake, just go ahead and read a Catholic or Protestant catechism of any kind). What is the whole religious system and the plan of salvation founded on? It is founded on the premise of entropy/pessimism. As the old Lutheran/Puritan divines used to say, preach the law first before the gospel. You have to convince good respectable people that they are lost, guilty, damned sinners. There is no soundness in us but only wounds and bruises and putrifying sores. The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. We are dead in trespasses and sins. In sin did my mother conceive me. Don’t tell me I don’t know the Christian gospel. I could get up now and have people slain by the law to where they are convinced that they are filthy, depraved sinners who deserve no mercy. The only difference now is that I don’t believe this original sin myth. But I know what it is all about.

What I now see is that the so-called environmental movement has its own pre-pagan version of this: there was once man living in perfect harmony with nature in a simple lifestyle of hunter/gatherer, etc. The Fall was when man believed that he was given dominion over the earth a la Genesis 1. In consequence, man has become a cancer on the earth. Everything in the world is now getting worse and worse. There is going to be an environmental Armageddon. The human species is going to be wiped out, especially capitalism and evil profit-making, and the purified remnant of humanity will start all over again according to the true way of nature worship. This too is a religion. It is based on a Fall, entropy, pessimism, apocalyptic- the works.

