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We usually imagine environmental concerns in terms of a human-caused litany of losses. We have heard about the loss of biodiversity, deforestation, degradation of land, climate change, toxins in the air, and the disappearance of clean water and soil. Amongst that welter of information, if we were admit the selfish truth, we typically think about how such disasters might affect us. We consider food security, human sperm counts, and endocrine interrupters in the water. Too rapidly for the Pleistocene mind to understand, the stability in the biosystems we have come to take for granted seems to be deteriorating and the notion is terrifying. 

Many turn away from the question at that point, for it’s depressing to think about an overwhelming array of pervasive and pernicious issues, and solutions for such ubiquitous environmental concerns seem to be thin on the ground. That’s because we forget that there is a concerted effort worldwide to deal with the environmental crisis; although as a species we may be causing many of the issues, we are not standing alone when it comes to trying to solve them. We are working alongside bacteria, plants, and animals who are actively struggling to ameliorate the conditions under which we suffer, and great strides have already been made biologically, politically, and technologically. 

Like a rock skipping across the top of the water, this study is meant to outline the problems facing us, discuss the viability of the possible solutions, debate the very human blind spots which complicate our understanding of reality, and contemplate what life might be like after we have gotten over the hump of the Anthropocene. 
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Concerns about the environment are a matter of much discussion now, as young people are increasingly suspicious that the guardians of their world—the older generation—have been grifting, trying to abscond with as much money as possible while the world burns. Many young people today realize the devastating impact that such a mercenary way of thinking has had on the natural world, and they are prepared—some of them—to put their lives on the line when it comes to environmental protection. Although they might not identify overpopulation as a root cause of many of the environmental problems they see, they recognize that amassing wealth is negligible when compared to clean air and water, safe food, and a place to live. We require the basics of a stable climate, dependable food production, a life free from toxicity, and the maintenance of the natural world around us. 

The common thread hovering behind environmental concerns—whether it is deforestation, biodiversity loss, food toxicity and agricultural practices, climate change, overfishing and collapse of ocean biodiversity—is the question of human interactions with the natural world. Some attempt to deflect from the climate change discussion, for instance, by saying that the Earth’s climate has always changed and therefore it is merely part of the natural order. That is true, but the pace of the current change is one factor, the known agent in the form of carbon dioxide and methane is another, and the fact that our fingerprints were found at the scene is what gives the rest of us pause. 

We are not overly concerned about environmental changes which happened in the dim past, for climatic shifts millions of years ago have very little to do with what is going on now unless it was caused by a rapid release of carbon dioxide. Similarly, the only people currently upset about the Chicxulub meteor which hit the Yucatan peninsula and likely ushered the dinosaurs to their demise would be children raised on iterations of the film Jurassic Park. 

Most adults are more concerned about the current extinction, because we believe—how accurately who knows—that a human-caused environmental problem can be ameliorated if we changed our behavior or there were fewer of us doing the damage. In that context, the exclusion zone of Chernobyl can provide a useful example. 

After the Chernobyl nuclear meltdown in 1986, the local authorities evacuated everyone from thirty kilometres around the reactor—what they came to call the exclusion zone. Their rationale was that the landscape was so radioactive it would be unhealthy to remain in the area. The plants and animals had no such recourse, however, and in subsequent years the exclusion zone has come under much study. Many plants​[1] and animals live in the zone, and seemingly thrive: “Researchers have found the land surrounding the plant, which has been largely off limits to humans for three decades, has become a haven for wildlife, with lynx, bison, deer and other animals roaming through thick forests. This so-called Chernobyl Exclusion Zone (CEZ), which covers 2,800 square km of northern Ukraine, now represents the third-largest nature reserve in mainland Europe and has become an iconic—if accidental—experiment in rewilding” (“How Chernobyl has become ...”). Although on the surface, this appears to belie the notion of the area’s toxicity, in fact the animals thrive in spite of the radiation.​[2] It appears as though having human neighbours, with all the changes we bring to a landscape and our persecution of animals, is less concerning than toxic radiation. Now the inadvertent rewilding project which is the exclusion zone is one of the most biologically diverse parks in Asia. 

We increasingly recognize that biodiversity is a benefit to all, that wild lands should remain undeveloped, and that the corporate “development of resources” is merely shorthand for devastating extraction technologies which only serve the elites’ bottom lines. This doesn’t mean that we have suddenly become idealists, but rather that we would follow a science which suggests that those who are eager to strip the world of wealth refuse to accept the implications of their actions in terms of sustainability. Humanity needs places to live, we need biodiversity and a life free from toxins, and claims we should sell those essentials in order to make money is short-sighted and more based in fantasy than science. 

Many today are hopeful that environmental problems created can be fixed and there are a number of natural agents working to ameliorate environmental concerns. Some are activists who dedicate their time and much of their energy to ensuring that our world is a safer place to live for all species, and we have seen news stories about a few university-funded people researching heavy metal uptake in catalyst-heavy machinery, ways to combat pests invading other ecological niches, and some corporations building solar panels and electric cars, but we forget that there are many others as well. 

In our anxiety we forget that the natural world is also working on the problem. Every change in an ecosystem has a reaction to the change, and at present there are bacteria evolving to eat plastics, plants which naturally absorb toxic chemicals, and heavy metals in their structures, birds learning to sing with higher notes to be heard in an urban landscape, and predators learning to seek out different prey. There are also financial instruments, for the economists are correct in some ways. The market responds to the new reality and changes people’s living, spending, and waste habits depending on how much that will cost them—or rather, how much it will cost the corporation. This is not to make light of the environmental catastrophes facing us, but it is a reminder that there are systems arrayed helping to combat them.

When we encounter questions about the environmental wellbeing of our planet, we find that humanity often falls short when dealing with issues which seem to be both distant and overwhelming. Perhaps some of the environmental crises we face are so disheartening because they happen on such a huge scale and their impact in our own lives—as well as our impact on such systems like climate and pollution—seems negligible. The actions of a lone individual couldn’t possible have an impact on global warming, so goes the logic, that I might as well fly to another country for the weekend. Other environmental issues happen over vast time scales—some plastics will persist in the environment for many thousands of years—and therefore we—limited by a lifespan or no more than eighty or ninety years on average—can’t really imagine anything we could do to change such tenacious persistence. 

Still other issues seem to impact us economically, and we are frequently told we must choose between personal wealth and a healthy environment. This is a particularly fraught choice when we remember that the ineffable value of the natural environment is almost impossible to quantify for someone who only cares about numbers on a spreadsheet.​[3] In our commodified world, the natural environment is seen in terms of resources.​[4] Trees become board feet, waterways hydroelectric dams and bottled water, fields grazing for animals to be slaughtered, clean air a loss of face-mask sales, and fish a product to be harvested. Not surprisingly, in this system, animals are only prized for their flesh, horns, bones, fur, and tusks, as though they were merely parts on the hoof in the corporate machine. 

Advocates for public parks find themselves having to rationalize the economic outlay which will cover the lost income of not letting the park be parceled into mining or housing estates, and when disasters are discussed the loss of human life is mentioned alongside financial damages. The many people affected by the disaster are not entered into the spread sheet until they die, usually at the site and moment, but for our commodified world a proclamation about how many millions were lost in the hurricane or earthquake is seen as a measure of importance. Recycling is dependent on the cost of the infrastructure, and trash disposal on its effect on property values. 

Some twenty years ago I saw David Suzuki contrast the central tenet of economics—a field predicated on the movement of capital—with environmentalism. In his view, “modern economics makes no ecological sense” (Suzuki 49) since it ignores the environment, despite the fact that the environment—with its externalities and resources—is fundamental to the field. Instead, economics will calculate the minerals in the undeveloped mine, the oil still under the ground, and then by a magic of commodity prices and future markets—what Greta Thunberg called “fairy tales of eternal economic growth” (Thunberg. “Speech before The U.N. Climate Action Summit.”)—claim that growth need not concern itself with limits. Suzuki argues that our “planet is being ravaged for economic returns. But any farsighted economist must recognize that there are ‘services’ performed by nature itself that have to be factored into the economic equations” (Suzuki 49). Not all economists possess the foresight to include ecological concerns in their more pecuniary calculations, however.

This mentality is exemplified by the figure of Julian Simon, the “Dr. Pangloss of the environment” (Leakey and Lewin). Simon’s confidence of the capacity of technology to fix any of our problems, whether social or environmental, was so profound that he was prepared to extrapolate that possibility into the future. This overweening confidence led him to make such a patently false and moronic claim that the fact that he subsequently doubled down on the statement would make one question his sanity: “We now have in our hands the technology to feed, clothe, and supply energy to an ever growing population for the next 7 billion years” (Quoted in Leakey and Lewin). The foolish hubris of such a statement is clear to anyone, even without recourse to a spreadsheet which would confirm that human population would overrun the inner solar system if our present “ever growing population” kept the same doubling speed. 

Simon becomes an easy target for Leakey and Lewin, and although he does not necessarily represent the field of economics in general, his unfounded optimism betrays the economic blindness that Suzuki identified. As citizens in the west we are constantly bombarded with conflicting messages. The economy must grow so that we may continue to strip wealth from the land, limitless growth is possible despite the planet’s resources remaining stable, and the natural environment is merely the credit card we can reach into every time we need inputs for our ravenous industrial system. The minerals in the ground, plants in the forests, and wildlife in the wilds, are viewed as our inheritance, and their disposal as our right. 

That way of thinking about the world is changing now. New generations are viewing with a clearer eye the increase in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, with its accompanying unpredictable weather, toxins in the water and land, the mass extinction that has been underway ever since we overshot the Earth’s carrying capacity, and they are asking for an economic calculation which would include what the economists have always considered to be dependable externalities.​[5] We have a more accurate view of how a staggering eight billion people—using resources and steadily increasing in population—might affect the natural systems upon which we depend. Birds will go to great lengths in order not to foul their nests, and only now are we realizing that we need to learn that lesson anew. 

When we were few, such problems didn’t concern us. We belong to this planet as surely as any of the other animals, and in the early days of life on the planet our effect on the environment was negligible. Caught in our contemporaneous runaway train of culture, bearing down an increasingly rickety track and fearing an imminent smash, we often forget how ponderous and slow the development of our modern systems have been. Only recently has societal change been visible to the naked eye, and even so, elements of that change seem almost glacial. Our technological achievements, which we point to as representing the pinnacle of western culture, are relatively stable. The car has changed little from its inception a hundred years ago, and housing has survived almost unmodified for a thousand years. 

For a less biased view, we must cast our vision back a million generations, back into the dim world of our pre-ancestors, where incremental change was not measured in years, or even lifetimes, but rather crawled with the pace of epochs. 
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​The Pace of Change
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Billions of years passed between the origin of life on the planet and the first stirrings out of the ocean. Still three billion years were required before—as sluggish clumsy animals, with the temerity that comes with radical movement—we tempted the fates by leaving the perilous competitive life of the seas behind us and ventured into the intertidal zone. There we lay gasping for millions of years, until we began to crawl about with greater confidence. Those who came with us ensured that life on the beach was equally brutish, so after a hundred million years we crawled farther inland. From this most radical innovation, our first venture onto the beach and finally transformation into complex animal social structures took another few hundred million years. 

It was at this time, some six million years ago, that the human narrative began to emerge. We spent billions of years in the oceans, untold millions of years acclimatizing ourselves to the land, but grinding ahead at a pace that must have seemed tortuously slow, we began to move into different niches. Six million years ago we left behind our chimpanzee-like ancestors, and with a slow wave goodbye, set our foot and hand upon the road that led us to nuclear power and the internet. 

Some two million years later, as Australopithecus, we finally began to learn the use of fire, although we likely had little control over it. Two million years ago, we stood at the edge of the forest and pondered the broad savannah, and then unconsciously stepped onto the path that would lead to the micro-processor and penicillin. Leaving the comforting dark of the woods for the life of uncertainty that was the plains, our tools developed with lightning speed. 

As Homo habilis we began to rework common rocks into tools, and then specialized in flint and chert, leaving our brutish ancestors to gape in astonishment at our accomplishments. Although the crude hand axes of the time would be easily mastered by a modern child of six, they represented a huge leap forward for our not-so-distant forebears. In a mere million years we had fixed a shaft to the rocks of our ancestors and were spearing animals mere metres away from where Homo antecessor had hacked with their hand axes. 

As Neanderthal, in the shallow caves of what would become Europe, we benefited from those nine hundred thousand years of development. We practiced ritual burial, engaged in what we might see as art, and further refined the stone tools our cultural past had given us. 

In a pace that accelerates almost immediately, until it seems blinding, only sixty thousand years later the crude artistic intent of Neanderthal culture was splashed in broad strokes on the caves at Lascaux, France and Belogradchik, Bulgaria. As Cro-Magnon, the weight-lifter Neanderthal’s weaker and more bookish cousin, we painted the cave walls in what we now easily recognize as insightful art. Rather than limit our cultural development to art alone, as Cro-Magnon we chipped and scraped the rough tools of our ancestors into the fragile fluted shapes, almost art themselves, of our beautiful weapons. That innovation took us a mere sixty thousand years. 

Nearly twenty thousand years later, our grunts and mumbles were used to organize huge hunting parties in narrow canyons, where we gathered every year with a few hundred others, and trapped migratory animals for the slaughter. Combining in numbers until we were hundreds strong, we killed thousands, thus ensuring our winter’s food, and inadvertently bringing an end to the mega-fauna. In this move we foresaw the sixth extinction of today, the death of more than eighty species a day falling before our combined might. 

Fifty thousand years later, in nearly every corner of the globe, agriculture is tried out and in some cases abandoned. But in several locations, agricultural proves to be useful, and leaders and power structures gather people together in huge herds as the thrill of political power begins to infest human culture. Fifty thousand years pass before we learned to use our new tools to scrape in the dirt and mimic the fecund world about us, but even while our population rose and mass famines and malnutrition began to stalk the human species, our leaders plotted against each other and developed ornate ways to count the wealth they had gained at our expense. Somehow, in these bare beginnings, in the development of corn from a grass, squash and peppers and tomatoes from tiny pods, we stepped timidly on the path that would lead us to Monsanto terminator genes and industrial, oil-based pesticides and herbicides. 

From that misstep, from that beginning of static agriculture, the pace of change has been increasingly rapid. A simple primate caught in a bewildering fog of anticipation and misunderstanding, and only suited to the vagaries of weather and the certainty of the cave, we muddled our way into cities and complex social hierarchies. Cities sprung up before us, and our hairy head was easily turned by the new bauble as we walked the streets with pride on every continent but cold Antarctica. 

The rapidity of change came with a price, naturally enough. Even with the heritage of our ancestors, we were not so mesmerized by the delight of the city’s complexities that we were unaware of the wars fought over resources and endless expansionism. We sensed, in the fog that represents millions of years of social understanding, that our leaders were only dimly aware of the implications of their actions. Caught in the runaway train of their desires and wishes, they boxed us into narrow streets and confining houses and rules. From such crowding came the huge armies our leaders raised from the many idle citizens of our towns. 

Finally, after many millions of years, our primate self slowly begins to understand the price we paid for every step away from the source. The next ten thousand years—although they were marked by innovations that would have Homo-Erectus gasp as he leaned on Neanderthal’s shoulder in shock—were rife with bloody wars. The dread that Cro-Magnon felt when stabbing a careless invader from across the valley had disappeared, forever subsumed in ideologies and rationales. Hierarchies so vast and monolithic they are beyond the control of the primates who invented them, spring into being and then, their potentialities exhausted, disappear. Humanity tries one experiment after another in an attempt to cope with our new social circumstance, and in the brief moment we have been in existence, most experiments fail. 

The cities gave us a leisure class who produced art and music, the windmill and water power, and more importantly, printing. Suddenly, whole forests were pressed into service, as our primate instincts—caught in this bewildering new world—tried to understand what was happening to them. The animism of the ancient world that made perfect sense in the cave was unable to cope with the strangeness of our new lives. One religion after another was tried out, as if belief systems might hold an answer to how to live in crowds, or how to endure the blindingly fast change. 

Monolithic religious systems took root and then begin to wield a power of their own, their only model being the hierarchal dictatorships and monarchies around them. Thousands fell in wars that were fought about ideals as silly as they were new, but victim to the headlong motion around us, we walked into fires and upon metal spikes, although we could not have defined the purpose of our sacrifice. 

In the last thousand years, the pace has become bewilderingly fast. Technological achievement in terms of art and architecture, civil engineering projects which join huge areas for commerce and conquest, are weighed in the balance, and in the confusion we find a strange new world that has such lost primates in it. A few thousand years earlier we turned to arbitrary and mediated gods and were directed onto the killing fields of religious belief, a few hundred years on we turned to science and were rewarded by eugenics—Darwin’s brilliant innovation serving the basest of human wishes. 

Desperate finally, we tried social reforms, and in the waning years of the recent cultural tide, brought children out of the mines to stand blinking in the sun, recognized women’s intelligence and ability, and tried to overturn various discriminations, some as old as humans themselves and others new. A thousand social innovations were tried out and abandoned. Finally, in unison, some billions strong, we watched in wonder as millions were mobilized against each other, as the automobile took to the street, as wonder drugs cured the side effects of other wonder drugs, as tanks and bombs decimated cities and towns, and the huge edifice of our cultural juggernaut, more monstrous and more confusing than we could ever hope to understand, rolled ponderously over us. 

Bewildered by our own cleverness, like an ant tangled in the intricate plastic shell of a picnic basket, our primate self has no real understanding of what we have built. Frustrated, caught in the web of our creation and waiting for the spider, we fear that we will consume ourselves. We have built, almost unconsciously, an edifice so beyond our cultural comprehension that we play as though children on the rough stone floor of giants. Our cultural sensibilities unable to convince our ancient biology to keep up to the pace of change, and we have been left behind, still gasping from the abrupt move from the village to the city. 

Perhaps if we’d stayed in the smaller towns for longer, if we’d gradually honed the stone tools Neanderthal had leant us, then we might be more acclimatized to the raging torrent that pushed us inevitably forward. If the cities had been an experiment in living, a cultural artefact that others might come to and ponder and work upon, instead of a shackle around our collective necks, then we might have developed cultural ways to understand them. As it is, we rub shoulders with indifferent strangers, exchange labour for services in a system so arcane we cannot begin to understand our alienation from it, and we are left with few cultural ways of coping. 

Groping in the dark, with our primate inclinations still engaged, we seek online chat groups and like-minded individuals. We try to duplicate the small social groups of our past with fanatical attachments to meaninglessness, like fashion and trinkets, sports teams and churches, the Rotary and our high school. A primate in a cage, responsible somehow for satellites and the internet, for corn deformed at the genetic level, for a host of new diseases, for a planet so trampled upon that species are dying by the score, we rattle the bars desultorily, as though in shaking them, we might find a way out: “H. sapiens evolved in simpler, more slowly-changing times that posed relatively limited challenges to the evolving central nervous system. We operate with what are still essentially Palaeolithic brains: modern humans are painfully short-sighted [26], tend to think in terms of immediate cause−effect relationships and respond to problems in simplistic, reductionist ways” (Rees 512). 

Cultural ways of coping are catching up, but caught in the moment as we are, in a mere lifespan of seventy years, we are impatient. We want a functioning culture now. We want crowding without disease, without environmental destruction, and what is more dear to our rapacious and narcissistic hearts, without the murderous rampages of war or domestic abuse. If the past is any indication, we must wait another thousand years for the paradise that we can imagine but not bring to pass. Perhaps the Cro-Magnons were correct to chip so slowly at the stone knife, and only gradually release what lay slumbering in the rough tools they had inherited from their Neanderthal cousins. Rapid change, they may have thought, might kill more animals than could sustain their population. A new and improved knife and spear might mean famine for all. 

If the monstrous runaway machine of technological achievement gives us the breathing space of a mere few hundred generations, we may find a way to manage our numbers. We will move then, from the frightened primates that we are, to capable planetary citizens, with systems capable of handling our numbers and vicissitudes. Likely we will reduce our population, having tamed the reptilian brain that urges us to breed before the oncoming truck of starvation, and we will work on the problems that might better demand our time. Without the silly dreams of the gods of our species’ childhood, without the strident jingoism of our current corrupt political leaders and institutions, we might look anew at the only nest we have ever known, and ask ourselves what is needed to make our lives worthwhile. 

While the wealthy accumulate fortunes many times over, the motors in their yachts bigger than towns, and fly home to sleep in their own beds after concerts, the rest of us might think about the importance of family, friends, contribution to our community, and the beauty which is the natural world around us. Instead of treating the world as merely a vault we can plunder, we might begin to see it as worthy in its own right, and get a more sustainable and coherent sense of where we belong in it. 
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In Thomas King’s story, “Rendezvous” he confronts a middle class husband with the reality that the forest is being destroyed by industry. Although the man is nonplussed by the intelligence, his wife is much less sanguine: she asks, “So what are we going to do about it?” (King). That is the central question of political action. Although we can wallow in ignorance for a time, once the evidence has been pondered and the facts are known, it behooves us to consider a solution. Often, that appears as political action rather than doing something which might lead to actual change. 

When the phrase political action is bandied around it sends most people running for the television news rather than the dictionary. Most believe they know what political action entails, and they occasionally engage in it by standing outside buildings and hollering along with others, listening to boring speeches by those eager for the spotlight, and then breaking for coffee at the corporate-branded coffee shop which undersold their local café.

For many, the idea of political action is associated with joining groups, as though somehow in the magic of that joining, the group’s political declarations will become action. More than a few groups do more to hold back the movement, however; we can think of Ralph Ellison’s fine discussion of that topic in Invisible Man, or Doris Lessing’s similar analysis in The Good Terrorist, and John Steinbeck’s In Dubious Battle. Other groups merely channel or obstruct the movement or merely provide a social setting for those wishing to meet like-minded others. In that way, they are no different than online dating, or closing time at the bar.

I don’t mean to suggest that groups in the past have achieved nothing, or even little, but rather that individual action must precede group action. Certainly the two are nowhere as near as mutually exclusive as we’d guess from people’s reports. Although the advances made by civil rights and women’s groups are real—and I don’t mean to disparage what they have accomplished—the inertia of the large group, the difficulty of rallying diverse views, the tendency of crowds to descend into mobs, and the fad nature of popular movements do as much to prevent political action as to promote it. You can protest with your friends and still do something that effects change, although it might involve more of a commitment and be less exciting to post on Facebook or Twitter.

More than a few have noted that once the draft was discontinued in the United States during the Vietnam War, the strongest reason for protesting disappeared. The war was evil, they were still certain of that, but much of their vehement fire had guttered into self-serving ash. Without a threat to themselves, it was difficult to stay interested in more effective activism, and instead they showed up to fewer and fewer protests until finally they found nothing in common with their youthful selves. We need a way of thinking about political movements that relies on more than the narcissistic tendency to fight for my union membership but ignore yours. To recycle when there is a deposit on the bottle, but otherwise feed the landfill. My factory should have safety standards, but I still buy from Walmart, for the rights of the sweatshop workers are far away and therefore of less concern.

Setting aside the problems of groups for a moment—for joining and engaging in direct action can certainly be done at the same time—we can take direct responsibility for our own actions. Rather than wait for the laws to change in order to force broader society, and by association us, to recycle, or use less electricity, or pay our taxes, we should begin those procedures on our own account. It must be as least as important for us to recycle as it is for us to protest a wasteful local company.

My friend Tone is very politically involved—if we can count endless meetings and coffee-shop hollering. His environmental views are less progressive. I was chastising him for throwing newspapers into the trash just because it was slightly easier and he replied that once the laws change to force all people to recycle, he would be glad to do it. In his case, he thought he should wait to be forced rather than take responsibility himself. At the root of it, he seemed careless about damage to the environment and had little interest in ameliorating conditions. He’d rather go to a demonstration about it.
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Part of this problem is located in a mentality. For example, when my friend’s son was seven years old he was still in diapers. He was long past the point at which he could have become toilet trained, but neither of his parents were overly interested in tackling the problem. Although that sounds like a clear-cut case of neglect, in fact it had much more to do with their way of thinking about time. This is not isolated to toilet training, but in fact tells us much about the way people plan, or do not plan, for their future. 

The mother couldn’t imagine the future. She would always say that she didn’t have time to deal with his toilet training “right now,” although that sentiment meant that she never dealt with it. As if she couldn’t imagine a future in which he would be diaper-free, she couldn’t see how a few minutes’ investment now might save her hours of effort down the road. She wasn’t especially fond of changing his diaper, especially when he would ask for one, and then return minutes later demanding a change, but now was never the best time. Unable to make the calculation which would have led her to make a five-minute investment now that would have a life-long payoff for him, she continually deferred the moment that she would toilet train the boy. 

The father had the opposite problem. He could only see the far future. He would say, when asked about his son still wearing diapers, “Don’t worry. He’ll be out of diapers by the time he’s twenty-five.” Unable to see the short term diaper changes that would lead to a more independent son, he instead could only envision a distant future in which the problem had taken care of itself, or more precisely, someone else had sorted it for him. 

It will immediately occur to my readers that neither parent was prepared to do the toilet training and that reluctance was at the heart of their refusal, but although that is somewhat true, other factors in the relationship meant they avoided the problem until he was years older. The father rarely changed diapers. Like a father from the 1950’s, he didn’t see it as his problem. Therefore, he lost nothing if the son were to continue to wear diapers. Since he considered much of the diaper changing his wife’s responsibility, he left the decision to her. 

Theoretically, her desire to work less over time should have led to dealing with his toilet training immediately, but such was not the case. Instead, another aspect of her history, and her own sense of independence, led her to do the opposite. Her parents had been irresponsible and neglectful, and she’d had to raise herself and take care of her younger sister. That led her to think that children don’t need to be trained. She’d never been trained and she was fine. Once the boy was old enough, she told herself, he would know what to do. As he grew older and carried on much as before—although he could obviously control his bladder and bowels and could predict when he needed a diaper—it became more apparent that he was crying out for toilet training. 

The final straw in the relationship came when the father ultimately refused to change his son’s diapers. He’d been advocating—if complaining occasionally that his wife needed to toilet train the boy could be called advocating—for her to take on the task, but he said his wife didn’t support him. That meant she wasn’t willing to do it. Oddly, his laziness and sense of entitlement worked in the boy’s favour. Once he put his foot down, deciding that he would no longer do what little he’d been doing, the unfairness of it made the mother decide that she would toilet train her son. 

Once they began, before long he was no longer using diapers and only calling out from the bathroom for help wiping, since he felt that was too gross for him to do himself. The independence his mother dreamed of never materialized—at least immediately—and the father turned out to be correct that his son would no longer be using diapers when he turned twenty-five. 

If this incidental story about parental disinterest were the whole narrative it would be little more than an anecdote. For me, it symbolizes two very different ways of thinking about the world. If we apply the ways of seeing the world to environmental action or inaction, we can see how such different points of view would influence how they would handle our environment. The father would live for the narcissistic moment and not think at all about the future. He would be dead before climate change made his country unlivable, so someone else would need to worry about the problem. The mother would be overwhelmed with the entrancements of the moment and couldn’t spare the time in the present to ponder what the future might bring, even if it meant not being able to afford adult diapers for her aging son. 

Together, they would fill the landfills, turn up the heat and air conditioning, plan international trips for the weekend, and burn plastic in the yard. If the future either doesn’t exist, or if it doesn’t affect the parents, and they’re not worried about posterity, then they can continue to shore up the status quo of environmental destruction. 

My friend Joy was digging frantically through her backpack once when we were out to dinner. I asked her what she was worried about, and she said she’d just bought an expensive speciality chap stick and she was worried that she’d lost it. She dug even more frantically through her bag, becoming increasingly upset, until finally she found it. She sighed in relief, and then, to my horror, she merely threw it back into the bag after using it. I suggested it would be easier if she used one of the three pockets on her pack, but she merely shrugged, “I know where it is. I’ll find it.”

I agreed with her statement, but at what cost? She was upset for several long minutes looking for it, when a few seconds forethought could have avoided that entire scene. The annoyance she felt had receded into the background by the time the decision was made to pitch the chap stick into the packed bag, so no further intervention was needed. 

Toilet training now is too much effort, and if we can put it off until we need to, then in some sort of world of miscalculation we save effort in general. The illogic of it is painful, but realistically, many people live like this. This is the human animal, and this goes a long way toward explaining how, by one rationale or another, we decide that the world we are rapidly destroying must either manage itself, or endure our depredations; it is simply too much effort to deal with it right now. We would rather spend the resources of the moment, such as burning the fossil fuel wealth of millions of years as quickly as possible as though it would never run out. We would rather buy placemats at Walmart, or pick up takeaway coffee on our way home. 

At the most basic level, Tone’s indifference to the environment had to do with his particular brand of Marxist thinking. Once we were discussing the issue, and we managed to drill down to find that he didn’t believe that other causes were worth as much as humanity. When I mentioned that his workers would be unhappy if they didn’t have a safe or clean environment with parks and wild spaces, I was able to make some headway, but in general he was only concerned about human needs. 

Although some would say that lack of knowledge is at the root of political indifference, it’s also important to actually care about the issue. In that way, Tone represents a political philosophy. If a white person who is devoted to civil liberties is mistreating the people around them I would wonder where their sympathies really lie. For instance, Thomas Jefferson owned slaves even while he penned the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Those are beautiful sentiments, if slightly tainted by him calling for a slave to get more ink when he was halfway through the sentence.

A friend once told me you can assess a person on a first date by how they treat the serving staff in the restaurant. Likewise, how we interact with the world around us actually defines our political actions. My friend who has a problem with recycling has terrible gender politics when it comes to interpersonal relationships. He is more than willing to fight for women’s rights once the cameras are rolling, and although he knows more than most about the double day and unpaid work in the home, he can’t be bothered to cook or clean for himself and relies on his female partner to do it. Likewise, he never paid child support except when one of his wives—whose politics were more proactive—forced him when they were together. 

Thus, although part of the problem of human intransigence is based in self-interest, we also forget to put the problem into a temporal context—toilet train now or later—and are also generally thoughtless. Others would claim that once Tone knows about how the newspaper would be disposed, once the parents and Joy know how much time they waste ignoring toilet training or digging for a chap stick—that would have been better taking the few minutes now to save hours later—we could confront the problem of political inaction on environmental crises. Many claim that ignorance is the problem, and if people knew the implications of their actions, they would immediately change their behaviour.

In Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods, she uses the figure of the gambler to elucidate this suspicion. Her gambler has lost his money, and caught by his debt, has killed another and is contemplating suicide when his guardian angel intercedes on his behalf. He seems genuinely contrite: “In the few moments before he pulled the trigger, he said, ‘If I had known that all that I have done would bring me to this, I would have led a very different life. If I could live my life again, I would not be here, with the trigger in my hand and the barrel at my head.’”

Once he is given his second chance, Winterson wastes little time examining his motivations or lack of hindsight or forethought. Instead, she lets him waste his second chance, and then merely abbreviates the many other opportunities he squandered:


For a time, all went well. He was sober, upright, true, thrifty. Then one night he passed a bar, and it seemed familiar to him, and he went in and gambled all he had, and he met a woman and told her he had no wife, and he stole from his employer, and spent all he could.

And his debts mounted with his despair, and he decided to gamble everything on one last throw of the dice. This time, as the wheel spun and slowed, his chance would be on the black, not the red. This time, he would win. 

The ball fell in the fateful place, as it must. 

The young man had lost. 

He ran outside, but the men followed him, and in a brawl with the bar owner, he shot him dead, and found himself alone and hunted in a filthy attic room.

He
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