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ENVIRONMENT Cartoons by Chris Madden! 
Are we really that bad?

Several weeks ago, I attended a lecture by a well known environmentalist who referred to humanity as greedy and selfish, among other unkind descriptive terms that I don't remember.  This misanthropic viewpoint isn't all that unusual especially amongst environmentalists and I wanted to offer up a slightly amended version and attempt to put in a good word for mankind.

Greedy and selfish may be a fairly accurate assessment of our species but I don't believe that those character traits necessarily set us apart from the rest of the animal kingdom.  For whatever reason, the common goal of living organisms is to survive and perpetuate the species.  Our particular biological genus has developed an uncanny knack for survival and, to a large degree that is played out in our taming and reordering the natural state of nature.

Of course we aren’t alone in our ability to bend the environment to our will; there are tons of examples of other creatures that change the face of the landscape from termites to bees and beavers to name just a few.  It’s just that we do those things so efficiently and at such a large scale.  However, I would venture that given half the chance and opposable thumbs, our brother beavers would be more than happy to employ chainsaws in their logging camps as well – we just can, so we do, they can’t so they don’t.

I suppose, as far as we’re concerned, the issue at hand is whether we will exercise our dominion without restraint and to our peril.  Further, do we perpetuate our existence at the sacrifice of other species or is our manufactured version of nature any worse than the natural state of nature?  How should this power be tempered?  Are we smart enough as a group to take the next step and figure out how we ‘progress’ without undermining the systems that keep us going?  

We may be technologically superior to other species but are we morally superior or even equal or as some would allege, much worse and the scourge of the planet?  To consider just one example; the cute and cuddly and highly photogenic and on again off again endangered polar bear. We, as the human species like every other species, need food but we are also carnivores.  We have an exceptionally efficient method of raising live stock and systematically converting it into a consumable.  It’s sort of antiseptic from afar but pretty grisly when viewed up close.  

The male polar bear, however, engages in something called ‘filial cannibalism’ – they eat their young, provided the female doesn’t successfully intervene.   Other than proof that men are jerks, this was very unsettling news to me but there it was, a photo right there in a recent edition of National Geographic.  Apparently, the male polar bear doesn’t even have to be in starvation mode; it is just convenient – it’s what male polar bears do, among other species as well.  So at the very least, this is a disgusting practice.  On a larger scale, the male polar bear is not cooperating in efforts to perpetuate its own species.  So, who has the moral upper hand?  It could be hard to say, but my suspicion is that polar bears couldn’t even spell moral, much less define it.

Our version of nature is imposed on the planet at an ever growing rate not out of any malice but out of individual and collective attempts to make things ‘better’ for us and our group.  Although not often expressed in so many words, the underlying sentiment by an extreme version of environmentalism that humanity is not only destroying the planet but morally reprehensible as well and the planet would be better off without us, is difficult for me to fully internalize.  So far it seems as though we humans are the ones who ascribe meaning to the world.  Without us, there is no reason for being – it’s just existence for existence sake which, presumably, is the apparent reality of every other species.   

Further, it seems that it’s important to keep the dialogue flowing regarding the balance of man versus nature with some holding out for the interests of man (as conflicted as that is) and others determined to take up the interest of nature, with the goal of hopefully finding a middle ground that can keep us all going.  

