Essay 13- Environmentalism as Primitive Religion

In this series of essays I have noted repeatedly the main themes of the primitive Fall/apocalyptic worldview. These can be summarized in the following core themes which express the fear, dread, hopelessness and guilt that shaped the views of the ancients:

1. There has been a separation of the material from the spiritual (and a separation of humanity from the gods).
2. Humanity is fallen, defiled, and evil.
3. There has been a serious regression of life from original perfection toward the corruption and decay of the present.
4. In the future an apocalyptic purging will destroy life.
5. Salvation is to be found in the denial of life, pleasure and abundance.

For most of human history these themes were expressed in the social movement or institution that we know as religion. This institution provided early societies with their only formal systems of meaning. The separate disciplines of economics, politics or the other social divisions of our modern world did not yet exist. The primitive worldview was a mythical/religious worldview.

In the modern era many have moved away from the religious worldview toward a more secular perspective. But this has not led to the abandonment of the core themes that shaped the primitive worldview. Many people continue to employ the same core themes of the past to shape their contemporary views of reality and life. 

Note, for instance, the common ideology of the environmental movement. It views life in terms of regression from a more pristine past. It views humanity as out of touch with Mother Nature and as a dangerous cancer on the globe (humanity as fallen and evil). Driven by human consumption and pursuit of the good life, the world is heading for a future apocalyptic catastrophe. Salvation is to be found in the denial of development and a return to the ascetic lifestyle of the monks of the past.

Most disconcerting about the ideology of environmentalism is its orientation to a doom and gloom view of the future. What drives this outlook of pessimism and despair?

Greg Easterbrook (A Moment On The Earth), Bjorn Lomberg (The Skeptical Environmentalist) and Julian Simon (The Ultimate Resource 2) have catalogued in impressive detail that all the long term trends show the ongoing improvement of life on earth. The state of the world is not perfect, but we are doing well and things are getting better all the time. This applies to natural resources, animal species and the human population.

Despite this evidence, why is there still such widespread and continuing orientation to hopelessness about the future? We hear endlessly of forests being depleted, species being eliminated, the potential for millions of people to starve, new diseases wiping out populations, or perhaps a meteor destroying life. Every year seems to bring a new apocalyptic scare. The environmental movement has become the primary medium for this fear and hopelessness.

There is something far more fundamental operating here. This doom and gloom outlook has a long history that can be traced back to ancient mythology and even further back to our animal heritage. In fact, the doom and gloom of environmental pessimism can only be fully understood in terms of an animal influence in human brains. Apocalyptic thinking is about something more fundamental than just the primitive themes of Fall mythology. There are primal emotions and drives operating to produce such an outlook.

Let me explain. The primitive neural system (our heritage of animal drives- located mainly in the amygdala) is oriented primarily to the emotions of fear, selfishness, and aggression. These emotions produce pessimism, isolation, and despair. Fall/apocalyptic mythology is the product of such emotions (remember Joseph Campbell’s thesis in his ‘Masks Of God’ series- that the early shaman projected their inherited fears outward in the themes that are common to all mythology). Fall/apocalyptic is a viewpoint designed to express these primitive emotions of negativism. And it is a viewpoint, hardwired in human brains, that has stubbornly persisted in shaping human ideologies over history.

Fortunately, emerging human consciousness and the more human brain (the cortex) now liberate us from the despair of Fall/apocalyptic and orient us to hope, inclusion and love. Consciousness enables us to pause, to reflect, and to refuse the animal influence. It enables us to become aware of the true universe story and that the trajectory of life is ever advancing and progressing. Inspiring us with hope, consciousness enables us to creatively engage life in order to make it something better. 

There is no sound reason to hold guilt over the human condition or the state of the world. There is no credible reason for hopelessness or despair about life. And when we place the development of the past few millennia into the context of the larger universe story and the overall emergence of life, then we can see that the trajectory of life is reason for positive celebration.

Environmentalism, with its Fall/apocalyptic view, does not communicate the true story of life.

Suggested reading: ‘Taking The Animal Out Of God’ by Wendell Krossa
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