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THE ENVIRONMENT: DEATH AND REBIRTH .

Death Warmed Over

Beyond environmentalism: imagining possibilities
as large as the crisis that confronts us

BY MICHAEL SHELLENBERGER AND TED NORDHAUS

AMES HOWARD KUNSTLER BEGEINS THE LONG EMER-
genicy, his new book warning that the world is run-
ning out of oil, by quoting psychologi=t Carl Jung as
sing, "People cannot stand too much reality”

The quote is wrongly attributed. It was T.5. Eliot
who said, "Humankind cannot stand too much reality” But the
quote and the Jungian sip speak volumes about Kunsther and
kindred, well-intentioned progressive authors, Like Jared Di-
amond's Collapse, which purports to explain why once-poveer-
ful societies are driven into extinction, and Tom Franks Whts
the Matter with Kensasl, which faulted Kansans for failing to
grasp their own economic self-interest, Kunstler's book contends
that the ignorant masses are suffering from what the left used
to call false-consciousness—in this case, about energy con-
sumption. For the people to be saved, they presumably must let
go of thetr irrationn] consumer, religious, or ideobogical fantasies
pred start recognizing their true seli-interest,

When this kind of condescension fuils to induce the desired
behmvior change, environmentulists and liberals become angry
or bewildered and see the public a2 irrational, in denial, or just
plain foolish. Which reminds us of something Jung actually
did say: “If one does not understand a person, one tends to re-
gard him as a fool.”

Today, with all three branches of the federal government in
the hands of the radical right, environmental, liberal, and De-
mocratic leaders continoe to believe that the public is with us
o the fssues. "My view is that the Democrats almost won the
election,” Kerry media man Bob Shrum said repeatedly after Re-
publicans both re-elected George W, Bush and increased their
control of Congress. "1 think what we are looking at i the re-
hirth of environmentalism,” one environmental-group execu-
tive told The New York Tines.

Explain to us aguin: Who can't stand too much reality?

WE HAVE SEEN THE ENEMY

Here's another thing Jung sctually said: “Everything that irritates

us about others can bead us o an understanding of ourselves”
This was certainly the ense for us. Before writing “The Death

of Environmentalism,” the two of us had spent the bulk of our

professional careers becoming increasingly irritated while ex-
eeuting failed environmental steategies. We went on this way
for years, But eventually we were reminded of Jung's great con-
tribution to the understanding of the human mind: that we
project our inner demons onto others,

What if the problem was not that environmentalists just
didn't get it? What if the problem was that se didn't get it?
Maybe there was samething about environmentalism (and thus
pursetves) that none of us understood.

o, in the summer of 2004, we set off to find out. We pro-
ceeded to interview more than two dozen environmental lead-
ers and funders. We read everything about global warming we
pould get our hands on.

By the time wewene through, we hid discovered that, indeed,
there was more going on than met the eve. When we stirted
o research we believed that there was something wrong sfnate-
Etcuily, Whint we didn't comprehend was that something might
be wrong conceptually,

Treating global warming as an “environmental” problem
and framing itz solutions as technical, we coneluded, lay ot the
heart of the movement's political failings

The problem was not simply that environmentalists didn't
get it The problem was that environmentalists could never get
it as long as we remained environmentalists. The way we coni-
ceptualized the problem analytically wis getting in the way of
what we needed to do politically.

We suspected that this finding might irritate some people, Bu
wit contld nolonger pretend that the problems we fced were noth-
ing that a few more medis campaigns (stopglobalwarming. com),
o even & new name Csustainability), couldn't fix.

Wi expected contrmersy, What we dida’t expect wis that the
essuy would become a projection screen for the hopes and fears
of the bronder progressive movement. Hence our thesis: Every-
thing that irmtates vou about “The Death of Emvironmentalism”
ean lead you to an understanding of vourself.

DEATH AS A PROJECTION SCREEM
Which brings us to the first reaction, namely that the debate
over environmentalism is just so much novel gazing, “We know
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what we need to do,” this line of reasoning goes. “Let's stop all
this hand-wringing and get to the hard work of politics.” It re-
minded us of the insistence by Democratic operatives that
John Kerry “almost won™ the election, Whenever you hear
someane begin a sentence with, “If it weren't for a few thou-
sund votes in Ohio ... ,” you can be pretty sure an argument to
stay the course will follow.

iOthers went so far as to say that our paper gave comfort to
the enemy. One environmental leader nsserted that thers wis
already o robust debate going on within the environmental
movernent, and that "Shellenberger and Mordhaus have set that
debate bick, not moved it forward” Others, ineluding o former
Sierra Club direstor, were upset sot gimply that the debate was
happening but that it had been triggered by two "eco-nobodies.”

What really seemed to bother the national environmental
leadership was the tithe, Many pri-
1.':11::,:1}' aeknowledged that they
agreed with much of what we
wrote, “But did vou have to call it
Death’?” they asked, People posted
comments to blogs literally insist-
ing that theyweren't dead. Inoa par-
ticulurly surreal discussion at
Harvard, a fellow panelist at-
ternpted to prove environmental-
ism’s vitality with a PowerPoint
presentation that begun with the fa-
mons elip from Monty Python and
the Holy Gronl, where o fradl, first-
century Roman father protests, "Tm
ot dead! 1 feel fine!” a5 he's heaved
onto o passing mortician’s cart by
b= s 18 all ittt van I!H_'.-'
points we had made in our essay:
that environmentalists are overly literal and that they constantly
and umwittingly sctivate their opponents’ frumes.

Many readers couldn’t figure out where we stood in the tived
debate between “national” and “grass-roots” environmental-
ists. Becanse the object of our analysis was the leadership of the
largest organizations and foundations that determine national
strategy, many saw in our essay an embroee of grass-roots en-
vironmentalism, But others felt we hnd disrespected grass-
roots activists by not holding them up as exemplars of the one
true environmental movement.

A few were bothered that we attribated so many of environ-
mentalists’ failures to their incuriosity about the “human™
(rend: social) sciences, like social psycholory, and their scien-
tistic fetishization of the “natural” sciences, lile climatobogy and
biology. “Mainstream national groups made a lot of progress
aver the past 40 years by maintaining scientific eredibility as
a touchstone of their efforts” one prominent environmental sei-
entist wrobe n an UpeeT e=mitd] o environmental lenders and
funders. "Environmentalizm identified with a scientific, ratio-
nalist approach, and drew o larger circle aroond itself and it=
positions accordingly”
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Having argued that such “raticnali=m” is, parmcosically, un-
seientific, and having proposed ditching the antiguated con-
cepts of “nature” and “the environment,” some suggested that we
had pone off the postmodern deep end (tantamount &0 being
French ), "How cin v save the environment if vou don't believe
it exists ¥ one particularly ltersl environmental-studies profes-
sor asked us shortly after the Monty Python moment ot Haomarnd,

WHAT & CONCEPT

Why do we consider childhood asthma exacerbated by air
pollution to be an environmental problem but not asthmea
exacerbated by lnek of treatment? Why is habitat for nonho-
man animals an environmental issue while hoabitat (a k a
*housing”) for human animals is not? Why are extinétions
coused by meteors considered "natural” but ones caused by
humans “unnutural ™

You don't need a Ph.D in lin-
guistics to gee that there's some-
thing funny about the concept of
“the environment.” If the coneept
includes humans, evervthing is
*enviranmental” and it has little
use other than being a poor symi-
oy for “evervthing.” 17 the con-
cept excludes humans, it is
scientifically specious (oot to men-
tion politically sueidal]),

Environmentilism's rickety
underpinnings worked well
enicargh in the 1960s and 70s, Bt
the mental model created to deal
with smog and create nationol
parks isn't up to the challenge of
deiling with the profoundly eom-
plex and global ecological (and political, cultural, and eco-
nomic) erises of the 21st century, Even if the environmental
movemnent staves off oil drlling in Alaska—where global warm-
ing i melting the tundra and making the forests vulnerahle
to disease—what will remain?

This conceptunl point was at the heart of our essay, vet con-
spicaonasly ignored by maost readeers. As o consequence, misny mis-
read our reflections on the New Apollo Project as little more than
advoeacy for p shiny new coalition. What we were altempting
to suggest, perhops poorly, was emphatically sof that environ-
mentalists should form what political scientist Bill Chaloupka
calls “Eumbaya coalitions." Nor were we suggesting that envi-
ronmentalists shoold quit their jobs and start working on other
progressive issues ke heilth core, labor, or civil rights,

Rather, we arpued that snyvons who cares about global wirms-
ing must speak to the matenal and nonmterial aspirations
that Americans have for themselves and their country. Trent-
ing Apallo as a laundry list of technical policy proposals and en-
dorsing organizations overlooks its potential to create a new
politics grounded in vision and valees, not problems and tssnes.

Of course, if we can’t inject Apollo’s vision and valoes into
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contested political space—where paliticinns and others have
o take sides on specific, controversial proposals — Apollo risks
going the way of “smart growth,” an idea that everyvone s for
but nobody understands. The notion that social-change
omelettes can be mpde without breaking political eggs is a fan-
tasy that moeds to die along with the notion that dealing with
ghobal warming could ever be “above politics”

By now it should go without saying that we could just as eas-
ily huve written a “death of” report about any of the special in-
terests that comprise the liberal coalition, The fet thal every two
years 4 maribund environmentalism marries itself o g moribund
liberakism in un effort to elect Demoemitic candidates is part of
the problem. All of the progressive special interests will con-
tinwe to fail politically as long as they coneephealize their inter-
ests 5o narrowly and condoct their politics so literally.

For the last 15 vears, environmentalists have publicly debated
global-warming deniers under the assumption that ) they can
pctually "win® the debate and b} onee the public learns *the facts”
things will start to change, What they should have done instead
is built support for an agenda that inspires people regardless of
whether they believe plobal warming is real. The result has been
politically dispstrous: Having rested their agenda on proving the
truth of global warming, attacking the scence is for the carbon
Inbhy what attacking John Kerrv's war record was for Kard Bove.

And so it enme to pass that environmental groups—so in-
timidated by right-wing attacks on “the science™—refused n
late August to publicly connect global warming to Hurricane
Eatrina, which pummeled New Orleans. [t like it’s 1960 and
we're aftaid to suggest that cignrettes might be Killing people,”
one foundation execotive lnmented in an e-muil to environ-
mental leaders.

It was up to climatologists from ser and the National Cen-
ter for Atmospheric Research, who had recently published
mujor studies making the connection between warming oeeand
and hurricane severity in both Neture and Srience, to put two
and two together. With congressional Democrats following the
environmentalists’ lead, it was once again left to high-ranking
European officials, ineluding Britain's chief scientist, to eriti-
cize the Bush administration.

POST-ENVIRONMENTAL ASPIRATIONS IN THE FACE OF
(UNINATURAL DISASTERS
Environmentalists have spent the lest 40 years telling Ameri=
cans what they can't have and can't be without ever telling pea-
phe what they cin have and can be. The new, post-environmental
polities maust focus more on unleashing boman possibility than
constraining human activity. If this new, aspirational polities
suwoceeds, Bill MeKibben recenthywrote, “itwon't be environmen-
talism nnymaore. It will be something much more important.”
In all the upset pver “The Death of Envirommentalism” we,
mlong with former Sierra Club President Adam Werhael, bowed
ot of the nationnl Apollo Allinnee, Since then we have sought
miw avenues to advance the Apollo concept. Recently we worked
with Bracken Hendricks, formerly the executive director of the
Apollo Alliance and now o senior fellow at the Breakthrough In-

stitute and the Center for American Progress, to create a proposal
for an Automotive Competitiveness and Accountability Act

With General Motors and Ford teetering perilously dose o
bankruptey and hemorrhaging tens of thousands of johs, Congresa
muary be asked onee ngain to bail out Detroit, After September 11,
Comgress badled out the airline industry and demanded nothing
in returm. This time, Congress should demand acommtability.

The pet recognizes that American automakers are burdened
with massive health-care costs that their foreign competitors,
blessed with nationsl health-cure systema, don't hove, This
eompetitive disadvantage partly explains Detroit's failure to
invest adequately in research and development and thos pro-
duee better vehicles, But Detroit is nod free from blame: The
Big Three have stubbornly refused to innovate and are now
stuck selling gas-puzzlors that fewer Americans want.

What'’s needed is a new deil for the suto industry, one that
is entirely voluntary. If automakers want help covering the
health-care costs of their workers, they must, under the Com-
petitiveness and Accountability Act, increase the efficiency of
thekr vehicles, (A fuller description of the Competitiveness and
Aceountahility Act can be read at www.thebreakthroughorg.)

Countless other opportunities for political innovation emerge
onee we free oursehoes from environmentalism'’s assumptions,
Consider the way environmentalists have long treated preven-
tion and adaptation s a question of either/or rather than
bothfand, a= though we must choose between caps on groen=
house gases und zoning development away from floodplains,
*Dwo we have so much faith in oor ewn adaptability that we will
risk destroying the integrity of the entire global ecological sys-
tem ¥ asked Al Gore in his 1992 best seller, Earth in the Bol-
anee, “Believing that we ean adapt to just aboot anything is
ultimately a kind of laxiness, an arrogant fuith in our ability to
reset in tme to save our own skin,”

But in the wake of Hurricane Katring, ther's no question
that the public will start demanding povernment action to help
commuunitics adapt to future dispsters. And as soon as we begin
the debate over adaptation to global warming, we cin put an
end to the debate over whether global warming is real.

That the environmental community has chosen to sit on the
sidelines is probably a good thing, 1§ will make for msch i bet-
ter polities if developers, unions, doctors, and relief organiza-
tions take the lead in dempnding investments in things like
stronger levees as well a8 clean energy.

We have little doubt that our exhortations to imagine pos-
sibilities as lurge as the erisis in front of us strike many as fan-
tasy, bt in the words of Jung, “Withowt this playing with fantasy
no crentive work has ever yet come to hirth, The debt we owe
to the play of the imagination is incalenlable” rae
Michawel Shellenberger ord Ted Nordhous are managing
partners of Americon Envivonics (ennd AmericanEnviron-
fez.com ) and divectors of The Breakihrough Institute
(e thefrenkthrongh.ong ). The Death of Environmentalism
and the Birth of a New Ameriean Politics will be patitished in

Sl 20006 by Houghton Mifflin.
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