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CHAPTER 16

THE FREE LUNCH: 
MYTHS THAT DIRECT CONSERVATION POLICY AND THE NATURAL LAWS

THAT CONSTRAIN IT

Ronald J. Brooks

“Thus, from the war of nature, from famine
and death, the most exalted object which we
are capable of conceiving, namely the produc-
tion of higher animals, directly follows”.1

“Everyone has a theory of human nature”.2

“The human mind is a device for survival
and reproduction and reason is just one of its
various devices”.3

“Culture can exert an influence on what kind
of survival is targeted – more people or longer
life – but there are limits...The major gains of
modern medicine have been alleviation of
disease in infants, children and young
adults... there is nothing to suggest that the
function of human minds has changed since
our species first appeared – beyond having
access to an expanded cultural ‘database’”.4

A PREAMBLE THROUGH THE WASTELAND5

In 1859, Darwin6 unleashed an argument that purported
to explain not only the origins of all species but the
process by which organisms obtained complex adapta-
tions.  Like all great ideas, Darwin’s theories of descent
with modification and natural (and sexual) selection have

aroused a full gamut of intellectual response, from outrage
and denial to unfettered admiration and support.  Sadly,
however, most of the 6.4 billion current human residents
of Earth remain largely ignorant of, and indifferent to,
Darwinian concepts and their implications for human
behaviour.7 In this chapter, I hope to illustrate that even
among those who are alarmed by the potential conse-
quences of the growing human biomass, economy, and
consumption on the biotic and abiotic complexity that
sustain us, there is widespread failure to account for or
acknowledge humanity’s origin and creation in
Darwinian biology. At every level, humans manufacture
myths that negate, deny, and avoid the established role
natural selection played in the evolution of our behaviour.
We speak fondly and sadly of past golden ages, lost inno-
cence, noble savages, and the interwoven complexity and
connectedness between ourselves and the rest of nature.
We wax enthusiastically about the inevitability of
progress, the lack of limits on humanity’s great journey,
the infinite capacity of the human mind to solve problems
and expand our spirituality, and the necessity and certain-
ty of never-ending economic growth. Such optimistic
forecasts and beliefs arise from a deep faith that our pleas-
ures have no real cost, at least in the long view. This cer-
tainty is strongly embedded in the myth that there is a free
lunch. In this chapter, the central argument will be the
claim that social and cultural forces derived from evolu-
tionary history and natural selection have led humans to
prefer short-term gains regardless of long-term costs.



My thesis is that the myth of the free lunch underlies
all of our approaches to the environment. This myth is
natural to all organisms as all are designed by natural
selection, which is nothing more than present circum-
stances. Humans, much more than any other creature,
can see into the future but, like weather forecasters, not
very well. Nonetheless, we like to believe weather forecasts
and, similarly, we express faith in our ability to forecast
future environmental scenarios. In truth, we are not good at
such prognostication nor at learning from or recalling
history. We are the products of a process that records history,
does not predict it, and is moulded only by the present.

Central to my argument will be the claim that humans
have enormous reluctance to give up their rights and
pleasures or reduce their standard of living. Hence, we are
highly susceptible to arguments and solutions that let us
avoid immediate deprivation regardless of potential long-
term consequences. Sustainable developments, clever
technologies, “miracle” substances and win-win solutions
are eagerly and uncritically embraced, especially when
they do not require constraint on our lifestyle. We all
adore the free lunch.  A key question is whether this ado-
ration has been carved into our psychological framework
by our biological history.

In making my arguments, I will try to eschew the
sometimes embarrassing penchant of environmentalists to
wander piecemeal into grave warnings of planetary col-
lapse and, equally, try to avoid optimistic pronounce-
ments of endless bounty through application of human
social skills and ingenuity, or “Popular Science” pro-
nouncements of new technologies that will circumvent
the laws of thermodynamics and ecology.

In a recent critique of Rees8 and the ecological foot-
print, Fox9 laments, “I am at a loss to know what Dr. Rees
would have us do in a practical way”. A good question;
but narrow. A better form of the question is what are our
“practical” goals in wildlife conservation and ecological
sustainability? And we could ask too: Who are “we”? “We”
is as important and difficult to define as what we want to
do.10 In this chapter, I ruminate on these questions. My
thesis is simple and, in the style of the ancient Chinese
mystery, I will lay my essential cards on the table at the
outset. “We” are created by the whimsical forces of evolu-
tion: natural selection and random effects. These forces
have made us to be like all other organisms with the
added feature of consciousness, reason, self-awareness,
morality, or humanity, whichever of these nouns pleases
the reader. “We”, in our more thoughtful manifestations
have made “humanity” the key feature of our existence
and so it may be in selected moments. However, I will
vouchsafe that “humanity” is also an outcome of an
evolved process and its output is as much dedicated to
survival and reproduction as the digestive system is to
securing nourishment. Therefore, even when we try to

save the environment, we must always do so from our per-
spective, a perspective honed across 4 billion years of
struggle and competition to maximize our genetic sur-
vival. As Dawkins11 has noted, one thing that all our bil-
lions of direct ancestors had in common is participation
in an unbroken line of successful reproduction. Whether
success was relatively wide-ranging as with say, Genghis
Khan, or trivial as with an anonymous failure, we will all
continue to struggle to a greater or lesser degree to modi-
fy the world in our chosen image, an image that maxi-
mizes our well-being in the immediate or, at least,
short-term sense. There can be no moral position here,
only a path chosen by self-absorbed organisms. 

In the ensuing argument, I will focus initially on three
great self-serving concepts (myths that derive from the
free lunch) and try to illustrate their power through their
metaphorical and direct connections to our concept of
gardening. Gardening is not just an explicit example of
our need to manipulate our surroundings, but also is
deeply connected with our ideas about conservation and I
don’t believe we can talk sensibly about conservation goals
without examining such connections.12 Regardless of
species, some form of environmental manipulation
occurs, in the sense of Dawkins’ notion of the extended
phenotype.13 Conservation as the altruistic preservation
of other species doesn’t exist in any species or human cul-
ture that I am aware of.14 Conservation in an aesthetic
sense or a sense of utilitarian self-interest – for example
saving rainforests for their potential to produce useful
drugs – does exist in many cultures and in some other
species; ants and aphids spring to mind. With the huge
“success” of agriculture and domestication, the concept of
gardening is now expressed in global culture in many
forms, but ultimately and transparently as pure self-inter-
est. Whether we grow crops for food, industry, aesthetics
or simple pleasure, we recognize that the final and only
arbiter is “us”. Thus, we must approach conservation sim-
ilarly to any other survival activity, which is to say as a
product of the human social construction of nature.15 As
always, we operate from a position of self-interest and use
politics, power, and argument to achieve goals we have
rationalized. The details of these goals are culturally
derived, but the process of justifying their importance and
struggling to achieve them is part of our biological her-
itage and the drive to extend our phenotype and, more
importantly, to raise our genetic fitness.

If the above were the entire argument, then an answer
to what we should do could at least be approached. We
could, for example, use our vaunted powers of reason to
develop criteria for what we want to consume, and then
extend this exercise in the context of a definition of eco-
logical sustainability, and then use science to model the
Earth as a global garden. In fact, most people approach
conservation in precisely this way and almost any discus-
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sion of environmental concerns is predicated on opti-
mistic assumptions of our rationality and the prospect of
logical solutions that involve merely altering our behav-
iours and adding a technological miracle or two. But, it
seems to me, this approach is too accepting of our ability
to use reason and objectivity.  As several of the endnotes
in this paper indicate, we are far more likely to abandon
rational approaches and embrace myths whenever out-
comes are unattractive or undesirable, which is virtually
always the case.16 The free lunch is the unshakeable belief
of humanity that we can get benefits without cost and
that such achievement is part of the natural order of
things. As we surge forward with new technology, we get
better medical procedures, computers, automobiles, and
appliances. We recognize that these have costs but readily
accept that these costs can be circumvented or reduced,
and we fervently believe that each of these material
advances is not only necessary to our well-being, but also
must be enshrined in human rights globally. Eventually,
we must all be able to own a motor vehicle, have afford-
able access to organ transplants, palatial housing and
unlimited gourmet food that will not lead to obesity.
Such dreams typify the mythology of the free lunch.

At the core, although we are Darwinian organisms, we
have a penchant for social cooperation.  As apes with
speech and self-awareness, we have fashioned four great
achievements that have elevated our share of the energy
pie to great heights compared to expectation.  These four
accomplishments are control of fire, tools, agriculture,
and industrialization.  But physically and mentally we are
not much different than we were back in late Paleolithic
times (circa 50,000 to 15,000 B.P.) and, like all other ani-
mals, we still crave the supernormal stimulus.17 As
Dawkins pointed out in his popular explication of the
Darwinian paradigm,18 despite all our cleverness we went
through more than 99.99% of our history before some-
one figured out how we came to be.  Before Darwin, the
jumbles of myths that accounted for our existence were as
numerous as the cultural variations that existed.  These
myths were usually, I assume, based on common sense,
logic, knowledge, culture, reason, hope, and fear of death
and the unknown.  It’s salient that these myths concern-
ing our origins were all also incorrect, usually wildly so.
And perhaps none of them proposed a mechanism to
explain “us” that is as thoughtless and cruel as natural
selection.19

Today, we continue to battle in a cultural kaleidoscop-
ic jacuzzi of myths on all subjects, myths upon which the
cold blade of science makes only feeble scratches.  The
first of the aforementioned three great myths that under-
lie the free lunch and form the interface of our natural
and messy entanglement with our surroundings, includ-
ing all other life forms,20 is that economic growth is ben-
eficial, progressive, perpetual and necessary.21 This belief

is modern and has spread rapidly in recent decades to
infiltrate every aspect of global culture so thoroughly as to
be largely accepted as a fundamental truth.  This faith in
growth is to be expected in a Darwinian organism devot-
ed to maximizing survival, entropy production (energy
transformation) and reproductive output, and reinforces
the truism that economics is biology.

The second myth is more subtle and less explicitly
empirical than the growth myth. This second myth
embraces a belief in an ideal past, an age of innocence
whose noble savage came to the big city and was corrupt-
ed by modern values that reflect the growth ethic, among
other evils.  Purveyors of this second myth ardently sup-
port a no-growth philosophy, in word if not in deed.

These world views clashed until we negotiated a com-
promise that wonderfully allowed both old myths to be
simultaneously denied and maintained – deals made in
paradise – and this new (and third) myth was called “sus-
tainable development”.  Sustainable development allowed
humankind not only to continue business as usual, it
encouraged us to continue to expand our accomplished
expression of Dawkin’s “extended phenotype”,22 which
describes our manipulation and modification of our sur-
roundings, and other genotypes, to adapt the
“environment” to our own needs and desires.  And given
that the laws of thermodynamics are as obscure to all
humanity as the law of natural selection, sustainable
development also encourages us to continue to accept the
myth that there are things that are highly desirable and
have no cost.  This notion of the free lunch is more gen-
erally referred to as paradise. Where once our high
mortality rates and limited technology pushed paradise to
the afterlife, our recent scientific and technological suc-
cess have produced a culture that demands paradise in the
here and now. In essence, sustainable development can be
translated as a version of our Darwinian belief in the free
lunch.23 And woe betide the Jeremiah who would deny
decent people the right to paradise.  

The impact (I ) created by human numbers (P ) and
technology (T ) varies according to a “real” measure in
relation to resources and according to a less concrete
measure in relation to “culture”, which in the global per-
spective boils down to wealth or affluence (A ).  Hence the
famous equation I = PAT.24 Some cornucopian optimists,
like Julian Simon,25 would like to add reason (R).  Thus 
I = PART.  In the optimistic view, R and T will be salva-
tion; in the pessimistic view all four components are our
formula for disaster.26 In a realistic view, the future will
not be what we have forecast (to quote baseball legend,
Yogi Berra, “The future ain’t what it used to be”).27

Regardless, only we humans can judge the outcome as
good or bad and accurately predicting the details is large-
ly beyond our capacity.  Our biological heritage and the
laws of nature will continue to determine the possibilities
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as they always have.  It is indisputable, however, that no
outcome will satisfy all of us.  The world will bear a major
imprint, as it already does, from the vastly extended
human organism.  Many people despair that it is some-
how “unnatural” that humans transform the planet, but
this argument does not bear scrutiny.  Many times in the
past the planet has been transformed by living creatures,28

most notably by photosythesizing organisms that oxy-
genated the Earth making large, complex, multicellular
life possible.  Throughout this chapter, I will be using
ideas and pointing out facts that are well established and
widely known. The crux of my thesis is that these ideas
and facts are ignored when they lead to unpalatable and
pessimistic conclusions.

IS THERE A DARWINIAN BASIS FOR
CONSERVATION BEHAVIOUR?
As noted at the outset, Charles Darwin outlined two great
theories.  The first, descent with modification, claimed
that all life forms descended from a common ancestor to
form the great diversity of organisms occurring today.  It
is often claimed that more than 99.9% of all species have
gone extinct29 and some would argue that we are entering
a new phase of exceptionally high extinction rates, dra-
matically termed the sixth extinction.30 In the geological
time scale, this potential extinction is interesting but
hardly qualifies as a biodiversity disaster, because after
other big extinctions, biodiversity bounced back and rose
to even greater heights than before.31 These earlier extinc-
tions were of course the product of natural causes such as
comets, volcanic activity, climate change and life forms
themselves.  According to Turner, “The greatest ecological
disaster of all time occurred about two and a half billion
years ago, when certain bacteria, blue-green algae [these
days referred to as cyanobacteria] specifically, learned
photosynthesis” and changed the oxygen content of the
atmosphere much to the chagrin of the previously domi-
nant anaerobic microbes which then died off or were rel-
egated to areas where anoxic slime and mud could
persist.32 Calling this event an ecological disaster is not a
typical or popular perspective of this particular change,
but certainly the parallels to the present are not difficult
to see.33

Darwin’s second theory, or law if you like, was natural
selection.  He proposed that there was selection of the
most adapted forms, by which he meant “nature”
favoured some individuals over others on the basis of the
possession or lack of particular features.  If these features
were inherited then those possessing them would be more
likely to survive and reproduce, thus passing on these fea-
tures.  Everyone knows this and, as Thomas Huxley very
famously pointed out, “How stupid of me not to have
thought of it”.34 Regardless, no one apparently thought of

it throughout most of human existence, and this absence
should convey an important message.  There are some
important bits to this theory that are germane here.  First,
Darwin realized that the idea wouldn’t work unless there
was some means for nature to make choices.  Inspired by
reading Malthus, he identified overproduction as the
ubiquitous explanation for selection and carefully pointed
out that not only is there huge mortality in nature, but
that those deaths occur mostly in the young.  We all know
this too, yet like so many unpleasant facts of life, we bury
this most fundamental property of ecology in romantic
myth using words like integrity, connectedness and inter-
dependence instead of near-genocidal mortality of
infants, as key to understanding the secrets of Mother
Nature.  Thus, most people ignore the point made by
Darwin at the start of this essay.  Fragile nature is much
more palatable than rampant, meaningless death.

Natural selection has properties and effects that should
be readily understood by neoconservative thinkers and
others who espouse a growth economy.35 In natural selec-
tion, the present is all that really matters.  Natural selec-
tion clearly does not operate on future or potential
long-term gains but only on what is available now.36 The
past experiences of genotypes have created the present
forms, so there is an important heritage (adaptation) from
the past.  Changing environments may render current
adaptations useless.  To quote the cartoon characters,
Calvin and Hobbes, the secret to happiness is short-term,
stupid self-interest.  From the perspective of natural selec-
tion and neoconservative economies, this is an excellent
aphorism to describe life.37

A second feature of evolution by natural selection is
that it purports to explain not just adaptations like the
heart, pancreas and giraffes’ long necks, but also nervous
systems, brains and behaviour.  And it is in behaviour that
people have a diversity of views that for all but the most
hardcore genetic determinists lead to the separation of
“man” from beast.  Indeed, the objective of most of these
views is to separate “man” from beast.  

In broad terms, our view of human behaviour is often
the blank slate, the claim that at birth we have no pre-
formed propensities and that the blanks are filled in by
experience. To paraphrase J.B. Watson, the famous behav-
iourist, we can make any child into anything by appropri-
ate training. The opposite extreme is genetic determinism,
the belief that all our behaviour is hardwired via evolu-
tion.  The blank slate has dominated since about 1920
and only recently have sociobiology38 and its child, evolu-
tionary psychology,39 restored to modest credibility the
view that some of our behaviour has its roots in evolution-
ary history.  The question I wish to address here is: given
that we are organisms and have evolved by natural selec-
tion, then from where do we get the “ethic” to be stewards
of nature?  For example, is conservation behaviour an
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inherited proclivity or must it be taught; either to a blank
slate or to a pre-wired system that has little or no wiring
for sacrifice and concern for other species.  It seems to me
that the answer to this question is central to the develop-
ment of any strategy that pursues ecological sustainability.

Recently, Paul Ehrlich40 has argued forcefully that
because we have “only 26,000 – 38,000 genes”, there is a
gene “shortage” in the human genome that he calls the
final nail in the coffin of evolutionary psychology.
“Details of our ethical evolution cannot be seriously con-
strained by genetic proclivities”.41 Ehrlich appears to sub-
scribe to some sort of simplistic one-gene one-behaviour
model when in fact the relationship of gene combinations
and permutations and behaviour output are still very
poorly understood but undoubtedly enormously com-
plex. One wonders whether Ehrlich would have a differ-
ent conclusion if the human genome project had found,
say, 130,000 genes or whether he believes there is a
threshold value at which genetic constraints force us to
rely on good old-fashioned learning and cultural evolu-
tion.  Regardless, Ehrlich concludes that we can turn any-
one into a true and committed steward of nature, as
evidenced by the wide diversity of cultures globally and
their diverse approaches to nature.  For example, at the
Limerick forum, the approach to nature by particular reli-
gions (Buddhism, Jain for example) was mentioned as a
foundation for an environmental ethic.42 Where Ehrlich
and I potentially have agreement is that there is no genet-
ic program for conservation.43

A different perspective is given by Dennet44 who notes
that although we may not be genetic robots, we are
descended from and built by genetic robots, as mindless
as anthrax viruses.  Most organisms work on the simple
principles that you seek what you need and hide from
those who need what you have.45 Our minds were
designed by natural selection to learn, largely through trial
and error and then to anticipate when we encounter a
familiar pattern.  But our mental skills, like those of other
organisms, are still limited largely to our experiences, his-
torical and current. We all know we do not learn well
from history and that we have poor powers of prognosti-
cation and that these powers decline rapidly the further
we peer into the future.  Prediction of the future fails
because of unanticipated and inscrutable complexities of
course, but also perhaps more significantly because our
needs of the present cloud our judgement.46 In our evolu-
tionary past, the long-term future was utterly irrelevant.

Let me illustrate our confusion on these points by
referring to the Easter Island parable so beloved by those
who fear we are heading for ecological disaster.47 Several
authors have pointed out that earlier accounts (e.g.
Heyerdahl’s)48 had shown a paternalistic or even racist atti-
tude in explaining the statues on Easter Island as being
constructed by a “superior” group (e.g. Incas or even

aliens) because they could not accept that the current rab-
ble on the island was capable of either making or moving
these huge structures.  Modern authors often make it clear
that they harbour no such reservations.49 The statues and
the methods for moving them were the product of the
Easter Islander.50 But how was it that, as Shermer51 has
pointed out, these same brilliant builders and seafarers
could not see that they were removing all the trees and
local food animals when a person could traverse the whole
island in a day and see these changes occurring?  In other
words, why could these people not foresee the catastrophe
on the horizon when the evidence was present and plain-
ly visible?  Generally, those who use the Easter Island
parable are careful to say that the Easter Islanders lacked
our science and foresight and thus could not predict what
could happen. This is the mandatory, optimistic and
hopeful explanation of how we will avoid trashing the
planet. Yes, the Islanders were capable of complex con-
struction and cultural sophistication, but they lacked
“our” insight into future consequences. I think not.
There can be little doubt that the Islanders were quite
aware of the repercussions of using all their resources, and
went ahead and depleted them anyway.52 We see similar
behaviour in modern societies in regards to disappearing
forests or fisheries.53

The reality is that if we want a resource and there is sig-
nificant financial return from it, we will plunder it, at
least to commercial extinction.  Is this proclivity to plun-
der to extinction an inherent behaviour pattern?  The
rationale given to justify plunder is usually complex, but
it boils down to self-interest, denial and a naïve belief in
the myth of unlimited resources.54,55 We continue driving
our scarce resources to extinction because we still achieve
that all-important, short-term gain from such behaviour.
We do so because a resource is often worth more as it
becomes rarer, because we deny the possibility of using all
the resource, because we expect that we will be rescued by
the market – Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” – or God,
because we believe that we are destined to use all the
resources or, most incredibly, because resources become
commoner the faster we use them.56 Something will inter-
vene – we will find more or find a substitute.57 Hence, we
find that for declining resources such as timber, oil or fish,
the exploiters and cornucopians (fishermen, loggers and
corporations) exaggerate supplies58 or postulate infinite,
new, undiscovered sources.59 Again, the key element in
this argument is that future resource limits were irrelevant
in the evolution of our ancestors’ behaviour.60

The basis for the blank slate view that we can make
anyone a conservationist seems ironically parallel to the
growth economists’ denial of our dependence on natural
resources.61 I will give one example of the complexity of
directing our behaviour via cultural change.
Overpopulation has been a controversial part of the
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sustainability problem, with many arguing that the popu-
lation explosion62 is the bane of ecological sustainability
and others arguing that more people are needed to pro-
vide markets and solutions to the problems caused by
more people (double irony here).63 Still others argue that
trying to reduce population growth or to achieve zero
growth is racist and a solution imposed on the developing,
coloured races by the developed largely white race.64 And
of course there are the religious arguments against family
planning, birth control and abortion. Many laud the so-
called demographic transition in which increasing wealth
and urbanization of societies is correlated with sharp
decline in birth rates.65 The explanations for this decline
are many and varied (empowerment of women, cost-ben-
efit, spread of birth control knowledge and technology,
rational response to overpopulation to name a few).
However, a recent study suggests that whatever the mech-
anism, the pattern is universal at least across mammals66

and is readily predictable from well-known relationships
among body size, metabolic rate and reproductive (and
other) rates in mammals.67 These relationships depend on
allometric constraints on the structure and function of
organisms.  Moses and Brown68 show that the predictive
equations for these allometric relationships also predict
how fertility rates change as energy consumption changes
in human societies.  The reason for these parallels can be
debated.  For example, I don’t agree with the explanation
offered by Moses and Brown.69 However, the relevant
point here is, “The products of agriculture, industry and
technology are commonly thought to have freed modern
humans from energetic and biological constraints…
but… humans remain organisms constrained by energy.
Per capita energy consumption strongly influences the
behavioural and economic decisions that ultimately limit
the sizes of families and the investment in rearing chil-
dren”.70 Thus, it appears that we have no more “choice” in
this matter than do other mammals, which are likewise
constrained in numbers of offspring.71 The ultimate con-
straint on all biological and cultural activity is energy.  I
will return to this subject when I discuss the free lunch.

DO WE HAVE AN INNATE CONSERVATION
ETHIC?
Regardless of whether we want to argue that culture can
mould us as readily as an advertiser’s dream or whether we
are hardwired robots, conservation advocates must
address the following question:  If we evolved as
Darwinian organisms and are connected to all other life
forms, why do we lack an innate, or at least universal,
conservation ethic?  The answer in evolution seems obvi-
ous.  No species expends energy or concern over the con-

servation or preservation of other species, and indeed,
Darwin once threw down the gauntlet to his critics by
challenging anyone to find any species showing altruism
towards other species.72 Therefore, we should hardly
expect that early humans would display a conservation
ethic and a harmonious appreciation of nature with a
vision to protect the long-term future.  I could go further
and say that closeness to nature makes us more Darwinian
and less ethical, and even further, and say that any long-
term vision, such as those held by most people today,
would seek not to curtail our use of resources but to free
us from the tyrannies of nature, by enhancing or main-
taining our high rate of consumption, our unnaturally
high rate of infant survival, our conquest of disease, pred-
ators and competitors, and the extension of our abnor-
mally long life expectancy.73 Whether these goals are
ethical or not I am not sure, but it seems crystal clear that
the paradox of biodiversity conservation is that it is utter-
ly unnatural.  Biodiversity increases and persists despite
the frenetic efforts of existing species to exterminate all
others by converting them into themselves.  Who can pre-
tend this is not what we are doing?  In this light, conser-
vation (or the preservation of biodiversity) can be
interpreted as a supremely altruistic behaviour74 but, for
most people, it is probably no more ethical than when
ants cultivate and defend aphids.  We are much more like-
ly to perceive biodiversity and to persuade others to pre-
serve other species in the pragmatic context of self-
benefit.  Is it ethical to argue that we should reduce con-
tamination in the oceans to maintain the health of those
who eat fish. Of course not.

As pointed out in other chapters in this book,75 conser-
vation/wildlife organizations often start out with idealistic
and altruistic objectives to protect wildlife.  However,
inevitably they gradually transform to institutions that
differ little from conventional businesses or corporations.
These organizations still have altruistic conservation
objectives, but these objectives become infused with
concerns for human welfare, confounded by conflicting
impacts and increased interest in “practical” goals (e.g.
IUCN – The World Conservation Union – had in its
2003 calendar more months with pictures of people than
of “wildlife”).  And, as Beder76 discusses, these organiza-
tions also develop typical corporate goals and structures
and often import corporate, not environmentalist, per-
sonnel to leadership positions (e.g. see Royal Botanical
Gardens in Ontario, WWF Canada, and Bird Studies
Canada).  Eventually, the organization, its personnel and
profits become the raisons d’être while the original objec-
tives and recipients of attention change from being the
end to being the means to support the personnel, share-



holders and profits. Such scenarios could be predicted
from a Darwinian view of conservation.

THE EXTENDED PHENOTYPE

At this point, I want to consider another Darwinian con-
cept that goes a long way to describing not only our inter-
action with nature, but the character, basis and
ineluctability of that interaction.  In 1982, Richard
Dawkins published The Extended Phenotype, a book that,
like all his others, effectively popularized Darwinian
notions.  Dawkins expounded on the reciprocal nature of
an organism’s interaction with the “environment”, a
notion widely espoused by environmentalists, although
they usually do so from a perspective quite different than
classical Darwinism.  Dawkins applies his “gene’s eye
view” (here, I will speak from the organism’s view for ease
of discussion) and describes how any organism would
benefit if it could alter the behaviour of other organisms
(e.g. in an intraspecific social context or in interspecific
interaction, such as a parasite that manipulates a host to
increase the former’s chance of transmission) or its physi-
cal environment (e.g. an animal such as an earthworm77 or
beaver 78 that alters its physical and biological surround-
ings to its own advantage).  This is a powerful and logical
extension of a more passive version of Darwinism in
which the organism adapts to the environment it gets and
hopes that its adaptations are good enough.  In the more
dynamic, interactive concept of the extended phenotype,
the organism also modifies the environment and, of
course, to the modifier’s own advantage.

Turner has written a fascinating account of physiologi-
cal/biochemical examples of the extended organism.79

Among Turner’s examples, he spends an entire chapter on
the ways that humble earthworms extend their influence
to alter the soil so that the soil becomes a much more
earthworm friendly habitat.  Turner points out that earth-
worms are, like other annelids, essentially aquatic but,
unlike most other annelids (most leeches and all poly-
chaetes), earthworms live on land, in soil.  However, their
activities transform the soil in several ways that make the
soil more like an aquatic habitat. One major alteration is
that earthworms keep soil aggregates large thus slowing
soil’s inevitable decline toward smaller particle size.
When the weathering process occurs without the action
of earthworms, the size of the pores between particles
declines and the strength with which soil particles hold
water increases, such that water becomes less available to
worms, plants and other organisms.  By increasing aggre-
gate and pore sizes in soils, earthworms can increase the
ability of soils to absorb and release water several hun-
dred-fold.  Earthworms also speed up the release of nutri-
ents for plants when they consume rotting vegetation.
These activities not only “improve” the soil for our crops,

they adapt the soil to suit earthworms that, as we recall
from undergraduate biology, retain a physiology that
requires plenty of easily available water.81 And most per-
tinent to our conservation “ethic”, earthworms are
received favourably because they enhance agricultural
output. 

In a recent book, Larsen et al.82 present a hypothesis on
the origin and evolution of human habitats.  They argue
that for much of the last million years our ancestors
thrived around cliffs and utilized caves for shelter from
predators and climate.  They present evidence and coher-
ent arguments for their thesis, but I want to dwell on the
last part of this story, i.e., the last 20,000 years when
humans first began to modify cave dwellings, then
expanded out onto the savannah and built structures that
resembled caves.  According to Larsen et al.,83 “What
accounts for our enormous success is that we have man-
aged to propagate our entire habitat, including the species
of plants and animals that originally shared the habitat
with us… For those wishing to change the trajectory of
the conversion of natural habitat into human-modified or
human-built (habitats) all over the world, we believe that
the task is daunting… If our hypothesis is correct, the
past million years of biological evolution has included the
evolution of our attitudes toward the building of homes
or paradises for ourselves and our families.  The form of
this construction itself has not changed materially in the
10,000 years since the invention of the brick”.  This seems
to me not only a clear exposition of the extended pheno-
type but also, yet again, that there is great inertia in our
behaviour, cultural variations notwithstanding. 

THE GREAT MYTHS OF THE ENVIRONMENT

I wish to consider, briefly, current global views of the
environment and how to save and improve it.  I will argue
that there are two main views84 – essentially the first two
myths described in the “Preamble” – that have been out-
lined many times before. I will emphasize that whether
you look at these views as political, economic or cultural-
ly based, they are indefensible from a rational or
Darwinian point of view.85

The first view I have called the Utilitarian perspective.
This is the received or mainstream vision of our global
society, generally viewed as optimistic or cornucopian,86

sometimes more narrowly defined as neoclassical (neolib-
eral, neoconservative or rational) economics or simply
growth economics.87 Whatever it is called, this approach
to our society is based on economics88 but goes well
beyond economics to embrace all society; we could even
say society is the free market.89 Rising from the much
revered bible of economics, Adam Smith’s Wealth of
Nations, the modern view of life assumes that humans are
like Kant’s devils, self-interested, but if properly directed
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by market forces, these devils can benefit society by
wealth creation that will trickle down to society as a
whole.  Society is essentially a rational market governed by
supply and demand, and the success of the creators of
wealth is a tide that raises all ships including the poor and
ultimately the environment.  In this happy world, growth
economics has captured the helm.90 The essence of this
received view is that more is better, a growing population
is better, resources or their substitutions are as limitless as
human creativity, and that all of this expansion leads to
progress, whatever that may be.91

The received philosophy resides everywhere in modern
culture and its information outlets, but especially in
advertising where the arguments are made to reinforce the
interests of those who control these instruments.  But one
can look to Lomborg92 and Simon93 for the most spirited
and data rich popular defences of this philosophy in rela-
tion to environmental issues. Apparently, even serious
economists take these works as professional.94

Growth is necessary and therefore must be perpetual.
Even if this is not possible, it has become almost unimag-
inable for it not to be true.  We are so dependent on per-
petual growth that we know it must continue.  There are
two additional reasons for this belief to remain implaca-
bly part of our culture.  Firstly, it is utterly Darwinian to
borrow against the future and so we cleave to this practice
with natural ease. Secondly, our adherence to never-end-
ing expansion and increasing consumption and wealth is
especially reinforced by the persuasion of advertising and
the encouragement of economists who trumpet “In the
longer run, the surest way to improve your environment
is to become rich”.95 Such endorsements make it difficult
to recognize that we are borrowing against the future and
closely resemble “buy now, pay later” advertisements that
specialize in disguising future costs.  But ever-expanding
economic prosperity ultimately comes from depleting
resources not from adding to them.  Yet there can be a
clear Darwinian logic to the defence of growth, as
expounded in the following quote: “Those who want to
stop human (economic) growth will have limited appeal
since this solution will banish us all to the tyrannies of
nature”.96 This perspective of Darwinian nature raises the
frightening spectre of food shortage, lack of shelter and
creature comforts, and dangerous insecurity; in other
words, the real Darwinian world.  Prosperity, however
generated, is used to build military, political and econom-
ic power to the benefit of those in control who then use
this power, albeit not always effectively, to maintain the
status quo.  What is so hard to understand here?97

Contrasting the utilitarian view of the world is the
rather less pragmatic perspective I have called Romantic.
At its more extreme incantation, the Romantic sees nature
as perfection.  The legendary Garden of Eden, or paradise

occupied by innocent, simple folk and noble savages who
represent the Beautiful People Myth (BPM).98, 99

Recently, the Romantic view of our interface with the
environment has shifted focus from saving wilderness and
nature to the alleviation of poverty, misery, gender perse-
cution, and other societal ills as currently perceived.100

This new emphasis is of course to allow all people to
achieve full moral potential (newspeak for the greatest
happiness of the greatest number, or “choice” if we use the
latest vernacular) and, just as in the Utilitarian’s push for
full economic potential, the Romantic predicts a tide that
will ultimately raise the sinking ship of the beleaguered
environment.  Suddenly, we see that these two opposing
philosophies could seek common ground and, as Beder101

points out, the corporate mind has spotted the opportu-
nity, the niche so to speak, and moved in.  The common
ground was staked out in the book Our Common Future102

and, in classic Darwinian style, the proponents of both
sides came up with a “win-win” solution.  Essentially, they
proposed that we could have our cake (development) and
not only eat it, but eat it forever (sustainable) and in
increasing amounts (still sustainable).  There have been
many discussions of sustainable development, but I think
most would agree that corporate expertise quickly took
control103 and soon it was business as usual, again a
Darwinian outcome, as short-term agendas and mainte-
nance of the status quo prevailed.104 Indeed, the perpetual
growth mentality readily attracts advocates from outside
mainstream economics (e.g. Bjørn Lomborg, Michael
Crichton, and Matt Ridley), who take up the cudgel after
seeing the light and, perhaps, the warm acceptance of the
rich and powerful.

The Romantic view relies heavily on variations of the
BPM.105 Unfortunately, the available evidence suggests,
rather one-sidedly too, that our aboriginal ancestors,
whether neolithic, mesolithic, or modern, were not pro-
tectors of nature.  The data on extinction on islands, of
birds, mammals, and reptiles, of the losses of megafauna
in North and South America, Australia and Eurasia, and
more modern examples such as New Zealand and Easter
Island, overwhelmingly show that while our ancestors
were in tune with nature, the melody was the usual
Darwinian dirge.106 Our ancestors killed anything they
could when they could; their actions were no more con-
servationist than the proverbial fox in the henhouse.

Indeed, what limited their exploitation was not philos-
ophy, but technology and this statement applies equally to
foxes and aboriginals. In the modern context, we see how
technology has assisted modern aboriginals (i.e. fisher-
men, farmers, and other people who live close to nature)
in depleting wild populations.107 I don’t think too many
conservation biologists today adhere to the aboriginal as
conservationist myth, although the BPM still holds great
sway in the political landscape and in elementary educa-
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tion in the Romantic tradition.  However, many environ-
mentalists adhere to another form of the BPM, that
which suggests that certain earlier cultures/civilizations
(e.g. Mayan, Sumerian, etc.) or religious doctrines (Tao,
Jain, Buddhist, Judaic, Hindu, Shintu, and Christian have
all rated mention here)108 are the keys to a sustainable
accommodation with nature.  Certainly, some modern
religions have beautiful and empathetic views of our rela-
tionship to nature, but on inspection I believe it is correct
to say that none seem to fare better than any other at sav-
ing non-human nature in anything approaching a pristine
state.109 To some extent, this lack of success is a product of
population size, but more so it is because of the usual
trade-offs that occur so that protection of nature is either
overwhelmed by self-interest or reduced to a codified
form of the extended phenotype (gardens, small forest
patches).

And so we come to the third beautiful myth: sustain-
able development; the amazing marriage of perpetual
growth with stasis, and substantially increased global
prosperity.  Therefore, we try to fashion modern conser-
vation from the belief that resources are unlimited, either
now or in the future, and can best be regulated by the
market.  This perspective has been welded onto the
Romantics’ notion that there was a Garden of Eden, occu-
pied by a simple family-oriented culture that lived in har-
mony in a nature somehow free of predators, disease, food
shortages, and even warfare in some cases.  How would a
Darwinian species resolve these two clearly opposed view-
points?  Well, if as a matter of self-interest neither view
can be rejected, then we need growth to sustain our cur-
rent wealth and to elevate living standards of the billions
of humanity living in economic misery and to include the
2 or 3 billion additional persons coming into existence
over the next half-century.  The only way to do this is to
triumphantly, optimistically, and fervently claim that
wealth and a perpetual Eden are compatible because it is
our right and destiny to be happy, healthy and prosperous
(check agendas of all governments, constitutions of
nations, most religions and NGOs).  A significant basis
for acceptance of this view of the future lies in our
Darwinian belief in the greatest myth: the free lunch.

THE FREE LUNCH

The term “free lunch” originated some time ago in ther-
modynamics110 to describe how one cannot violate the
laws of thermodynamics, particularly the first and second
laws.  However, as many111 have pointed out, people keep
on trying to violate these principles, and keep on believ-
ing that it can be/has been done (think of cold fusion,
perpetual motion machines, and other gadgets that are
claimed to put out more energy than was put in).112 In a
recent book called The Free Lunch; science fiction writer,

Spider Robinson,113 created a tale of a place called
Dreamworld where there was a free lunch, an antidote to
entropy, a return to innocence where “the only sadness is
when Dreamworld closes for the night”.  In other words,
this is a novel about paradise, a place where roses have no
thorns and don’t succumb to black spot.  The Dream-
world concept lies at the heart of all optimistic forecasts
for our economy, standard of living and environment.
After all, as the supreme creation of god/evolution or
Intelligent Design, the recent attempt to duplicate sus-
tainable development on the philosophical front, we
deserve that future.  There is no one who believes there is
no free lunch.

The problem faced by sustainability resides in another
law; the Law of Supply and Demand that Hardin114  restat-
ed to reflect its Darwinian meaning as: Supply is limited,
demand is not. This is a variant of the law that there is no
free lunch.  The supply/demand law is central to solving
the problem of ecological sustainability.  It is difficult
enough when technological optimists like Bjørn Lomborg
or Matt Ridley argue that economic growth is forever, but
we also function under political systems that by and large
are led by people whose success rests on promises of the
free lunch – more money for health care, education, roads
and everything else we desire, along with tax cuts/no new
taxes and slashing the debt/deficit (see any election plat-
form).  The joy of democracy is that it encourages not
only our belief in a free lunch, but also our faith that we
deserve it as one of our human rights.  The sadness of a
non-democratic system is that the leaders, once estab-
lished, don’t usually have to persuade the rest of the peo-
ple that there is a free lunch. Of course, politicians are not
the only preachers of something for nothing. CEOs, sales-
people of every stripe, and religious preachers, also extol a
future free lunch, albeit the latter group tends to empha-
size posthumous versions of cold fusion.  An outrageous
example of the promotion of a free lunch, often promul-
gated by modern economists, is that a disaster is good for
the economy because it creates wealth and jobs.  Recent
specific examples are the Exxon oil spill in Alaska, the
Québec ice storm, the war in Iraq, and the great tsunami
of 2004.  All of these have been touted as being of bene-
fit to the economy and some “experts” actually argue that
such disasters should be encouraged.115

An important consequence of the no free lunch law is
also a law – the Law of Trophic Decline.  This law is well
known to ecologists, but not widely known by most other
people.  It can be stated thus: Every trophic level con-
sumes at a net loss.  The result of this loss is the famous
ecological pyramid and the essence of why big fierce ani-
mals are rare.116 It is also why these animals are getting
rarer.  The domestic cat (Felis cattus) can show both why
lions, tigers, sharks, and other top predators, are vanish-
ing and simultaneously how house cats are affecting glob-
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al ecology and biodiversity.  Consider that, “about 10,000
kg of prey supports about 90 kg of carnivore (mam-
malian) irrespective of body mass”.117 Thus to support a 5
kg cat requires about 500 kg of prey, all rabbit-sized or
smaller.  Cats usually get a free lunch, but unfortunately
they still continue to hunt.  Recent estimates place the
number of birds killed annually by domestic and feral cats
in the billions in Europe and North America.  Not only
do cats exert enormous predation pressure, they compete
for prey with “natural” predators.  And they can win this
competition because when prey goes to low levels the cats
still get their free lunch.  There are still no detailed stud-
ies on the ecological impact of cats. This lack is largely
because most people like cats and don’t think about
trophic levels and so songbirds are closely protected in
North America, but not from cats.  We worry far more
about lighted buildings, oil spills, plate glass windows,
and giant windmills as killers of birds.  And these are seri-
ous threats to birds, but cats may exceed all other anthro-
pogenic sources of songbird mortality. 

A more direct example of our impact via consideration
of trophic levels would be to contemplate having every
Chinese person (~1.2 billion) consume an average of one
additional chicken per year for lunch.  If the chickens
were grain-fed and they consumed 10 kg each before
slaughter, we would need 10,200,000,000 kg of feed.
This is about 40% of the entire Canadian wheat harvest.
This lunch would have other expenses as well, but gener-
ally we would regard it as free or more likely of significant
economic benefit to Canadian farmers and an improve-
ment in the Chinese standard of living.  These examples
demonstrate our failure to perceive real costs. But,
whether either example would have significant effect on
wildlife sustainability is unclear.

The concept of the free lunch may be engrained in the
behaviour of the other organisms, at least those capable of
simple learning.  B.F. Skinner found that rare, random
reward patterns led to gambling addiction in pigeons, rats
and humans at roughly the same rate.  In 2002, 32 mil-
lion Canadians spent $11.3 billion in gambling venues.
The percent of Canadian households that gambled that
year was weakly correlated with income (<$20,000, 60%,
>$80,000, 80%).  Rich or poor, we all believe in and seek
the free lunch.118

How does the free lunch affect ecological
sustainability?  Well, it seems likely it has a Darwinian
basis, perhaps something as simple as: selection doesn’t
favour the long-term strategy.  Given this, then ecological
sustainability may be difficult if we humans can actually
destroy ecosystems.  These statements are pretty straight-
forward.  Where the free lunch gets more subtle and insid-
ious is when environmentalists, being mere Darwinian
mammals themselves, try to invoke the concept when
advocating strategies for ecological sustainability.  Let us

consider a recent popular idea to reduce global emissions,
and save the environment: biofuels.  Neoconservative
optimists claim these new fuels are wonderful because
they are (or will be) cheap, clean and inexhaustible.  We
will never run out of oil but, just in case, we should devel-
op a substitute.  These fuels are derived from wastes such
as cooking oils and crop stubble, or from crops (corn, soy-
bean, sugar cane) grown specifically for fuel.  Currently,
these fuels are still not as clean or not as cheap as fossil
fuel, but with technological improvement soon will be.
And, “win-win”, we will use up all that “waste” biomass,
enhance profits for farmers, expand the economy, and still
drive our cars without fear of global warming or running
out of fuel.  The inherently more pessimistic green view is
surprisingly similar but sees biofuel as a necessity because
this view has the gloomy prediction that we are running
out of fossil fuels and causing global warming in doing so.
But “win-win”, we can solve these problems using “waste”
and following the optimists’ argument.  And we can still
drive our cars, albeit smaller more efficient ones.

It seems to me that these arguments fall perfectly in
line with the something-for-nothing machine.  There are
two sources for biomass.  The first is “waste”.  Waste?
What happened to the ecosystem?  Where do nutrient
and organic matter come from?  Indeed, what is oil and
gas ultimately?  Basically, we are saying the bank reserve is
going down, so let’s now spend the reserve we used to gen-
erate wealth so that we can continue to increase spending.
Can one imagine a politician getting elected on such an
economic argument?  Well yes, if he phrases it differently.
In fact, politicians love the biofuel/clean fuel proposals. 

The second source of biomass is even more egregious
and we call it surplus.  We now have initiatives in both
developed and developing countries to grow crops not for
food, but for fuel, especially transportation fuel.  Recently,
in Ontario, a farmers’ co-op group announced production
of biofuel from crops.  They gave “win-win” arguments
similar to the above and attracted massive financial sup-
port.119 However, life-cycle assessment shows huge envi-
ronmental costs in erosion120 and water.   But, not only do
we add to erosion, at the rate expected from agriculture,
we also add further by using the “waste” stubble which
would increase the need for fertilizer (which comes from
fossil fuel) over that expected in no-till systems.  And, we
create competition for food prices.  Does no one see
where this is going? It is hard to envisage a more savagely
Darwinian system. The rich maintain their lifestyles at the
expense of the poor who will have to pay more for food in
an increasingly competitive market as the population
grows and food production is curtailed to support fuel
production. And what is delicious is that we congratulate
ourselves because we are reducing air pollution by using
cleaner fuels. Real consumer restraint is not in the
Darwinian cards. 
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THE LAW OF TRANSFORMATION

As an illustration of our adaptations to modify our
environment, we can state that no human can resist try-
ing to transform nature to make it “better” and, particu-
larly, to make nature conform to that person’s preferences.
There are endless examples of this law in action.  Suffice
it to say that almost nowhere on earth have we not trans-
formed nature.  In the southern part of my province of
Ontario, no place is more than one kilometre from a road,
and it is highly doubtful that a single square meter has not
been altered. Nevertheless, this is in Canada, which is
often thought to be wilderness or “under populated”.

The ubiquity of the law of transformation becomes
apparent when we consider environmentalists and so-
called restoration ecologists.  If anyone should be immune
to fiddling with nature it should be outdoor enthusiasts.
But instead they are clearly bent on controlling, manipu-
lating and altering nature in myriad ways from restoring
it to some earlier state, planting trees, eliminating exotics,
controlling fire, culling “unbalanced” predator-prey sys-
tems, eliminating disease and so forth.  Today, many peo-
ple argue that our distant ancestors, including Native
Americans, altered nature extensively and even created the
Amazon as a “garden”.121 Whether this latter claim is true
or merely the fantasies of aficionados of the BPM, it
seems certain that aboriginals did alter environments with
gusto, especially by fire.122 Even when we go out to expe-
rience nature, we cannot resist altering it to make it safer,
more convenient or “better” in some way as one can see
by the ongoing domestication of vacation and tourist des-
tinations.123

A universal example of the law of transformation is gar-
dening.  Gardeners often claim to be closest to nature,
and like to label themselves true ecologists or even conser-
vationists.  Although there is a kernel of truth in such
claims, it is also among gardeners that we find behaviour
that is antithetical to wildlife conservation. Gardeners
attempt to destroy competitors, parasites, herbivores, car-
nivores, saprophytes and autotrophs from every organic
kingdom.  As Pollan124 says, in their fantasies, gardeners
use rifles, explosives and the most lethal toxic chemicals to
destroy their enemies.  This is not conservation, but it is
definitely Darwinian.  And gardeners go further than
mere killing.  They also import and foster exotics, trans-
form and import soil, and excavate, unsustainably I might
add, ancient peat bogs.  They encourage every known
form of manipulation of DNA from artificial selection, to
hybridization, to cloning, to genetic modification.
Monsanto is merely a corporate step in the gardener’s pur-
suit of transformation of nature.  And to satisfy our pen-
chant for the supernormal stimulus, the gardeners’
mastery of nature is proudly, competitively displayed in

grotesque forms of their subject’s gigantism or colourful,
perfumed and, of course, bloated reproductive organs.  As
Sidney Holt observed during the Limerick meeting, the
future of GM foods and other organisms will either be
trivial or will transform our world.  Regardless, neither
possibility will stop gardeners from exploring all possibil-
ities any more than the horror of nuclear weapons stops
their construction and proliferation.  To me, the seeming
paradox of “love” of nature, which endeavours to alter and
destroy natural relationships and forms, is central to the
struggle for ecological sustainability. 

In extending our phenotype, humans manipulate envi-
ronments and these environments select humans, and our
domestic plants and animals.  The natural world evolves
with us and changes because of these reciprocal interac-
tions.  As David Castle says, “Destruction of the
environment is not a paradise lost, but a selective
environment changed”.125 I would add that part of this
change occurs because of our relentless pursuit of the free
lunch.  In this quest for a secure, disease-free, fountain of
youth, paradisiacal existence, we continue to believe that
we can do all these things without associated costs. We
even accept implicitly or explicitly that it is our manifest
destiny to achieve Eden through god’s will or at least
through technology. In such a Dreamworld, it becomes
hard to define Castle’s selective environment. Pollan126

also develops this argument of exchange by taking the
view of non-human organisms, and suggests that one
could argue that our domestic plants and animals have
manipulated us.  For example, he documents changes in
marijuana and potatoes as instances of changes not pro-
duced by “rational”, artificial selection, but by enhance-
ment of the Darwinian success of the plants.127

These perspectives raise the question whether our goal
in ecological sustainability is subtly becoming nothing
more than maximizing biodiversity while optimizing our
extended phenotype using the sustainable development
“model”.  The Darwinian choice, the extended phenotype
with reduced biodiversity, is by far the more likely sce-
nario of a sustained system because Darwin always trumps
the pretenders.  When we look at the global picture and
imagine all those complex food webs pictured in ecology
textbooks, we can now envisage a new simplified global
picture with humanity at the top.  Already, nearly half of
all solar energy captured by life goes to humanity’s extend-
ed phenotype (direct use and to our domestic species) and
half going to the rest of the biosphere.  All the stored ener-
gy from the past goes to us as well.  Given 2-3 billion
additional people, expanded technology and expansion of
our domestic use of other species for food and medicines,
the fraction of the pie for “nature” seems destined to con-
tinue shrinking.  Given the lack of solid evidence that
simpler ecosystems are not as productive nor as stable as



complex ones, it seems that expansion of our part of the
global energy pie is the choice solution for humankind.128

Regardless, it is the choice we have made and will contin-
ue to make.

CONCLUSION

Energy is everything and all life has evolved in no partic-
ular direction other than to maximize the capture and
conversion of energy into more life. These activities lead
to what we call biodiversity but, from the perspective of
the individual organism, the only life that counts are
copies of itself, and biodiversity is merely fodder for this
self-production. Thus, the recent reverence for the inter-
connection of all life forms that is revealed by modern
evolutionary and genetic theory is based on a mistaken
extrapolation of these theories. Connectedness only leads
to cooperation with close relatives and even then not all
the time. Darwinism is usually red in tooth and claw, and
leads to inequalities. Darwin could live with this view of
life, but most others ignore it or pretend it isn’t so. 

Any reasonable consideration of evolution by natural
selection encourages the conclusion that conservation,
sensu altruistic preservation of other life forms, will nei-
ther evolve nor be sustained.  Therefore, conservation of
biodiversity should not be in any sense an innate behav-
iour, and ultimately it must be defended in pragmatic not
altruistic terms. The difficulty with a pragmatic defence is
it must argue that long-term benefits are more important
than short-term benefits. Such arguments are counterin-
tuitive to organisms evolved from the absolute precedence
of immediate payoffs. Hence, we find that economics,
which is essentially a branch of biology, is founded on
profits and, in particular, immediate profits. Those who
make the most profits tend to be those who are in power
and who are, of course, loath to relinquish power.
Certainly, today we are enmeshed in a political system
founded on biological, Darwinian economics, a system
that is all gain and no sacrifice. Anyone who suggests real
sacrifice, especially for other species, is immediately
attacked, or worse, not taken seriously. Conservation that
is based on altruism is unnatural and must be viewed as a
moral position.

From the above argument and given the unusual
wealth of a significant minority, some have tried in the
past few decades to engender support for an ethical view
of ecological sustainability.  But this ethical view is, like
any form of altruism, difficult to sell successfully to those
who perceive themselves as deprived, a perception that
effectively encompasses all members of our species.
Hence, the creation of further myths that draw on the
evolved responses of humans to non-threatening entities.
First, we portray nature as fragile, benign, and nurturing.
When that myth is not enough, we play another myth;

that nature is necessary to our own self-interest, including
that of our descendents. Nevertheless, these myths also
largely fail because in the end we need to see the money.
Scenery and butterflies look good in calendars, but what
is in it for us?  Surely a fast car, good wine, and high-class
entertainment is better. Once this conflict is evident we
graduate to the myth of sustainable development that
promises both butterflies and Bentleys, and the free lunch
explains how it will work. Paradise is both the here and
the hereafter. 

Rather than look at myths of perpetual growth, beau-
tiful people, and free lunches, we need to concoct better
stories to see where we came from and are likely going.
The extended phenotype describes humankind’s greatest
adaptation. In the past, manipulation of the environment
was more constrained by technology. But, with our dis-
covery of the control of fire and later of the control of fos-
sil fuel energy we have become a pervasive influence. The
urge to manipulate nature is as ubiquitous as our urge to
manipulate one another. Domestication of plants, ani-
mals, and ourselves, modification of the landscape, con-
struction of buildings and so on have no limit in human
motivation or imagination. Whether we are gardening,
farming, or simply occupying an area, we automatically
classify and codify nature and always, as best we can judge
it, for our own benefit.

There is nothing that I can see to suggest our brains
have become more rational or insightful over the past
100,000 years except to have, in the most recent millen-
nia, a greater cultural database. Our power has expanded,
but there is no evidence of progress toward purposive ends
except wealth, security, and eternal life. All these goals
conflict with the pursuit of ecological sustainability.

Common sense tells us that life –  like the sun
– revolves around ourselves. 

The idea has but one fault, it is wrong.129
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The optimist is always the hero,

While the pessimist scores a big zero.

But when reality strikes,

We all will scream yikes,

As economists emulate Nero.
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