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  “The primitive seems to know when the problem is insoluble; the civilized 
man does not.” – Vine Deloria, Jr.

      Maybe the two British climate scientists were desperate to be heard, or 
maybe they were simply fed up.

      Whatever the case, in a recent issue of a prominent British scientific jour-
nal, they got in their own government’s face, saying: “… the logic of such studies 
suggests (extremely) dangerous climate change can only be avoided if economic 
growth is exchanged, at least temporarily, for a period of planned austerity with-
in Annex I nations [developed countries for the most part] and a rapid transi-
tion away from fossil-fuelled development within non-Annex I nations.” (Kevin 
Anderson and Alice Bows, “Beyond 
‘Dangerous’ Climate Change: Emis-
sion Scenarios for a New World,” 
Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society A, January, 2011 p. 
41.) 

      This article flicked on the sci-
entific warning light for globalized 
economic growth. And assuming the 
system persists more or less as is, cli-
mate models will yield ever starker 
forecasts, to the mounting dismay 
of political leaders and their multi-
national corporate backers. At some 
point, even the public will have to be 
clued in – after as much delay (and 
profit-taking) as possible.

      Some writers with intuitive gifts 
knew as much. For example, James 
Gustave Speth, of the Yale University 
School of Forestry and Environmen-
tal Studies, who in 2008 said, “…it 
makes very good sense to question 
economic growth and the growth 
imperative…The planet cannot sus-
tain capitalism as we know it.” (The 
Bridge at the Edge of the World, pp. 
115-116.)

      And Edward Abbey, with his 
hawk’s eye, was well aware by 1967, 
when he wrote that “growth for 
the sake of growth is a cancerous 
madness” and that “an economic 
system which can only expand or 
expire must be false to all that is hu-
man.” Well-known phrases to Ed’s 
aficionados.(See “Water,” Desert 
Solitaire, p. 127.) In 1988 he put it this way: “…the whole grandiose structure is 
self-destructive: by enshrining the profit motive (power) as our guiding ideal, we 
encourage the intensive and accelerating consumption of land, air, water – the 
natural world – on which the structure depends for its continued existence. A 
house built on greed will not long endure. Whether it’s called capitalism or so-
cialism makes little difference; both of these oligarchic, militaristic, expansion-
ist, acquisitive, industrializing, and technocratic systems are driven by the same 
motives; both are self-destroying. Even without the accident of a nuclear war, I 
predict that the military-industrial state will disappear from the surface of the 
earth within a century.” (One Life at a Time, Please, p. 28.)

      Although Ed didn’t write about global warming, he may have been right 
about when the catastrophes will arrive, according to current climate science 
modeling. Consider, for example, the presentiment of disaster echoing in the 
following climate modeling paper, from the same British professional journal: 
“If climate warms rapidly…a temperature of anywhere between 2 degrees C and 
4 degrees C might be reached by the 2050s or 2060s, precisely at the time when 
vulnerability as a result of population demands for food and water is highest…
Contemplating a world that is 4 degrees C warmer can seem like an exercise in 
hopelessness: accepting that we will not reduce greenhouse gases enough or in 

time, and laying out a difficult future for many of the world’s people, ecosystems 
and regions.” (Mark New et al, “Four Degrees and Beyond: the Potential for a 
Global Temperature Increase of Four Degrees and its Implications,” pp. 13, 16.)

      The question is: how did Ed know that the mainstream system will tank 
decades before the science began to show it?

      I think the reason is that he somehow acquired the kind of intuition indig-
enous people have. Whether he ever realized the significance of his breakthrough 
is unclear. But what is apparent from studying his journal is that he was often 
frustrated trying to deal with people who found what he said incomprehensible 
and who as a result hung a series of unsavory labels on him. In Vine Deloria, Jr.’s, 

last book – the one he had trouble get-
ting published - the late Sioux writer 
presented an indigenous perspective 
on intuition that I think well applies 
to Ed.

      Deloria said, “The most im-
portant observations that primitives 
could make would be of the environ-
ment around them.” (C.G. Jung and 
the Sioux Traditions, p. 52.) Some 
examples: in late August do we know 
to look for the wind picking up high 
in the trees, because we love seeing 
it? Or if there is a new pattern of dry, 
hard winds in the late winter, are we 
curious about that? If in the fall we 
see the leaves on the low mountains 
abruptly turn brown instead or red or 
yellow, have we almost been expect-
ing it? Do we notice the Alligator Ju-
nipers in a movie supposedly situated 
in Wyoming, and if so does the inau-
thentic location make the story seem 
off center?

      Our species evolved to be alert in 
just this way, so much so that a child 
in an indigenous society who only no-
ticed this much might be considered 
socially backward.

      One of the most revealing things 
about any culture is what people fo-
cus upon when they have free time 
and energy. For better or worse, that’s 
what their insights and intuitions will 
spring from.

      And no culture has been more 
successful than ours in distracting itself from observing the natural world in de-
tail. Look at how many people flock to artificial environments of one kind or 
another for their vacations: Disney World, Dollywood, luxury cruises, five star 
hotels, London, Venice, Hong Kong, you name it. Even vacations that center in 
national monuments or parks or other open spaces are likely to rely on adrena-
line spikes from rock climbing, mountain bikes, or off-the-road vehicles.

      Observation of the environment as Deloria meant it is uncommon in our 
society, and people who do so are typecast as naturalists or “tree huggers.”

      Deloria also said, “If civilized man concentrates on the single event, and 
misses the relationships that surely exist between and among objects, could not 
the primitive perceive differently, intuiting sets of activities that can only be ap-
prehended with a larger vision?” (pp. 52-53).

      The perspective he is describing is more aesthetic than rational, which in no 
way diminishes its importance. As an example, consider the opening paragraphs 
from Ed’s novel Black Sun, in which he describes the interaction between the 
main character and the environment around him:

      “Each day begins like any other. Gently. Cautiously. The way he likes it. A 
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dawn wind through the forest, the questioning calls of obscure birds. He hears 
the flutelike song, cool as silver, of a hermit thrush.

      “He waits for a while, hands under his head, watching the light beyond the 
open doorway for the cabin. The subtle, stealthy shift from violet and blue to 
morning gray. He opens his sleeping bag, rolls off the bed and walks naked to 
the door, where he stands for some indefinable length of time gazing out, leaning 
against the door frame.

      “The sun is close but not yet up. A few dim stars still hang blinking on the 
west. Deer are grazing at the far side of the clearing, near the foot of the fire tower 
– dim figures in the pearl-gray light. The dark and somber forest surrounds them 
all with its heavy stillness.” (p. 11).

tions like quarterly profits, stock value, interest rates, and so forth. They take 
these formulations in deadly earnest; if, for example, their short-term profits 
are up, the Gross Domestic Product is growing, interest rates and market prices 
are favorable, they are likely to hire more employees (as cheaply as possible, of 
course) and consume even more natural resources, so that quarterly profits will 
spike and the company’s stock value will as well.

      This is the self-reinforcing “world created by thought that nurtures further 
thought” which Deloria warned us about. The “dangerous proposition” here is 
that none of these standard business abstractions considers the consequences 
of elevated consumption of natural resources on relevant ecological habitats, in-
cluding the atmosphere; the very climate and physical reality upon which the 
survival of all that lives depends.

      This is a dangerous disconnection.

      I propose that we call this multi-national corporate unreality Bubble Land, 
because it floats above the actuality of habitats, ignoring both them and the sur-
rounding atmosphere. Committed to expansion, Bubble Land sucks up more 
and more natural resources from the finite habitats beneath it, debilitating them 
to the point of extinction, and farting out an ever greater plethora of greenhouse 
gases and wastes.

      With rare exceptions, the honchos of Bubble Land do not recognize that they 
are functioning within a bubble (it is, after all, an extraordinarily real-seeming 
bubble--like Disneyland). Consequently, they assert that the values fundamental 
to Bubble Land describe the way life works, and see themselves as the ultimate 
realists. As Deloria warned, they make the cardinal error of seeing their world of 
thought as self-sustaining--as real--instead of self-reinforcing.

      To sum up. Ed predicted that the military-industrial state will go smack 
down within a century because the following train of thought was obvious to 
him, as it is to indigenous people world-wide. First, that in order to survive, 
all beings, whether plant, animal or human, require suitable habitat. Meaning 
physical space, plus other living systems compatible with our own survival: and 
vital to it all, that our survival be compatible with theirs. Because all predators, 
and that’s what we are, are dependent on their prey to survive.

      And second, there are no exceptions to the foregoing, which means that any 

      We’re struck not only by the elegance of his description, but also by its ca-
pacity to evoke chords of memory; moments when the sun was a rim of fire over 
the sharp relief of desert mountains or when we saw a lone cliffrose blooming on 
a sandstone flat. We sense something fundamental in his approach, and there-
fore assume we’ll find any number of parallels in other novelists.

      But alas. You can read one bestselling, well-reviewed novel after another 
and find nothing like it. The acrid truth is that in our world nature is a stage, a 
backdrop, to human interaction. People may walk or piss under trees, but they 
do not interact with them as indigenous people do.

      Writers making a living on the big market are well aware of this and learn 
to describe nature sparingly; just enough to give the reader the feeling of walking 
in a park or standing on a lawn, and then they plunge into the human-centered 
melodrama. Stephen King, touted as the world’s best-selling writer, gave the fol-
lowing trenchant advice to wannabe authors: “It’s…important to remember that 
it’s not about the setting, anyway – it’s about the story…In many cases when a 
reader puts a story aside because it ‘got boring,’ the boredom arose because the 
writer grew enchanted with his powers of description and lost sight of his prior-
ity, which is to keep the ball rolling.” (On Writing, pp. 176,178). You can’t say 
King hasn’t sized up his readers.

      Let me end this point with an analogy. The relationships we learn the most 
from are those in which we interact with people without trying to use them for 
our own purposes. This is when we have to pay attention, and in time we learn to 
love paying attention, because the process deepens emotional involvement. It’s 
no different with nature. Love of wildness comes from observation, which is only 
sustained by emotional involvement.

      Now a third point. Deloria said, “Civilized man…in taking the thinking 
approach to his world now confronts an almost wholly artificial environment, a 
manufactured construct. It is a world created by thought that in turn nurtures 
further thought to the exclusion of other functions. The creation of an artificial 
world, and our reliance on it, is a dangerous proposition.” (pp. 55-56).

      Last summer I saw a news short about two self-assured women, both for-
mer CEOs of major multinational corporations, each of whom had just won her 
Republican primary for high office in California. As they stood beaming before 
a tumultuous crowd, one crowed that they were “two business women from the 
real world who know how to create jobs, balance budgets, and get things done.”

      Their proud declaration stuck in my craw because I can’t think of a sub-
culture on our planet that is more embedded in unreality than massive multina-
tional corporations. By comparison, your average hospital psychiatric ward does 
a much better job of orienting itself.

     The big-time corporate world governs its behaviors according to abstrac-

species, including ours, which chronically overpopulates ecosystems will sooner 
or later experience a die-back. And that no economic system can grant immunity 
from this, no matter how much it “grows” and advances its technology. To the 
contrary, it worsens matters because so-called growth can only mean consuming 
resources in an ever widening spiral, destroying more and more habitat, until the 
system caves in on itself.

      Our great-great-great grandchildren will look back at the myopia of our 
powerful corporate leaders with sardonic wonder. They’ll say, “Didn’t those 
mothers KNOW they were living in a goddam bubble?”

      A writer they’ll respect is Edward Abbey. 
 

Whether it’s called capitalism 
or socialism 
makes little difference; 
both of these oligarchic, 
militaristic, 
expansionist, acquisitive, 
industrializing, 
and technocratic systems 
are driven by 
the same motives; 
both are self-destroying.

I propose that we call 
this multi-national 
corporate unreality 

Bubble Land, 
because it floats above 
the actuality of habitats, 
ignoring both them 
and the surrounding 
atmosphere.
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