The True Nature of Things- Essay 24
Contradicting the claims of doomsayers who argue that Western civilization is collapsing, the best indicator of crime- homicide- has decreased remarkably over the past 600 years. The Western European murder rate was 41 per 100,000 people in the Fifteenth Century. By the 19th Century it was down to 3.2 and by the 1950s it was less than one per 100,000. “If you chart all the data from the 13th Century to today, the chart is covered by a long, dramatically dropping line and then, near the end, there is a tiny up-tick which has already stopped rising” (Dan Gardner, “Crime facts are a downer for the doomsayers” in The Vancouver Sun, Sept. 2/04). Gardner is reporting on the research of Manuel Eisner, a University of Cambridge criminologist, who has presented his work in Crime and Justice: A Review of Research, Vol.30. As Gardner says in his conclusion, the research presents not the slightest evidence of a civilization disintegrating but, to the contrary, it is a portrait of a civilization emerging.

Bjorn Lomberg, in his excellent summary of the state of the world, The Skeptical Environmentalist, notes that forest cover on earth has increased from 40.24 million square kilometers in 1950 to 43.04 million square kilometers in 1994 (p.31). 

Lomberg also notes that throughout the ancient history of humanity the human life span was on average 21 years. During the era of Imperial Rome the human lifespan was about 22 years. Around 1400 AD human life expectancy was 20 to 30 years. In 1900 the life expectancy average of the whole world was still about 30 years. In 1950 it increased to 46.5 years. And in 1998 the world average lifespan was an amazing 67 years. It had doubled in the last 100 years. As Lomberg says, far fewer people die early and we get sick less often (p.45-58).
There is more. The proportion of people starving globally has decreased significantly from 35% to 18%. Food prices have also fallen dramatically. And human prosperity has risen sharply with less inequality around the globe. In the last 40 years everyone, says Lomberg, has become three times richer, both in the developed and developing worlds.

He continues with data from the best available sources: people are more educated, they have more leisure time, more amenities, more safety and security, and fewer accidents. Further, we will not run out of energy or raw materials. We have sufficient water resources. And there has been a marked decline in cancer mortality. Overall, we are healthier and live longer lives. Pollution has been reduced, especially in the developed world. We are not losing species at anything above long-term historical rates, which are not significant. We have not polluted the oceans. Also, there is no cause for alarm over global warming, which is part of the natural variability in climate.
As Lomberg asks, “How is it possible to believe that things are getting worse when objective figures show the exact opposite?” (p.331). And contrary to environmental dogma, Lomberg presents a strong argument that countries with growing economies are better able to solve their environmental problems than countries that are not growing economically. 
Julian Simon, who has greatly influenced Lomberg’s research, argued for the same optimistic view of the long term in his book The Ultimate Resource 2. Simon shows that, far from there being a population crisis on earth, we actually need more people to help solve the issues that humanity faces. People with consciousness are the ultimate resource and bring all the unique creativity and healthy diversity that life needs to progress and develop. He also argues that human economic growth, prosperity and consumption in the present are the best things that we can offer future generations. 
Then Greg Easterbrook in A Moment On The Earth has provided convincing evidence to show that life is not the fragile thing that environmental extremists portray it as being (fragile ecosystems). Far from it, life is exceedingly durable and the disasters that it has experienced in the past (e.g. meteorite strikes) have only made it stronger and more durable. Life can not be destroyed.

All the major trends of life show ongoing improvement, development and advance. This is striking evidence of the true nature and trajectory of life. And let me add that the most important of all trends is the ongoing development of a more humane society on earth. This encompasses the development of human rights, liberties and democracy in general. This development of humane society is especially evident in the fact that peace and stability are breaking out everywhere across the globe. Terrorism, another short term counter trend, may appear to be contradicting the ‘peace revolution’ but as Andrew Mack (Human Security Centre, University of British Columbia) says, deaths from terrorism are “utterly trivial” compared to deaths from other causes. He notes that the number of wars between states have dropped dramatically, the number of people killed in wars has dropped, the number of democratic states has doubled in the past 20 years, and the shift to democracy is “almost always a result of internal non-violent change” (reported by Douglas Todd in “The Peace Revolution”, The Vancouver Sun, Nov. 6/04).
Despite this good news we still hear doomsters crying that we are all heading to hell in a handbasket. Even otherwise credible scientists sometimes fall prey to apocalyptic despair and distortion. How does this happen in scientific disciplines? One explanation is that people too often tend to overlook long term trends to focus on short term counter trends and this can distort the real nature of the basic trends of life.

Lomberg notes for example the case of Professor David Pimentel of Cornell University (The Skeptical Environmentalist, p.22-23). Pimentel, an environmentalist, was the author of an article on disease which argued that disease was increasing. To prove this he pointed to an increase in tuberculosis from 1990 to 1995. But this was only a short term counter trend. When placed in the longer term charting of tuberculosis it became clearly evident that the incidence of the disease has decreased significantly over time.

Pimentel’s work is misleading and, unfortunately, this distortion of science is all too common. People approach information with their pre-conceived outlook of the way things should be (i.e. apocalyptic worsening) and then look for information to confirm that pre-conceived outlook. Lomberg notes this tendency to believe the past was better and the present is getting worse. He argues that this pessimism is deeply rooted in human nature. I have explained the origins of this Fall/apocalyptic orientation in numerous other essays. People with a Fall/apocalyptic outlook have often misused and abused science. Fall/apocalyptic distorts entirely the true nature and trajectory of life.
Now, admittedly, there is catastrophe, setback and reverse along the way. But these are aberrations in the trajectory of life. They do not define the fundamental nature and direction of life. The true nature of life is manifest in the long term trends that show ongoing development, progress and advance. I noted above that the nature of life was especially evident in the development of a more humane civilization with its notable features of peaceful cooperation, inclusion and toleration of differences. The movement of humanity toward this more humane existence is also the primary evidence of the nature of the conscious human spirit, which is something entirely different from the animal spirit.
The humane spirit emerging and developing in humanity also points to something even greater- the nature of the ultimate reality behind all things, which is supremely humane. Conscious human life making progress and advance on earth is the image or manifestation of a greater, invisible Consciousness. Some people have referred to this greater reality behind all as the Organizing Principle of life or God. It inspires all life onward toward a better or more humane future.

However we choose to explain the greater Life behind material life it is clear that life manifests an irreversible direction and purpose. It is not just stumbling along in meaninglessness, reacting to random influences. The direction of life (what life is becoming) very much evidences hope and purposefulness with the defining features of boundless creativity, generosity, order, harmony and love.

In light of this new understanding of the nature of life (the new story of life) human perception of the spiritual, God, and reality in general needs to undergo radical revision. The scientific movement (rationalism) led to the breakdown of the old mythological/religious way of viewing reality. That primitive viewpoint saw life as a descending trajectory heading for apocalyptic ruin. Humanity needed liberation from that viewpoint of despair and scientific rationalism provided that liberation. But unfortunately, the rationalist approach did not respond properly to the human consciousness of transcendence and purposeful meaning and it offered, instead, only the dark nihilism of meaninglessness randomness. The new story of life provides an alternative viewpoint that accommodates the human awareness of transcendence. It now offers us a new view of reality around which to organize new systems of meaning, systems oriented to hope and love and other humane ideals that will continue to inspire us to work for that better future that we all want.

Suggested reading: Greg Easterbrook’s A Moment On The Earth, Bjorn Lomberg’s The Skeptical Environmentalist, Julian Simon’s The Ultimate Resource 2, Brian Swimme’s The Universe Story, Harold Morowitz’s The Emergence Of Everything.
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