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The Good News and The Other News

As we head into a new year, the main
bad news is that we face an enormous en-
vironmental crisis. The worse news is that
it is growing bigger at a rate faster than
ever. The worst news of all is that if we
continue with our present lifestyles,
economies, etc., we shall not recover from
the catastrophe for at least 50 years, and
more like 500 years in the case of global
warming (even 5 million years in the case
of mass extinction of species). The better
news is that the final disaster has not
overtaken us yet. The best news is that it
need never overtake us at all, provided we
move smartly and immediately to change
our lifestyles, our economies, etc. The
supremely best news is that if we shift to
another track for our lifestyles, our econo-
mies, etc., we shall surely find we prefer it
to our present track. In many ways it will
be more enjoyable, less frenetic, more ful-
filling all round.

GOOD NEWS lﬁ EAD NEWS
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Norman Myers

First off, let us note the distinctly
downside news of our present predicament.
Of the present six billion people, almost
one billion are malnourished, yet we have
farmed all the most productive soils and
caused one third of croplands to be eroded
away. At least one billion people depend
on fish for their main source of animal
protein, yet their fisheries are almost all
declining through over-exploitation. At
least half a billion people are short of wa-
ter, yet already we divert three fifths of all
available freshwater runoff and most of
the convenient supplies have been grossly
over-used. We consume or otherwise ap-
propriate two fifths of all net plant growth,
yet within a few decades there will be half
as many people again, many of them de-
manding more plant products than today.

All round, then, the future looks less
than hopeful. The better news is that we
can generally squeeze through the envi-
ronmental bottlenecks ahead if we make
more efficient use of our many eco-
technologies (see my previous article, es-
pecially detailing the many successes of
Japan's innovative businesses).

So much for the big-picture perspective.
Now for some specific details. The biggest
problem right now is our use of fossil fuels
with their carbon dioxide emissions bring-
ing on half of that most dreaded future, a
globally warmed world. Fortunately our
use of oil has increased by only 12% during
the 1990s while our use of coal has actu-
ally declined by 9%. Conversely our use of
wind power has soared by 838% and the
market for solar energy has soared by
526%. The biggest consumption of fossil
fuels lies with our 560 million petrol-
driven cars, but fortunately they are
starting to give way to hybrid cars or even
fuel-cell cars.
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Norman Myers

We can also reduce our car culture.
The German city of Munich invests $250
per head per year in public transportation,
way ahead of only $40 in an equal-sized
city in Britain, Manchester. At least 60
percent of journeys in Munich are by pub-
lic transport, foot or bicycle, by contrast
with just one quarter in Manchester.
Munich's railway company has sponsored
bicycles that can be hired with a single
phone call for about $0.50 per hour, and
dropped off at any railway station. Mu-
nich's success is attracting attention from
not just other urban communities in Ger-
many but from counterparts in other
European countries — even as far afield as
the United States and China.

Next, other forms of pollution. Con-
sider a region that receives little attention,
Eastern Europe. Industrial pollution is so
widespread that in the worst areas the
incidence of cancer, reproductive problems
and a host of other ailments is far higher
than in less polluted areas, while life ex-
pectancy is several years lower. As much
as 80% of Romania's river water is unfit
for human drinking. The Black Sea re-
ceives so much industrial waste and other
chemical pollutants that 90% of the Sea is
biologically dead and fish stocks are drop-
ping drastically. Fully one seventh of
European Russia is so contaminated that
it is "ecologically questionable for human
habitation.”

Romania
2001 1 30
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Norman Myers

There is some better news on pollution.
The 3M Corporation in the United States
through its Pollution Prevention Pays (3P)
Program has prevented more than 750,000
tonnes of pollutant emissions since 1975,
solely by cleaning up and redesigning proc-
esses and products. The effort has saved
the company almost $900 million. Even
better news lies with pollution permit
trading in the United States. The Clean
Air Act has established a market for trad-
able emissions allowances from power
plants. By the year 2000, this creative
measure has saved the utility industry over
$1 billion a year while reducing sulphur
dioxide emissions by more than half.

Next, poverty, much of it caused by
environmental degradation such as soil
erosion, water shortages, desertification
and fuelwood deficits — which in turn are
severe sources of poverty. The good news is
that we have enabled more people to escape
from poverty in the past fifty years than in
the previous 500 years. The bad news is
that there are still 1.4 billion people who
try to subsist off less than $1 per day.

Clean Air Act
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Norman Myers

A highly productive way to reduce pov-
erty, and hence its associated environ-
mental problems, is demonstrated by the
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh with its
loans to impoverished women — a case of
supplying "bankability" to the otherwise
"unbankable". Started in 1976, it is now a
$2.5 billion business. It lends $35 million
per month, with a repayment rate better
than 98 percent (a rate that would make
commercial banks green with envy). As a
result, 2 million women have been en-
abled to e.g. plant a new crop, to buy an
extra cow, or to start a small business
such as a grain mill — and to completely
lift themselves out of poverty. As a fur-
ther result and through spinoff benefits,
Grameen women are generally healthier
and have fewer children. So successful is
the enterprise that micro-credit banks
modelled on Grameen have spread to 58
countries, including Poland and even the
United States.

Bangladesh is also a country with good
news on family planning. Its family size
is a mere 3.3 children, only half as many
as twenty years ago. The government
spends over $60 to prevent a birth, but
saves at least ten times as much on social
services expenditures for each birth
avoided. The nation-wide programme
prevents almost 900,000 births annually,
with net savings of $550 million each
year, leaving more funds to invest in edu-
cation and child care.

micro-credit bank
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Environmental progress depends on how
far citizens at large are ready to support
efforts to build a "good news" world. Public
opinion is vital. Hail, then, the nearly 50
million "culturally creative people"” in the
United States alone, demonstrated by the
remarkable commitment on college cam-
puses and in local communities to live in
environmentally sustainable fashion, paral-
leled by the efforts of religious groups to re-
shape people's values regarding environ-
mental protection and excessive consump-
tion. Note the "Voluntary Simplicity" move-
ment with its fast-growing numbers of ad-
herents in the United States, these being
people who ask their employers for permis-
sion to work 10% fewer hours for 10% less
salary in order that they can spend more
time with their spouses, children,
neighbours and friends. Then too there is
the explosion of socially responsible invest-
ment, including environmentally supportive
investment, from 1 percent of all managed
assets to 15 percent within a single decade.

Bottom line: we have the technological
means to head into a bright future. It will
not cost horrific funds to save the Earth; in
many respects, e.g. through energy effi-
ciency, a sustainable future will actually
save us money and boost our economies.
According to annual surveys by the Asahi
Glass Foundation, large numbers of people
in large numbers of countries want more
done to save our environments.

Most of all, we have the managerial
know-how, primarily through the corporate
community, to turn our biggest problems
into super-size opportunities. What is miss-
ing for the most part is the political will.
This is the most vital resource of all ? and
the resource in shortest supply. Will our
political leaders kindly offer leadership?
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Good News, Bad News

The biggest challenge humanity is fac-
ing is how to overcome its own arrogance
and belief that it is intelligent, and stands
above nature. Humankind is the only spe-
cies which has labeled itself the "Homo
Sapiens Sapiens” man who knows how to
know.

Even when we consider the present
economic system as the best ever, we have
no capacity to respond to the most basic
needs for all human being on Earth in
terms of water, food, health care, housing,
education, energy and jobs. We have no
capacity to understand the impact of our
actions on living systems around us, on
which we depend. We have no capacity to
understand how our actions today affect
the capacity of others in the future to sat-
isfy their needs. It is my firm belief that
mankind rather belongs to the species
classified as the "Homo NON Sapiens”, the
creature that does not really know what it
is doing.

Homo Sapiens Sapiens

(Homo sapiens)

10
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Gunter Pauli

Time has come to rewrite some aca-
demic book, not just in Japan, but around
the world. Humanity pretends it was the
first to farm, and thus secure development.
Nothing is more wrong. The first farmers
are ants and termites which started farm-
ing mushrooms some 150 millions years
ago. Humanity pretends it was the first to
invent electricity to sustain life and devel-
opment. Nothing is more wrong. The first
type of continuous production of electricity
was invented with the emergence of ani-
mals on earth. The heartbeat is the result
of a continuous flow of electric shocks
caused by the chemical reaction of potas-
sium and calcium on our body fluids. But,
yes man can pretend it is the only one that
has been able to make fire at will. But ever
since humanity learned how to make fire,
it has solely been used to do away with
whatever we did not like or understand.

The capacity of the industrial society to
deal with waste is abysmal. Whenever we
do not know what to do with something, be
it black liquor from paper processing, ba-
gasse from sugar, hazardous chemical or
even used tyres, and solid municipal waste,
we all take recourse to a simple solution:
incineration. We pretend that this is an
ecological option since we are recovering
some calories. We know we are fooling
ourselves. Countries like Japan, Germany
and the USA are known for the excessive
exhaust of dioxin and heavy metal oxides,
due to permitted incinerations.

Ants and termites

11



Gunter Pauli

Future generations will certainly want
to take the present political, business and
academic leadership to court since it
should have known that wasting all these
resources not only destroys the potential
embedded, but actually harms the health
of the planet due to global warming and
the health of human species in particular.

The good news is that it empowers fu-
ture generations to do better. When a
critical assessment is made of the situa-
tion, the young realize that there is a lot to
be done. When understanding the damage
done, the young know that they must do
better, and when the young become eco-
literate, then they will have the self-
confidence that they can do much better as
well.

Time has come to make ecoliteracy the
number one priority of our educational
system. It is only when we understand our
limits, our failed judgement, and become
humble about our present capacity to deal
with these major challenges, that we will
be able to redouble efforts to secure that
future generations can and will make the
difference we could not make.

ecoliteracy

12



Elisabet Sahtouris

www.sahtouris.com

Issues of Human Evolution into Global
Community

Asked to address the five most impor-
tant issues we currently face, from good
and bad news perspectives, | immediately
think holistically: How can we separate
the great issues of our time? Putting
things in separate boxes for consideration
has been one of out greatest blinders to
seeing the whole situation we are in.
From my vantage point as an evolution
biologist, there is only one issue facing us:

The formation of a Global Human Com-
munity living in harmony with all other
species.

Once this issue is named, it becomes
easier to see its different aspects. But it
also becomes obvious that this is material
for an entire book, so it is a great chal-
lenge to summarize it in a single commen-
tary!

13
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Elisabet Sahtouris

First I must put it into evolutionary
context. About two billion years ago,
Earth’s first inhabitants, the archebacte-
ria, overcame a long phase of hostile crea-
tivity (warfare, colonization and competi-
tive technological development) by cooper-
ating to form huge collaborative commu-
nities that evolved into all presently exist-
ing biological cells other than bacteria,
including those of our own bodies. They
literally created “multi-creatured cells”
that went on to evolve multi-celled crea-
tures by shifting out of a juvenile competi-
tive phase into a mature cooperative phase
as | have pointed out before. This evolu-
tionary pattern has been repeated by
countless species, as well as by entire eco-
systems, and is now on the agenda for our
human species. We will learn to cooperate
as a global community or we will live in
increasing misery and perhaps go extinct
in the not so far distant future.

Now we can proceed to a historical
context. For some eight to ten thousand
years now, humanity has repeated the an-
cient bacterial pattern of “hostile creativ-
ity” characterized by empire building.
From actual empires, we progressed to
national expansion into colonial empires
and more recently into multi-national cor-
porate empires. All these phases have in-
creased our technological prowess while
also increasing the disparity between rich
and poor that is now devastating the living
system comprised of all humans as well as
the ecosystems on which we depend for our
own lives.

14



Elisabet Sahtouris

A healthy, mature living system (cell,
body, community, ecosystem) is dynami-
cally cooperative because every part or
member at every level of organization is
empowered to negotiate its self-interest
within the whole. There is equitable shar-
ing of resources to insure health at all lev-
els, and the system is aware that any ex-
ploitation of some parts by others endan-
gers the whole. Clearly, internal greed and
warfare are inimical to the health of ma-
ture living systems.

Therefore | see the formation of global
human community, or true globalization
— including but not limited to economics
— as our natural evolutionary mandate at
this time. If this essay were a book, |
would call it Glocalization: A Biological
Theory of Globalization. The term
‘Glocalization’ is meant to bring attention
to the fact that local economies must be
healthy in order to have a healthy world
economy, just as each of our cells and or-
gans must be healthy to have a healthy
body.

Now let us look at five critical aspects
of this process of Globalization/
Glocalization:

ga b~ wWwN PP
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Elisabet Sahtouris

1) Worldviews: Scientific, Religious, Cul-
tural and Personal

Bad News: Fundamentalism and dogma-
tism, religious, scientific, cultural and
personal, continue to plague us in this
time of transition. Social Darwinism —
the belief that there must be winners and
losers in the game of life — is as destruc-
tive as any religious or cultural dogma
saying “Our truth is the Truth; believe it
or you are our enemy.”

Good news: For the first time in history we
are becoming aware that each individual
and each culture has a unique perspective
on the whole of human experience in our
world and cosmos, giving us a basis to
move beyond tolerance into mutual re-
spect without the requirement of agree-
ment in our stories of How Things Are. We
are shifting from the belief that there is
One True Story to the understanding that
a multiplicity of stories can co-exist if we
agree on basic values, such as the peren-
nial Golden Rule.

Science is making huge progress in its
worldview. It is evolving beyond belief in a
non-living, entropic, hopeless and value-
less universe progressing toward heat
death while accidentally evolving some
temporary competitive life forms on one or
more planets.

Golden Rule

6: 31

7:12

“ Do as you would be done by.”

entropy

16
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Scientists are moving toward the view of a
conscious, self-organizing, learning uni-
verse in which syntropy and entropy func-
tion metabolically in a process of creative
evolution, especially on our living Earth
where life evolves toward cooperative pur-
pose and ethics.

The view of Consciousness as the deep
cosmic source of biological evolution, rooted
In many ancient cultures, brings science
close to religion as religion also indicates
its willingness to open to dialogue with
other religions and with science itself.
Many new religions (Unity, Religious Sci-
ence International, Global New Thought,
etc.) as well as the cooperative World Par-
liament of Religions and the United Relig-
ions Initiative are in deep dialogue among
themselves and with scientists.

2) The Lure of Power: Economics, Cur-
rency and Warfare

Bad news: Empire-building economics
have developed the quarterly bottom line
focus on continual competitive growth to
maximize profits — a tyrannical mecha-

nism preventing proper corporate ac-
countability to people and planet.

syntropy

new religions
Unity http://unityworldhg.org

Religious Science International http://www.rsintl.org
Global New Thought http://www.agnt.org

17
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Elisabet Sahtouris

Further, empire building has spawned a
debt-money currency that shifts wealth
from the many to the few, promoting ter-
rible economic inequities that prevent lo-
cal economies from expressing their self-
interests. Protecting empires has led to
huge production and trade of arms, with
one nation — the USA — now having
gained 70% of the world market. All this
leads to a highly unstable situation in
which conflicts, often wrapped in religious
cloaks though almost always economic in
their roots, break out continually and lead
to further domination by those with the
most powerful weapons and further im-
poverishment and desperation of the al-
ready poor.

The great allure of power over others is
difficult for me as a woman to compre-
hend. I have asked many men to explain
it, and when they speak about it honestly,
I see in their eyes how deep and real it is.
The oil economy, with its attendant weap-
ons economy, has become the single most
dangerous obstacle to human evolution. It
is controlled by a relatively small handful
of men allied with each other behind the
scenarios of opposing forces we see in the
media they also own, just as it was during
its inception during World War 11, in the
German/American oil business alliances
revealed at the Nuremberg trials.

debt-money currency

18
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Elisabet Sahtouris

The dangerous endgame of the human
competitive phase is being played out
right now around oil interests, and we
must remember that the Stone Age did not
end because men ran out of stones.

Good News: We have plenty of alternative
energy sources to move “Beyond Petro-
leum” and the oil empires know they are
the way of the future as many within them
begin to plan accordingly. There are also
strong movements promoting triple bot-
tom lines, and many medium and small
businesses are shifting to concepts of hu-
mane economic values and accountability
to their communities (for example, Busi-
ness for Social Responsibility, the Brazil-
ian Ethos, Social Venture Network, and
the Japanese interests reflected in this
newsletter!).

triple bottom line

Business for Social Responsibility

1,400 2000 700
130 9 1,000 http://www.bsr.org
The Ethos Institute of Companies and Social Responsibility
270
50
http://www.ethos.org.br
Social Venture Network
400

http://www.svn.org

19
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Elisabet Sahtouris

Since seeing our Earth from space as a
breathtakingly beautiful living planet,
and as we grow increasingly aware that
the economies of cells, bodies, families,
communities and world are all living sys-
tems with basic principles in common, we
can more easily think of ourselves as an
economically linked global family that
must live at peace with itself and with
other species. Once we shift into this
frame of mind we can see why every hu-
man community from family to global
community must be valued and insured
opportunity for economic participation,
just as every species in a healthy ecosys-
tem contributes to the well being of the
whole.

Global travel, transport and communica-
tions systems, though invented during our
competitive empire-building phase, are now
available for cooperative purposes. Alterna-
tive currencies rooted in barter are mush-
rooming around the world as documented
by Bernard Lietaer in The Future of Money.
Living Economies is becoming a rapidly
growing concept (see the article http:/
svn.org/initiatives/livingeconomies.pdf  of
which | am a co-author, and http:/
www.livingeconomies.org ).

Besides these healthy directions, the
global peace movement continues to grow
with countless websites and organized
events and The Cultural Creatives docu-
mented by Paul Ray and Sherry Anderson
in Europe and America are surely
matched in Asia, especially in Japan.
Deep dialogue among humans increas-
ingly reveals our desire for peaceful coop-
eration and our belief that it can be
achieved.

20
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Elisabet Sahtouris

3) Governance

Bad news: While we hear a great deal
about the spread of democracy around the
world, all member nations of the World
Trade Organization gave up their sover-
eignty in signing the agreement which
said their laws could be overridden by
WTO policies, which, as already demon-
strated, do not often serve their self-
interest within the global economy. In the
US, as with other national governments,
corporate empire lobbies and campaign
finances determine government candi-
dates and policies over the will of the peo-
ple. At present, our very Constitutional
rights are being hijacked and turned into
weapons against us, eroding our civil
rights, while in many nations people do
not yet have them as they must if we are to
survive and thrive as a species. These are
examples of the endgame in which the old
system of competitive empire economics
works hard to protect itself against the
evolution called for. As historian Arnold
Toynbee discovered in seeking the cause of
past human empires’ demise, the extreme
concentration of wealth and the refusal to
change when change was called for were
fatal.

Cultural Creatives
3

47%

Arnold Toynbee (1889 1975)

(A Study of His-

(Civilization on Trial)
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Elisabet Sahtouris

Good News: Despite all its problems and
shortcomings, the United Nations is a sig-
nificant effort toward some kind of world
governance. We see with increasing clarity
that the governance of a living system
must be in service to it — to its health and
well being. Distributed networks of lead-
ership, as in the City of Curitiba, Brasil,
and rotating leadership as in the
Mondragon Cooperatives of Spain are
positive examples, as are the redistribu-
tion of wealth in India’s Kerala. The
Internet is perhaps out greatest hope for
democracy at present, as increasing access
to it around the world brings people into
dialogue on all the issues facing us and
gives hope for creative solutions.

Curitiba

Mondragon Cooperatives

4 2000

http://www.mondragon.mcc.es

Kerala

1956

120
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4) Technology

Bad News: Despite knowing of alterna-
tives such as hydrogen, solar and wind
energies, we continue to dig up fossil fuels
over which we fight wars and devastate
peoples and ecosystems from Afghanistan
to the Achuar territories in the Ecuador-
ian rainforests. We clog our heavy roads
with heavy cars, pollute our atmosphere
and waters and soils with deadly exhausts
and chemicals, misuse our genetic under-
standing for the sake of profits alone. Our
technological societies continue to produce
ugliness and poverty where beauty and
wealth could be universal.

Good News: The book Natural Capitalism,
several times cited here, demonstrates
human creativity in mov-
ing us out of the heavy
industrial phase of coal,
oil and steel into tech-
nologies that are ecologi-
cally non-destructive, re-
cyclable and sustainable.
Janine Benyus, also pre-
viously cited for her book
Biomimicry, points out that while we
“heat, beat and treat” hydrocarbons with
96% waste during the production of heavy
products and further waste as these prod-
ucts go into landfills, Nature creates fabu-
lously lightweight materials of great
strength, flexibility, durability and amaz-
ing textures and colors, at ambient tem-
peratures with no waste.

Achuar

1960
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Elisabet Sahtouris

We are learning to mimic Nature’s micro
technology just as we did the more obvious
gross technologies of flying like birds, dig-
ging like moles, swimming and diving like
cetaceans, etc. It is no longer difficult to
envisage a future in which every man,
woman and child can live lightly on the
Earth in elegant simplicity, with great
convenience and opportunity

5) Youth

Bad News: Our young people around the
world, who are about to inherit it and run
it, have bad role models. We tell them not
to take from each other or beat each other
up, while world leadership, both political
and economic is engaged in doing what we
say should not be done. We feed them on
media assaults of violence, false glamour,
sex and cynicism instead of on positive
stories of human values, courage and
creativity in service to planet and people.
We encourage them to see money as the
source of happiness and to seek instant
gratification as consumers so they will not
live in the fear and depression their world
inspires. My own grandchildren face envy
and hatred of their country as they travel
abroad because we, their elders, do not
take ourselves seriously enough as role
models and do not stand up to right the
wrongs done in our names throughout our
lives at the end of the human empire-
building era.

24



Elisabet Sahtouris

Good News: Many of us are gathering the
courage to stand up now and be counted as
the old system gives way to the new, and
to help young people understand the tran-
sition. We must teach them not to hate the
old system, but to honor it for bringing us
to where we can see our unity with all life
and evolve into cooperative global commu-
nity. We see that most young people are
moral and creative in positive ways, that
they show signs they will not perpetuate
racism, that they love ethnic diversity,
that they identify with youth all over the
planet, that they want to develop spiritu-
ally as they take on the practical tasks of
cleaning up environmental devastation
and learning to form global community.
We need to encourage the young Emerging
Leaders in all these matters, to listen to
them, empower them, give them visibility
and help them take on the responsibility
for which they are ready. They are our
hope and they still need us.
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Fritjof Capra

The Spiritual Dimension of Life

As we move further into our new cen-
tury, we find fundamentalist movements
around the world that react against the
scientific and secular culture of moder-
nity. The most extreme manifestations of
these movements include violent acts of
terrorism. In view of these clashes be-
tween modernity and religious fundamen-
talism it is important to realize, in my
view, that the vision of reality emerging
from contemporary science is fully com-
patible with a spiritual outlook on life.

The scenario of the evolution of life
that is now being developed at the fore-
front of science begins with the formation
of membrane-bounded bubbles in the pri-
meval oceans. These tiny droplets formed
spontaneously in an appropriate "soap-
and-water" environment, following the
basic laws of physics and chemistry. Once
they had formed, a complex network
chemistry gradually unfolded in the
spaces they enclosed, which provided the
bubbles with the potential to grow and
"evolve" into complex, self-replicating
structures. When catalysts entered the
system, molecular complexity increased
rapidly, and eventually life emerged from
these protocells with the evolution of pro-
teins, nucleic acids, and the genetic code.

26



Fritjof Capra

This marked the emergence of a uni-
versal ancestor — the first bacterial cell —
from which all subsequent life on Earth
descended. The descendants of the first
living cells took over the Earth by weaving
a planetary bacterial web and gradually
occupying all the ecological niches. Driven
by the creativity inherent in all living sys-
tems, the planetary web of life expanded
through mutations, gene trading, and
symbioses, producing forms of life of ever-
increasing complexity and diversity.

In this majestic unfolding of life, all
living organisms continually responded to
environmental influences with structural
changes, and they did so autonomously,
according to their own natures. From the
beginning of life, their interactions with
one another and with the nonliving envi-
ronment were cognitive interactions. As
their structures increased in complexity,
so did their cognitive processes, eventually
bringing forth conscious awareness, lan-
guage, and conceptual thought.

When we look at this scenario — from
the formation of oily droplets to the emer-
gence of consciousness — it may seem that
all there is to life is molecules, and the
guestion naturally arises: what about the
spiritual dimension of life? Is there any
room in this new vision for the human
spirit?

The view that life, ultimately, is all
about molecules is, indeed, one that is of-
ten advanced by molecular biologists.
However, this is a dangerously reduction-
ist view.

27
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The new understanding of life that is now
emerging is a systemic understanding,
which means that it is based not only on
the analysis of molecular structures, but
also on the analysis of patterns of rela-
tionships among these structures and of
the specific processes underlying their for-
mation.  The defining characteristic of a
living system is not the presence of certain
macromolecules, but the presence of a self-
generating network of metabolic processes.

Life, then, is not all about molecules. It
is much more about patterns of relation-
ships among specific processes. These
processes of life include, most importantly,
the spontaneous emergence of new order,
which is the basis of life's inherent crea-
tivity. Moreover, the life processes are as-
sociated with the cognitive dimension of
life, and the emergence of new order in-
cludes the emergence of language and
consciousness.

Where does the human spirit come into
this picture? To answer this question, it
will be useful to review the original mean-
ing of "spirit.” The Latin spiritus means
"breath," which is also true for the related
Latin word anima, the Greek psyche, and
the Sanskrit atman. The common meaning
of these key terms indicates that the
original meaning of spirit in many ancient
philosophical and religious traditions, in
the West as well as in the East, is that of
the breath of life.

network of metabolic process
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Since respiration is indeed a central
aspect of the metabolism of all but the
simplest forms of life, the breath of life
seems to be a perfect metaphor for the
network of metabolic processes that is the
defining characteristic of all living sys-
tems. Spirit — the breath of life — is what
we have in common with all living beings.
It nourishes us and keeps us alive.

Spirituality, or the spiritual life, is
usually understood as a way of being that
flows from a certain profound experience
of reality, which is known as "mystical,”
"religious,” or ‘"spiritual® experience.
There are numerous descriptions of this
experience in the literature of the world's
religions, which tend to agree that itis a
direct, non-intellectual experience of real-
ity with some fundamental characteristics
that are independent of cultural and his-
torical contexts.

In accordance with the original mean-
ing of spirit as the breath of life, we may
characterize spiritual experience as mo-
ments of heightened aliveness. Our spiri-
tual moments are those moments when we
feel most intensely alive. The aliveness
felt during such a "peak experience" in-
volves not only the body but also the mind.
Buddhists refer to this heightened mental
alertness as "mindfulness,” and they em-
phasize, interestingly, that mindfulness is
deeply rooted in the body. Spirituality,
then, is always embodied. Spiritual ex-
perience is an experience of aliveness of
mind and body as a unity. Moreover, this
experience of unity transcends not only
the separation of mind and body, but also
the separation of self and world. The cen-
tral awareness in these spiritual moments
is a profound sense of oneness with all, a
sense of belonging to the universe a whole.
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This sense of oneness with the natural
world is fully borne out by the new scien-
tific conception of life. As we understand
how the roots of life reach deep into basic
physics and chemistry, how the unfolding
of complexity began long before the for-
mation of the first living cells, and how life
has evolved for billions of years by using
again and again the same basic patterns
and processes, we realize how tightly we
are connected with the entire fabric of life.

When we look at the world around us,
we find that we are not thrown into chaos
and randomness but are part of a great
order, a grand symphony of life. Every
molecule in our body was once a part of
previous bodies — living or nonliving —
and will be a part of future bodies. In this
sense, our body will not die but will live on,
again and again, because life lives on. We
share not only life's molecules but also its
basic principles of organization with the
rest of the living world. Indeed, we belong
to the universe, we are at home in it, and
this experience of belonging can make our
lives profoundly meaningful.
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Crossing the Threshold

Students of social change often think in
terms of thresholds of change. A threshold,
a concept widely used in ecology in refer-
ence to the sustainable yield of natural
systems, is a point that when crossed can
bring rapid and sometimes unpredictable
change in a trend. In the social world, the
thresholds of sudden change are no less
real, though they may be more difficult to
identify and anticipate. Among the more
dramatic recent threshold crossing is the
one that led to the political revolution in
Eastern Europe in 1989 and 1990, the
year the Berlin Wall came down, as well as
the one that led to the dramatic decline in
cigarette smoking in the United States.

The political change in Eastern Europe
came with no apparent warning. It almost
seems as if one morning people woke up
and realized that the great socialist ex-
periment, with its one-party political sys-
tem and centrally planned economy, was
over. Even those in power realized this,
which was why it was essentially a blood-
less political revolution. Interestingly, no
articles in political science journals during
the 1980s forecast this fundamental
change in governance.
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Although we do not understand the proc-
ess well, we do know that at some point in
Eastern Europe a critical mass had been
reached — that a time came when so many
people were convinced of the need for
change that the process achieved an irre-
sistible momentum.

A similar scenario unfolded with smok-
ing in the United States. In the early
1960s, smoking was increasingly popular
among Americans — a habit that was ag-
gressively promoted by the cigarette
manufacturers. Then in 1964 the U.S.
Surgeon General released a report on the
relationship between smoking and health,
the first in a series that has appeared al-
most every year since then. These reports,
and media coverage of the thousands of
research projects the reports spawned,
fundamentally altered the way people
think not only about their own smoking
but also about secondhand some from the
cigarettes of others.

So strong was this shift in thinking
that in November 1998 the tobacco indus-
try, after arguing under oath for decades
that there was no proof of a link between
smoking and health, agreed to reimburse
state governments for the past Medicare
costs of treating smoking-related illness.
This settlement with 46 state govern-
ments, plus separate agreements reached
earlier with the other four states, totaled
$251 billion. If anyone had forecast in,
say, 1995 that the tobacco industry would
cave in and agree to this massive reim-
bursement, it would have been hard to
believe. At that time the tobacco industry
was still hiring “medical experts” to testify
before congressional committees that
there was no proof of a link between
smoking and health.

32



1980
1 2,810
1999 42%
1,633
1
1990 11%
1985
19% 1990 8% 1992
4%
400
WHO
NGO
1
3,000
2,500 r
42
2,000 r
1500 r 2.810
1,000 r
1,633
500
0
1980 1999

Lester R. Brown

This revolution in attitudes has reverse
the trend in cigarette smoking in the
United States, dropping it from a height of
2,810 cigarettes per person in 1980 to
1,633 in 1999 — a decline of 42 percent. It
has also spread to other countries, leading
to a world-wide decline in cigarettes
smoked per person of 11 percent from the
historical peak reached in 1990. The
number of cigarettes smoked per person
has dropped 19 percent in France since
peaking in 1985, 8 percent in China since
1990, and 4 percent in Japan since 1992.

Emboldened by this effort and the re-
alization that an estimated 4 million peo-
ple die prematurely each year from smok-
ing cigarettes, the World Health Organi-
zation under the leadership of Gro Harlem
Brundtland, former Prime Minister of
Norway, is not putting together a world-
wide campaign to eradicate cigarette
smoking. The global effort to reverse the
worldwide smoking trend began with a
research and information dissemination
initiatives by a national government. The
information in the countless reports on
smoking and health over the decades was
regularly disseminated by news organiza-
tions and used by NGOs to mobilize sup-
port for restrictions on smoking.
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An earlier, much more abrupt shift in
thinking in the United States may be even
more relevant to the economic restructur-
ing needed today. In 1940 and 1941,
there was a vigorous debate in the United
States about whether the country should
become involved in the war in Europe. Al-
though most Americans were strongly op-
posed to U.S. entrance into the war,
President Franklin Roosevelt felt that
U.S. involvement was inevitable. But the
majority of the American people did not
want to be pulled into Europe’s internal
conflicts again, arguing that 160,000
young American men had died in World
War without being able to establish a
lasting peace.

Then came the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, which
crippled the U.S. Pacific fleet. The debate
was over. The United States declared war
and began to mobilize. Things changed
rapidly. One day men were working in
factories and offices. The next they were
in military training camps. Women who
had been working at home suddenly found
themselves on assembly lines. One day
Chrysler was making cars. The next it
was making tanks. Consumption of gaso-
line, rubber, and sugar was rationed. The
entire U.S. economy was restructured al-
most overnight in what was referred to as
the “war effort.” The attack on Pearl Har-
bor had lifted the United States past a
threshold.
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Now as we face the need for a wholesale
restructuring of the global economy, for a
Copernican-scale shift in economic think-
ing, we need to be lifted past a similar
threshold. The ecological trends of recent
years are driving a paradigm shift toward
an eco-economy. For years, these trends
were marginalized by policymakers as
“special interest” topics, but as develop-
ments have come to impinge more and
more directly on people’s lives, this has
begun to change.

A chastened tobacco industry, oil com-
panies investing in hydrogen, reformed
forest management in the United States
and China — these are just some of the
signs that the world may be approaching a
paradigm shift. Across a spectrum of ac-
tivities, places, and institutions, attitudes
toward the environment have changed
markedly in just the last few years.
Among giant corporations that could once
be counted on to mount a monolithic oppo-
sition to serious environmental reform, a
growing number of high-profile CEOs
have begun to sound more like environ-
mentalists than representatives of the
bastions of global capitalism.

If the evidence of a global environ-
mental awakening were limited to only
government initiatives or a few corporate
initiatives, it might be dubious. But with
the evidence of growing momentum now
coming on both fronts, the prospect that
we are approaching the threshold of a ma-
jor transformation becomes more convinc-
ing. The question is, Will it happen soon
enough? Will it happen before the dete-
rioration of natural support systems leads
to economic decline?
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