
ECOLOGY CONSCIOUSNESS AND GREEN IDEOLOGY (*)

Green ideology is a reactionary current of thought belonging to so-called
«postmodernity», which, in turn, claims to dominate the contemporary philosophical scene.
«Postmodernity» literally means «that which comes after modernity», although in this case
the adverb «after» is, to say the least, ambivalent. It may be taken in its purely chronological
sense and thus simply point to the historical fact of the emergence of this current of thought
as a successor of modernity. Or it could be understood axiologically, as indicative of a value-
judgment according to which the prefix «post» is equivalent to «a going beyond» or an
improvement on modernity. (Of course, as with all revolutionary ways of thinking –which is
what both postmodernity and green ideology claim to be– one never really knows whether
what is proposed or dogmatically prescribed is a return to the origin (the primitive
astronomical meaning of «revolution») or, alternatively, the destruction of the previously
established order so as to create one completely ex novo.)

Initially, therefore, the term «postmodernity» could indicate one of three things:

a) that modernity is evil, and for this reason we have to come up with something
else, radically different from it; 

b) that modernity is good, but could still be improved on, especially if -as it
seems- it contains the seeds of its own progress or development; 

c) that modernity is neither good nor evil but fatally necessary, and to that same
extent indifferent (so, too, will be postmodernity, according to this historicist
and, to that extent, positivist account).

(*) Technical note of the Research Department at IESE. 
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One of the more lucid books written on this subject is that by J. Ballesteros, a
professor of Philosophy of Law from the University of Valencia, with the title
«Postmodernidad: ¿decadencia o resistencia?». Clearly, it invites one to make a choice
between the two alternatives. Strategically, it would be good for philosophers to avoid all
hasty generalizations and Manichean simplifications –good or evil, black or white, etc.
Instead, we must appeal to a healthy sense of reality, a certain dose of prudence, in order to
see, acknowledge and appreciate the different shades of grey. We shall not therefore attempt
to formulate any overall judgment of postmodernity and green ideology, but devote
ourselves to calibrating the validity or insufficiency of their principal theses.

Our point of departure in order to understand green ideology is, as we have said,
modernity. Modernity is a philosophical trend the earliest appearance of which is found in
William of Ockham, with his epistemological via modernorum. It was later adopted by
Descartes, although its definitive establishment did not occur until the triumph of the French
Revolution and the Enlightenment. With regard to the theory of knowledge, modernity
means the exaltation of and the placing of absolute confidence in reason and its powers: faith
in reason is demanded. The natural world steadily gives up its «secrets» to man, due to the
unprecedented success of the experimental sciences as well as the advances in mathematics,
called the «language of nature» (Newton). With such knowledge modern man comes to
exercise an increasing dominion or technical control over nature. As Francis Bacon, the
English thinker and essayist says, «Knowledge is power» –knowledge is a «force»,
the preferred field of application of which is the objective world of nature.

Technical knowledge is the kind of knowledge that is convertible into power and
force. As such, it is a kind of knowledge exclusive to human beings. It exhibits the qualities
of productiveness, efficacy and efficiency, in contrast with other kinds of knowledge, such as
geometry or algebra, which do not alter the physical world in any way. To a large extent,
technical knowledge consists of our capacity to objectify things at a remove from their
natural state. In the outside world, for example, we find living trees and fallen logs which
may be converted, for and by our work or activity, into houses, tables, chairs, etc. It is quite
easy to see that there is no one-to-one correspondence or univocal relation between man and
things in the natural state (e.g. a piece of wood may, within given limits, serve equally for a
door or for a bed). Things in their natural state do not have any predetermined use for man;
on the contrary, it is man who freely determines their use, objectifying them in one sense or
another, according to his different needs and purposes. Another way of understanding
technical knowledge –in fact, rather than isolated items of knowledge, what we are dealing
with here is an art, skill or technical habit– as a human prerogative is in terms of how it
establishes means-end relationships. Only man has the capacity to use instruments, properly
speaking, derived from things in their natural state, because only he is able to conceive
hierarchically intermediate and final ends, with all that this requires in the way of abstract
knowledge, intention, creativity and ingenuity.

Technical knowledge –basically, the use of a series of instruments for a given external
end or product– could in principle progress indefinitely. It becomes highly flattering for man to
look back on his technical accomplishments: at first, he was only capable of producing simple
machines which minimally transformed or multiplied initial inputs of energy, from human or
other sources, in terms of work (i.e., force applied through a distance). For many years now we
have abandoned the purely mechanical phase, and with the help of electronic and computer
engineering we have entered the cybernetic era; we have produced artifices with an ever-
increasing functional autonomy, self-regulating systems which closely simulate living beings.
The scientificist temptation, that is, the concession by man of an absolute omnimodal force or
power to positive science, has become ever so strong. (Inasmuch as positive science is nothing
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other than the expression of man’s technical knowledge, the scientificist temptation necessarily
leads to man’s self-deification.) Human life has come to be ruled by some sort of technocracy,
which is the pragmatic version of scientificist thought.

The tree of positive science was not slow in bringing forth its bitter fruits: the depletion
of natural resources, widespread pollution, etc. We could also mention the invention and use of
the atom bomb and other nuclear weapons: man’s arrogance has finally produced something
capable of annihilating his own species and any other form of life on the planet he inhabits
(additional «malice» may be attributed to the use of neutron bombs, since they destroy human
life while preserving the tangible residues of civilization). Hannah Arendt in her book «The
Human Condition» alludes to a similar sense of fear and insecurity as the starting point of her
reflections: up until now, human life has been inextricably linked to the earth, but if for one
reason or another it were to be transferred to some other planet –and the present state of
technology makes this at least probable– then what truth is there in man’s continuing to be
«human»? (Remember that the qualifier «human» refers to «humus» or earth.) Would our
essence then have changed? Would we have ceased to be «human beings»? Even if we were to
ignore this capacity for self-destruction and were to take into account only the highly
sophisticated production chains which provide and support the goods of our present civilization,
granted that whatever man does leaves a lasting imprint on him, would not a person
continuously engaged in this line-process simply have turned into a part of it? Would he not
have been dehumanized and, instead, «mechanicized», turned into a machine?

These and a host of other questions arising from the fruits of technical rationality
obviously demand answers which could only be supplied by ethics. We cannot, ethically
speaking, do whatever it is technically within our power to do. Ethics guides and directs
technical knowledge, and this sometimes requires restrictions on its sphere of action. Clearly,
technical knowledge is not a prescriptive form of knowledge and therefore cannot set its own
limits. Ethics is a necessity; and for us –as the above examples show– it may be a matter of
survival.

It is within this historical setting that the contemporary phenomena of ecological
concern and green ideology have arisen and flourished. Traditionally, the people with important
ecological concerns were the so-called «conservationists» who championed causes such as the
protection of wildlife and plant species on the verge of extinction, the prevention of cruelty to
animals, etc. Surprisingly, these have got very little to do with the green ideological groups
nowadays: the green alternative/no-nukes political parties, feminists, pro-abortion (pro-choice)
militants, pacifists, anarchists, libertarians, advocates of free sex, left-leaning rainbow coalitions,
etc. Exponents of the green ideology seem to associate the destruction of the natural habitat or
environment with the capitalist system of exploitation of raw materials, production of goods and
their subsequent market distribution. Clearly, a dividing line has to be drawn between a proper
ecological concern (as old as humanity itself: witness the poetry of Pindar and the Stoic
epimeleia, «leave it be») and the virulent modern green ideology.

In June 1972, a Conference on the Environment was sponsored by the United
Nations in Stockholm, Sweden. Among the conclusions of this meeting were the following: 

1) the right of every human being to a certain «quality of life»; and 
2) the need to conserve the earth’s resources for future generations. 

From then on, the ecological consciousness battle was to be waged primarily on economic
terrain. Nevertheless, these conclusions may be taken to reflect some other wider-reaching
preoccupations: 
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1) that the human person is the end of all economic activities and should
therefore be considered as such, independently of the culture he represents; 

2) that the earth’s resources are not only limited, but also scarce. (This is said to
be confirmed, moreover, by the «law of entropy». But is the world or cosmos a
closed system as this «law of entropy» presupposes? Even granted that it were
so, do not Boltzmann’s equations demonstrate total entropy as a merely
probable tendency, and not as a necessary terminus for all closed systems?
Open or living systems, on the other hand, seem to defy the laws of entropy;
specially in the case of men or rational beings.);

3) so long as the economic criterion remains the prime interest of governments,
these limited and scarce resources will always be concentrated in the hands of
the few and their equitable or just distribution will always be utopian. The
economist E.F. Schumacher, through his book «Small is beautiful», has
become perhaps the foremost spokesman for these theses. His work presents a
defense not of the small-scale as such, but rather of the appropriate scale of
institutions versus the technocratic gigantism of both East and West.

During that same year the Club of Rome called for a meeting, prodded by some
pragmatic worries arising from population growth and its possible adverse effects on the human
and natural environments. The Congress’ theme was, once more, the finitude of the planet, the
scarcity of resources, both supposedly aggravated by population increase. The conclusions were
all tremendously pessimistic, unilateral and unreal. Nevertheless, we still seem to be chewing
over these Malthusian generalizations (formulated for deviant historical periods such as post-
war and post-plague eras). In contrast, practically none of the contrary findings of the World
Food Conference in Bucharest, Romania in 1974 have been publicized. The major finding of the
Romanian Conference was that a country’s main resource is its human population.

Aside from helping us to establish the exact dates for the birth of modern green
ideology, these events also help us to organize the main arguments presented by these
groups. First of all, they claim that it is a grave error on the part of the individual and
of society to separate themselves from nature and to look upon nature merely as a source of
useful goods. Secondly, they say that such an anthropocentric vision reeks of arrogance on
the part of man, who wants to preserve nature exclusively for its usefulness to him. And
thirdly, they insist that the remedy to these problems lies in situating man in his proper place,
that is to say, as a component like any other of the biotic community, and what is more,
one that is immature and a recent addition to the whole. No single organism, they say -not
even man- possesses greater value than the rest of natural beings.

We shall answer these claims in turn. Firstly, the «separation from nature». Man is
essentially a corporal being and for that same reason a natural being belonging to the world,
a «being-in-the-world» in Heideggerian parlance. Man recognizes himself to be a part of
nature and at the same time, through his consciousness, he distinguishes -without entirely
separating- himself from it.

The ultimate reason for this distinction is that man is the only being beloved in and for
himself –or as Christianity teaches, «put into being» or «created»– by God, and not in relation to
any being other than him. This is the root of all human privileges over the rest of natural beings or
creatures. According to the Christian worldview, all the other natural beings have been «wanted»
or «brought into existence» by God for man, who is the zenith of creation. (The anthropic
principle seems to be a logical limit to evolution theory.) The world has been constituted in such
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a manner that critical conditions for human life are met, so that this life itself is made possible.
The world is a «world-for-man» (and not its inverse); and man is a «being-in-the-world», that is,
a being that needs to relate to or co-«metabolize» with the world in order to exist.

There are different analogous ways through which man relates to nature. His
attitude towards nature can be one of wonder (thaumazein), which later on leads to respectful
contemplation (epimeleia, theoria). This attitude prevailed among the ancient Greeks,
particularly among the Ionian «physiologists». It is an exigency of our peculiar manner of
being to be able to admire and contemplate nature, which is in itself a worthy source of rest
and recreation. At times, man’s attitude towards nature can be one of dominion and control -
considering nature as a mere instrument for whatever ends he may decree. This point of view
may in turn be subdivided into: 

a) the dominion exercised by man over nature in the biological interchanges
required for sustaining life (nourishment, respiration, reproduction, etc.); and

b) the control manifested through the construction of artifices through the same
general procedure in which a structure or form from the artist’s mind alights on a
piece of matter. Note that there is a delicate balance between the contemplative
and controlling attitudes. Normally, the relation may be expressed in terms of an
inverse proportion: as technological advances increase, the attitude of wonder and
respect for nature decreases. Nevertheless, that is not necessarily the case.

The economicist prejudice according to which desires are infinite and resources scarce
proposes an outline of the relationship between man and nature that is not at all compatible with
what we have just said. It divides resources into those that are renewable (goods which, in
principle, may be used over and over without being exhausted) and those that are non-renewable
(goods which are «disposable» or only for a single use). This is a reduced and excessively
simple classification as compared to the previous one. Besides, it rests on certain fallacies: the
goods available are limited –as with all material things– but not necessarily scarce. They would
always be scarce in comparison to human desires which, as a spiritual potency, are by definition
infinite or insatiable. What is needed, therefore, is to educate our desires, to «humanize» them so
as to integrate them into that final end which is the fullness of living.

Whereas modernity sought to eliminate the contemplative attitude towards nature,
retaining only the relationship of dominion and control, and reducing still further the biological
interchanges to some sort of technical instrumentalization, postmodern green ideology tends to
run the contrary course until an absolute identification -without any distinction whatsoever- with
nature is reached (viz. the «New Age» movement and its romanticist and pancosmic strains). 

Let us now turn to the accusation of arrogance on the part of human beings in our
relationship with nature. Man’s superiority over the rest of the natural world is a plain truth.
Even from the biological viewpoint, the qualitative distance between man and the most
advanced primate is incommensurably greater than that existing between two organisms of
very diverse phylogenies, such as a bacterium and an elephant. Perhaps the most convincing
proof of this statement is that man is the only living being capable of inquiring into the whys
and wherefores of this superiority –Orwell’s «Animal Farm» is but a fable or myth, in the
pejorative sense of the word. Man is capable of posing these questions because he is a
spiritual being, endowed with reason and will; he possesses an «internal sphere» to which he
can reclude himself and introspect. Historically, man has always exercised this dominion
over nature –he has cultivated the fields and domesticated livestock– and despite obvious
limitations, he has constantly improved in the technical aspects of this task. The newborn
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infant is perhaps, the worst equipped of all natural beings for survival, but thanks to reason
(first, that of his parents and, later, his own) manifested in culture, he manages to overcome
all obstacles. These spiritual faculties constitute, therefore, the Promethean gift; superiority
is a natural prerogative which man cannot renounce.

Finally, there is the idea of considering man as «just another vertebrate» or «another
link in the evolutionary chain» to be superseded eventually. Nature, as a whole, adopts a
hierarchical organization, so much so that it can rightfully be called «universe», that is, a «unity-
in-diversity». This hierarchy is made possible by the different qualitative degrees of perfection
that there are among natural beings. We should not fall into a simplistic form of ecological
concern, tainted with materialism, which chooses to ignore these formal differences and focuses
entirely on the material or quantitative ones. We must recognize and protect the right to
existence of that which is sacred and inviolate in nature –that is, the human person and his life–
without seeking to submit it forcibly to the categories of the useful or valuable in market terms.
That which is sacred –meaning that which is separated from everyday traffic, that which in itself
merits respect because it pertains to the Divine, that of infinite value– and that which is subject
to price –a market commodity– are two incompatible points of view. Sacred things, insofar as
they are sacred, are priceless; in contrast, there can be nothing sacred in things which are subject
to price, which can be bought and sold.

In summary, we have to distinguish in nature between: 

a) consumer goods, which are subject in their acquisition to the principles of
justice and the laws of the free market (and as far as their use is concerned, to
the mean established by temperance); and

b) sacred things, which are neither negotiable commercially nor subject to
instrumentalization or manipulation (such as human lives and human persons).

Bibliography

A. Sources

– Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound.
– Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI.
– Isaac Newton, Principia mathematica philosophiae naturalis.
– Francis Bacon, Essays.
– Thomas Robert Malthus, An essay on the principle of population, as it affects the future

improvement of society, 1798. (Düsseldorf: Wirtschaft und Finanzen, 1986 reprint).

B. Secondary reading

– Jesús Ballesteros, Postmodernidad: ¿decadencia o resistencia?, Madrid: Tecnos, 1989.
– George Orwell, Animal Farm.
– Hannah Arendt, The human condition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958.
– Deontología Biológica, Pamplona: EUNSA, 1987.

IESE
University of Navarra

393-155
TDN-105-E

6


