
Conservation in Context

When Fantasy Has Consequences

The process by which banks create
money is so simple that the mind
is repelled.

J. K. Galbraith (Colander 2001)

Money is something quite ex-
traordinary, fungible for anything,
economists tell us. In this sense it is
of another world because in the bio-
physical realm money has no equiv-
alent. Perhaps we have known this
for a very long time, but in the dis-
cussions of “ideas [that] have con-
sequences” (Orr 2009), it was the
1920s writings of Frederick Soddy, a
chemist, not an economist, that fore-
shadowed the rolling episodes of un-
pleasant consequences visited upon
modern economies (Daly 1996). The
most recent just arrived: the present
global financial meltdown.

Consider this—If you had invested,
at the time of Christ, US$1.00 at 3%
interest compounded annually, you
would now have US$6.7 × 10240, suf-
ficient to spend a trillion trillion dol-
lars to buy everything on Earth and
have 90% left to purchase other plan-
ets. That is the law of compound in-
terest, a mathematical equation. It is
a fantasy, not grounded in the rules
of the biophysical world in which the
important ledgers are kept by mother
nature. It is these ledgers that Orr
urges us to believe—the brass tacks
by which we will have to measure the
consequences of our activities if we
are to bequeath to our children desir-
able choices. The task, however, is
far more daunting than anyone in a
position of political power and influ-
ence is willing to declare in public.

Focusing on climate change, Orr
accepts the scientific predictions:
“we have already bought disas-

ter but not necessarily the final
catastrophe”—the collapse of civi-
lization as we know it. “How could
we have come so rapidly to the
brink of extinction with hardly a
twitch of apprehension?” Orr asks.
His answers resonate with eliciting
more desirable ethical behaviors, but
I think the answer is far more disturb-
ing and lies deep in our history.

The roots of our behaviors extend
back beyond the emergence of bony
fishes from the water several hun-
dred million years ago. Our human
genes were honed on the savannas
of Africa and around hunter-gatherer
fires to yield the behaviors that fos-
tered our global presence. As we mi-
grated across Africa and into Earth’s
vast ecosystems, our species’ behav-
iors evolved in compliance with ap-
parently boundless frontiers.

We knew vanishingly little of why
the biophysical world works as it
does. Try to explain, without scien-
tific insight, how a plant’s fundamen-
tal elements make stems, leaves, and
flowers. Not possible! The invisible
world of cells, genes, and chemical
signaling is just too removed from
our direct experience. This gaping
knowledge void was filled with sto-
ries, imagined explanations of the
natural world that were culturally in-
culcated into worldviews accepted
without question. Believing strongly,
even to death, became a dominant
element of human nature.

Because evolution can only select
for behaviors adaptive in the present,
natural selection and chance have de-
livered a conundrum. We respect lim-
its only under severe circumstances.
Today our hunter-gatherer, in-the-
present behavioral repertoire, along

with the capacity to believe any-
thing, has combined with technolog-
ical competence and economic inge-
nuity to unintentionally foster global
climate change, mass extinction of
species, and catastrophic life-support
loss.

As a result of our evolved be-
haviors to overexploit resources,
most cultures have collapsed. A
few, however, have untied this Gor-
dian knot—traditional Tikopians and
Nauruans on their small islands in
the Pacific and Ladakhis in north-
ern India, for example (McDaniel &
Gowdy 2000). Their environments
constrained growth and elicited cul-
turally sanctioned behaviors that re-
spected limits. The current global en-
terprise is not so fortunate. Contrary
to the perception of boundlessness
that drives economic growth, the hu-
man economy will be constrained by
the ecosystems that support it. To
date, however, we have pushed on,
believing that durable habitation and
growth are not incompatible despite
overwhelming evidence to the con-
trary.

Today’s situation is not all that dif-
ferent from the failed Imperial Trans-
Antarctic Expedition of Sir Ernest
Shackleton, the most notable sur-
vival story in recorded history. Why
they survived, after their ship, En-

durance, was beset in the sea ice
of the Weddell Sea in 1915, is rel-
evant to global civilization avoiding
collapse. Scaled down from 6.7 bil-
lion people to 28 men, the story
of Shackleton’s Endurance party is
humanity’s current situation writ
small. Everything is there: unrelent-
ing forces of nature at their worst,
numerous situations never before
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encountered, an absolutely unknow-
able future, severely constrained and
limited resources, diverse mixture of
human personalities, unimaginable
physical and emotional challenges.

The Endurance group made poor
and excellent decisions and had its
share of good and bad luck. It suc-
ceeded, however, in achieving the
impossible not because of any par-
ticular decision or stroke of good
or bad fortune. Rather, they sur-
vived because their leaders and the
men alike, first and foremost, un-
derstood and accepted biological
and physical reality. And decisions
were made accordingly. They held
no allusions about the supernatu-

ral coming to their assistance, nor
did they imagine it possible to cir-
cumvent the principles of the natu-
ral sciences. This core belief in sci-
ence as the basis for sound decision
making was the foundation of their
success, not withstanding traces of
superstition and an acceptance of
God.

The enduring lesson for humanity
in its current situation can be tersely
stated. Believe in anything—God, ex-
tra sensory perception, miracles, the
tooth fairy—but, when it comes to
important decisions, believe in and
use information and understandings
firmly grounded in the natural sci-
ences.
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