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Profit-making, Population, Patriarchy and the Planet
Although some environmental theorists argue that strong causal relationships exist between particular political and social phenomena and the current threat to the planet’s health, the majority would demur.  As eclectic as the messages conveyed by environmental theorists are, the theme of greatest commonality is that no single causal factor represents the ‘greatest threat’ to the planet, and further that the threat is not to the planet per se, but to the survival of existing human cultural, social and political organisation.  

This essay considers the influence that population, patriarchy and profit-making have in the relationship between humans and the biosphere, highlighting the common theme of domination as a motivating force for modern political thought and action.  As the Western tradition has proved to be the most pervasive influence upon the biosphere
, I have limited my discussion to Western-inspired political thought.

The Environmental Threat To Human Survival 

The Earth’s biosphere is likely to be much more resilient than humans.  For all the identified threats to the biosphere, it is unlikely that any in isolation are of a magnitude that will destroy it.  This is not to argue that their synergistic effect might not degrade the biosphere to the point where it fails to support human beings, or many other organism’s, as it is not only clear that the current trends of resource use and waste production cannot persist indefinitely, but may well already be approaching the limits of the biosphere’s tolerance.

The anthropomorphism of Western political thought has traditionally equated the health of the planet with human health.  If major threats to the integrity of the environment eventuate, it is more likely that humans will be decimated or eradicated, with the biosphere recovering over time in the future without us.  James Lovelock’s Gaia theory supports this, seeing the biosphere as a large organic system, of which humans are but an influential component.  This view makes imminent sense to a population biologist, but strong historical influences on our psyche and our social perceptions have meant it rarely surfaces in political debate.  Environmental theorists are working to change this.


Modern Political Thought On The Environment

The eclectic nature of environmental political theory belies a common critique of unequally distributed power in a production oriented world, which assumes growth is a desirable precursor for the maintenance of freedom, and formal and substantive justice and equality.  The commonality between the problems concerning population, profit making and patriarchy stems from the success that Western civilisations has had in directing power to these ends, and the inequalities that have resulted.

Many aspects of human interaction with nature are unequal in their use of power, deaf in their ability to acknowledge feedback, and voracious in their appetite to exploit.  Given that the balance between influence, domination and control is a matter of intent and degree, rather than of physical action, it is important to understand how important and different human motivation is to other organisms, and the implications these actions have for the planet.

While modification of the environment is a factor inherent in all biotic activity, humans have accelerated this process by the application of technology and a power structure that increasingly subjugates its constituency from the role of ends for activity to one of means.  This dictatorship of human purpose has been a pervasive influence in human thought for millennia, as the success of human culture, and particularly the Western tradition has encouraged humans to perceive a subjugation of natures’ purpose as that of its own.
  Nevertheless, the postmodern era has witnessed a decline in this optimism, with a growing scepticism that the political ideals borne by the modern era may not only be incapable of providing remedies for some of the ecological problems facing us today, but may have been their catalyst. 


The Historical Foundation Of Our Belief In ‘Man’s Dominion Over Nature’

The ecological crisis, while arguably commencing with the establishment of widespread broad-acre agriculture, has undoubtedly been exacerbated by the success of instrumental reason in fuelling the modern ideals, both capitalist and socialist, of technological and material progress. 
The dominant liberal and socialist streams of Western political thought saw nature as a realm to be subjugated, mastered and made to serve the needs of the human species, thus marking a sharp break with traditional conceptions of the relationship between human societies and their environment.

Francis Bacon epitomised this in his assertion that the application of human endeavour to the modification of nature was the ‘relief of the inconveniences of man's estate.’
  Bacon saw the state of the world as largely due to ‘humanities traditional unwillingness to recognise its capacity to enslave nature in the service of human ambition.’
  

The origins of this homocentric ethos may be explained by the success of Western traditions in organising ecosystems to direct energies for their own purposes.  The Enlightenment notion of the ‘Mastery of Man over Nature’ provided a platform for people to deem their authority as a ‘right.’  Rousseau prescribed the desire for ‘man to exercise influence over all’ in The Social Contract stating ‘…the general will alone can direct the forces of the state in accordance with that end which the state has been established to achieve the common good.’
  

Faith in rational thought and science as a source of knowledge about the natural world became the panacea providing solutions to the practical problems of human habitation
, encouraging people to justify their actions with principles whose primary value lay in rational consistency and utility.  This brought a greater emphasis on individual responsibility and freedom for differentiating between right and wrong
, allowing the individual to achieve true knowledge of nature’s laws.
  Not surprisingly, these conformed to the individualistic spirit of the age.  John Locke’s incorporation of Newtons’ atomism into political theory ensured the practice of science became allied to freedom
, so that freedom to examine, to classify and to subjugate became a valued commodity for the production process.

Science, technology and industry combined as a powerful mechanism to put this into effect.
  The idea of progress evolved to become a belief in continual human, social and material improvement.
  Since industrialism and technology were the most visible signs of its success, neither socialism nor liberalism could disavow them. 

Although the romantic movement challenged this Faustian course, industrialism gained immense strength, fostering the illusion that influence constitutes control.
  The triumph of utilitarianism allowed general human welfare to triumph over lesser claims.  Benthamite utilitarianism asserted that actions should be guided by the principle of ensuring the greatest happiness for the greatest number (of humans), with policy being judged by a measurable consequence rather than by reference to rights or justice (for humans).
  This extreme anthropocentric ideal remains alive with people such as Milton Friedman, who see nearly all matters being measurably by human economic preference.

As society increasingly came to be conceived in economic terms, the social and physical environment became a sphere of economic individuality, where individuals could rationally seek their self interest.  The purest expression of this worldview was evident in the expropriation of surplus value as profit under the capitalist mode of production.


Profit Making Under Capitalism

The rise of capitalism became central to the social revelation transforming the world.  Capitalism encouraged individuals to treat others, not as ends in themselves, but as means to an end.  With the help of money, the economy built its own values, goals, norms, criteria of rationality, and directions of abstraction
, ensuring that its subsequent generations were inculcated in its way and means. 

Aware of the power of this ideal, Marx was highly critical of the notion of profit making as an end in itself.  Marx criticised the tendency of political economists to base their premises on self-seeking and the pursuit of profit as natural to humans, pointing out that the formation of an exchange economy is an historically specific form of production no more final than those proceeding it.
  Critical of the assumption that purely economic relations can be treated in isolation, Marx maintained that economic phenomena are also social phenomena, with a particular kind of economy presupposing a particular kind of society.  

Marx believed that, even though it had produced the technology necessary to do so, capitalism would inevitably lead it to fail in its quest to master nature, believing that the internal contradictions apparent in the nexus between a desire for more commodities from which to extract value, and the physical energy gradients it encounters in seeking more value, would drive capitalism towards its suspension.
  Despite Marx’s convictions, he underestimated the ability of capitalism to adapt by finding and creating new markets from which to extract profit.
 


The Social Motivations For Profit

If capitalism has this tendency towards internal contradiction, why has the modern era witnessed its success?  In its purest form, capitalism is the ‘accumulation of private property or wealth to a virtually unlimited degree.’
  Geared to provide satisfaction for the wants it has created, capitalist economies obscure the true nature of the significance of production
, raising conflicts in the maintenance of freedom, power, legitimacy and justice implicit in liberal democratic theory.  

Capitalist economies encourage the expansion of growth-oriented societies because as the concept and meaning of life become utilitarian and instrumental, rather than moral and substantive, legitimacy is linked to sustained growth.  Consensus comes to mean acquiescence to the goals and decisions of the dominant elites in exchange for a stream of material goods.
  Instead of the economy being embedded in social relations, social relations become embedded in the economic system.
  The importance and centrality of capital accumulation thereby limit the options available for reform. 

Claiming ‘society has become irrational as a whole’, Marcuse suggests that all advanced capitalist societies become totalitarian, with liberty repressed by the technical imperatives of the capital industrial system.  Believing this malaise has permeated Australian society, Coombs says, ‘It can be argued [Australian society] has so sacrificed identity and security to the demands of stimulus that we no longer have any sense of who or what we are or any consciousness of personal or community purpose.’
  In short, the motivation to leave the profit making treadmill is readily undermined by its continued existence.

This is why the profit motive has been attributed with so much of the ills that capitalism as a whole enjoins.  While theorists such as Friedman believe the problems associated with capitalist societies can be alleviated by ‘reducing the strain on the social fabric by the widespread use of the market’
, the extraction of profit as a motivator remains sacrosanct.  

Profit-making becomes an expression of human mastery over commodities and those less successful in competing for them.  As capitalist societies are by nature stratified and differentiated, this inevitably exacerbates further inequalities.’
  The conundrum becomes which of the dimensions of inequality are acceptable, and what their consequences are.  The starkest example of this is the inequity between the resource consumption and waste production of developed and less-developed countries.  From the standpoint of the earth’s habitability, the result is that overpopulation in rich countries, has far more consequences than rapid population growth in poor countries.
  Inequality, expressed in the disproportionate use of resources, suggests that it is not population per se that is degrading the environment at the current rate, but the high impact of certain populations that is creating the most destruction.


The Unequal Impact Of Human Population

The massive and increasing impact of advanced industrial societies is posing an enormous threat to the biosphere.  Although only about 20% of the world’s population live in established high-energy societies, their value systems, economies and technologies have far reaching and profound impacts.
  The power afforded by technological and cultural advance mean that actions at a local level, particularly in high-energy societies, have potential to impact upon other parts of the world.
  While much controvertible anecdotal evidence about consumption rates, waste output, and environmental degradation exists, a more stable indicator of the impact of human activity is the amount of energy human civilisations direct to their own purpose.  As human activity constitutes influence rather than control, as a general rule, the greater the extent of the redirection of energy as a proportion of the total energy flow, the greater their disruption to the  ecosystems.

The ability to coordinate energy external to their bodies is one of the most significant consequences of human culture.  This is a trend most evident in the industrial revolution, but by no means originating then.  Human energy use at about 10,000 BC was estimated to have been between 30 and 40 petajoules per year, half of this being in the form of fire.
 Between the beginning of the industrial revolution and 1950, world population increased about 100 times, and the per capita use of extrasomatic energy increased by less than a factor of two.  By 1987, world population had increased threefold, and per capita energy use fourfold.
  

At the beginning of the industrial revolution, humans redirected ≈ 0.1% of the total energy flow of energy through the biosphere, the equivalent of 230 to 3540 watts per day.
  By 1989 this grew to an equivalent of about 8%.
  To put this in context, if energy use continues at the same rate of change as it has in the last three decades, by the year 2050, humans will be using as much energy as all animals and plants together.

While the world’s population is expanding at an ever increasing rate, with a growth rate of 1.7% in 1991
, and the world’s per capita industrial production continues to grow at an average rate of 3.3% per year
, the impact of this will be distributed unequally, with the overwhelming majority of resources being consumed in the less populous industrialised world.
  As an example, in affluent areas, the average human annually consumes, the equivalent of about 0.5 tonnes of iron and is responsible for the release of 20 to 30 tonnes of CO2
, while at the same time, 10 to 20% of the world’s population remain malnourished, inducing an estimated 10,000 deaths every day.
  It is strikingly obvious that resource consumption per capita is booming not only in dimension, but also in its inequity. 

Given the extent of population growth and the inequity in resource use, it is clear that attributing population as an isolated factor in environmental degradation becomes a gross oversimplification of the extent of the problem and the complexity it embodies.  Nevertheless, it is clear to many that growing population and consumption are continuing problems.  As discussed above, for many political economists the answer lies in the stultifying  and de-radicalising nature of profit making under capitalism.  While profit making appears to have been instrumental in enlarging the scope of human power, unfortunately, our cultural capacity to modify the environment appears to have outstrip our motivation to maintain its integrity.  Patriarchy is one notion that may explain this.  


Patriarchy And Domination

Identifying important connections between the oppression of women and the oppression of nature, ecofeminists claim that irrespective of our awareness of it, Western societies have predominantly operated within a patriarchal conceptual framework, which takes traditionally male-identified beliefs, values, attitudes and assumptions as the only, or the standard or superior ones.

Ecofeminism see the historical and symbolic association of women with nature as demonstrating a special convergence of interests between feminism and ecology, arising from the fact that patriarchy has located women somewhere between man and the rest of nature on the hierarchy of the ‘Great Chain of Being.’

Ecofeminists claim the anthropocentrism of humanist arrogance is a symptom of this irrational patriarchal drive for dominance and territoriality.  Rather than patriarchy expressing itself in environmental issues through overt control, it usually acts more incipiently through motivation and coercion by dominant groups, especially males.  As the control, exploitation and consumption of social and natural resources are a clear source of power in Western societies, it is not surprising that personal and political abuses of power are common to many of its characterising features such as capitalism, consumerism, militarism, racism and sexism.
  

Many ecofeminists, interpreting Foucault, believe this patriarchal power produces domains of objects and rituals of truth’
, which normalise the domination of both woman and nature.  Patriarchal conceptual frameworks, employing value-hierarchical thinking, typically lead to a logic of domination that explain, justify and maintain the subordination of an ‘inferior’ group by a ‘superior’ group, whilst denying that oppression accompanies this regime.
  This is evidenced by the fact that women are portrayed negatively as emotional, irrational, immersed in a nature and community, while men are portrayed as goal oriented, independent from both others and nature, and as the authors and arbiters of power.
  For MacKinnon, it is a dominance propagated by a system that ‘sees and treats women the way men see and treat women.’
  The trenchant opposition to women lawfully controlling their own reproduction is an obvious instance of this.

As modern political theory attests, human-nature interaction is ideologically driven by the hegemony of ‘man’s dominion over the Earth’, with women and the biosphere merely chattels offering a contribution toward, in Bacon’s words, the ‘relief of the inconveniences of man’s estate.’
 
Even currently, the influence of patriarchal liberalism continues to promote environmental conflict as a question of competing ideals of progress versus preservation, and decision-making processes and technocratic methods that trade off environmental ‘goods’ for ‘bads’ to satisfy the short-term demand of producers, consumers, and workers.
   It is not only the resource poor who lose from this relationship, as even though materially rich, they suffer from the alienation permeating the isolation of suburban women (and men), and their exploitation through marriage, parenthood, psychiatry and consumerism.
 

Patriarchy is evident even in the fields that seek to redress social inequality and environmental degradation.  Whilst women compose 53% of the world’s population, and carry out approximately 65% of the world’s work for 10% of the world’s pay
, recognition of the role of women in environmental management only really emerged in the late 1980’s.

Carolyn Merchant’s has explored the rational of this process, showing that women were systematically excluded from positions of power by removing much of women’s common law rights to develop property, leaving the benefit from any increased value with men.
  As for many environmental theorists, Merchant believes that capitalist relations of production and patriarchal relations of reproduction supporting mechanistic consciousness must give way to new socioeconomic forms, new gender relationships, and an ecological ethic, suggesting that such a global ecological revolution may have already begun.
  

Nevertheless, Val Brown and Margaret Switzer’s extensive gender analysis of the Australian Government’s Ecological Sustainable Development process suggests that patriarchy continues to exert a constraining influence at the heart of attempts to reform the human-nature relationship.
  Premised on their observation that women’s positions in society typically differ from men, Brown and Switzer considered the gender blindness applicable to the role of sustainable development as a concept for environmental management.  Noting that almost all gender analysis concerning human-nature relationships has been undertaken in developing countries, these typically found that where women’s activities and interests were ignored, environmental degradation increased.
  

Switzer and Brown suggest that having received the same training as men, women working in professional fields often failed to notice the missing observations of gender difference
, concluding that the contributions of women in environmental management and sustainable development are both ‘major’ and ‘unrecognised’, and that whilst ‘women’s skills of practical solutions, seeing issues as a whole and of conflict management are emphasised in environmental management programs … women are unlikely to be present to help develop the male level of expertise in these areas.’

In conclusion, the connections ecofeminism make between patriarchy’s oppression of woman and of nature, urge us not only to think ourselves out of ‘patriarchal conceptual traps’, but to resist the aggressive and domineering human-nature relationship patriarchy has assumed as a norm.
  

Conclusion

The greatest threat to the planet comes from the human capacity for culture and the motivations that drive it.  Nevertheless, despite our foibles, human culture is one of the grandest achievements of natural history and deserves to be preserved, nourished and cherished.  

Clearly, the effects of population, patriarchy and profit making, considered in isolation, do not explain the current threat that humans pose to the planet.  What they do represent however are factors integral to the domineering and exploitative relationship between Western societies and the environment.  Profit-making and patriarchy are two strong motivating, perhaps coercive, factors that in conjunction with the synergistic effects of population pressures and growing inequity, pose an extreme threat to the continuation of human civilisation in the way we know it.

While some people believe we are at a turning point
, there is no doubt that the future course of human history will be largely a matter of our choice.  To take the best course will require us to see our human capacity for culture and the influences upon it for what they are.  As Lynn White said, ‘What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature [sic] relationship.’
  For Paul Ehrlich, as for myself, one of the most perplexing issues is why humans do not respond more urgently.
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