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The Forgotten Conservative Case
for Environmentalism

Gather a few confirmed environmentalists in any room and give them
90 minutes to get acquainted, and the conversation will inevitably co-
alesce around one question: What'’s the deal with those conservatives?

It is almost impossible for a liberal, especially one who exists almost
exclusively with other liberals, to understand why anyone would op-
pose environmentalism. They ask: “Don’t these people like to breathe?...
Don’t they want their kids to drink clean water?”

“Don’t they see that we're all
headed for a collapse?”

Eventually, they’ll shake their col-
lective heads and shrug their shoul-
ders--- those poor corporation-lov-
ing people. What could they possibly
be thinking?

Speaking as someone who has
lived around “those people” most
of her life, I can give you an idea of
what they’re thinking. With the no-
table exception of wealthy conserva-
tives, who are fewer among the ranks
than liberals would like to think,
most conservatives are focused on
everyday matters. They worry about how much money they need to buy
food and how to protect their families from the terrors splashed across
the nightly news. They think about how much gas they have in their
cars, and whether those cars will be in working condition to drive them-
selves and their children to work and school in the morning.

Contrary to what we liberals might imagine, for the most part, such
people do not spend a great deal of time hating gays, or women, or envi-
ronmentalists.

When you do hear conservatives spouting off on one of the “hot but-
ton” social issues of gays or environmentalists, you can bet that their
words are an almost direct quotation from someone they view as an au-
thority: a parent, a pastor, a friend, who has assured them, for example,
that many scientists still express doubt about global warming or that
fracking is, without question, the most environmentally-friendly form of
energy extraction.

This sounds incredibly patronizing, I realize, to suggest that half the
country is only repeating what they’ve been told—like kids dutifully re-
citing to their parents what they’ve learned at school. Which is why I'm
not suggesting that half the country is like that. What I'm saying is, the
entire country is like that. We just each have our pet “experts.”

I have found myself, in arguments with conservatives, referring a
number of times to the “scientific consensus on global warming.” Now,
I don’t wear a lab coat to work. I probably wouldn’t recognize a raw
statistical data sheet on global meteorological events if it sat on my lap
wearing a fedora. But I'm perfectly comfortable trotting out that state-
ment about “scientific consensus” to anyone who challenges me. Why?
Well, I have my experts. I know a few people who understand science
better than I do, and they have told me that, truly, everyone is in agree-

ment on this fact. All of the journalists I read believe in Global Warm-
ing. Also, my mother believes in global warming. Most of my friends
believe in global warming. My husband believes in global warming. And
I can almost guarantee that my cat believes in global warming, judging
by her disdainful reaction to last year’s hot Kansas summer.

My experts are perfectly sure of themselves, and, furthermore, most
are sure that anyone who thinks differently must be crazy, stupid, or
deliberately ignorant. So who am I to disagree?

But imagine I had grown up in a different family. Imagine I were
raised in an environment dominated by conservative, instead of liberal,
rhetoric. Imagine my experts were
telling me that, in fact, liberals
were the crazy, stupid, and delib-
erately ignorant ones. That so-
called “scientific consensus” has
undergone hundreds of revolu-
tionary shifts throughout history,
with each revolution rendering the
previous generation’s “consensus”
irrelevant. That the statistical
models supporting global warm-
ing have been consistently belied
by reality, and that those models
are currently undergoing re-evalu-
ation as the doomsayers’ predic-
tions have failed to pan out.

For a semester in college, I
found myself in such a conserva-
tive environment, facing exactly these arguments. I experimented with
conservatism, out of curiosity, the way some students experimented
with dyeing their hair or learning Frisbee golf. Ultimately, like hair dye,
the conservative ideas just weren’t for me, but who’s to say whether that
was due to the actual superiority of liberalism’s arguments or to the
stronger conditioning of my liberal upbringing? And, to the credit of the
people I befriended, I emerged from my semester-long flirtation consid-
erably more aware of the fact that conservatives weren’t stupid at all.

Furthermore, I found that, when I talked with my conservative friends
about the environment and about conservation, but divorced the con-
versation from the language of “environmentalism,” we had a lot of
common ground.

Want to alienate a Conservative? Or any poor person, for that matter?
Just talk about how much you’d love for gas prices to reach $10/gallon.
I have heard more than one environmentalist express this desire, yet it
never ceases to surprise me. Sure, it is entirely possible that the environ-
ment would ultimately benefit from the economic strife resulting from
such prices. Maybe such a dramatic rise in energy costs would force the
whole planet into a state of enlightened cooperation with our environ-
ment, in which the earth is granted her inalienable right to existence
and animals and trees live unmolested by human development.

But I sincerely doubt it. More likely, the giant corporations would use
the rise in costs to justify expansion of all forms of energy extraction.
Businesses would fire thousands of their employees to compensate for
the rise in their transportation expenses. The wealthiest would rejoice
over the massive growth in their stock portfolios resulting from the in-
crease in the valuation of energy stocks. And the poor, stranded in their
homes, facing higher food costs, and unable to afford the drive to the
grocery store, to their work, to their kids’ daycare, would suffer.
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Tell a poor person that, as an environmentalist, you love watching gas
prices rise, and you will convince that person that environmentalism is
not for them.

But there is another case to be made for environmentalism, or a form
of it, which I almost never hear. A case that I discovered by talking with
conservatives, which arises from the
values most central to the conservative
heart.

Imagine a small home near the center
of a town—any town. The home con-
tains a couple of adults and a couple of
kids. Two bedrooms. One bathroom.
Under one thousand square feet. In
the backyard, a vegetable garden sup-
plies tomatoes, zucchini, carrots, lettuce
and cucumbers which are eaten fresh
through the summer and then preserved
to be eaten through the winter. Next
to the garden, a small chicken coop
houses a few chickens, who will provide
eggs while they are young and then
meat when they are older. The children
rise each morning and complete a few
chores before walking to school. One or both of the adults walk to work,
for which they are paid an adequate wage to maintain this modest life-
style and avoid debt.

Whose life is this? In 1940, it might have been anyone. In 2013, it
might be the life of a family of hippie environmentalists, who distrust
large agricultural corporations and large banks, and who wish to mini-
mize their energy consumption and avoid passing on to their children
the disease of materialism.

Or, equally, it could be the life of a family of conservatives, who look
back on their grandparents’ generation as a model of self-reliant and
morally upright living, and wish to pass on that wisdom to their chil-
dren.

What, after all, is more self-reliant and conservative than reclaiming

Forget about the big scientific arguments and the climate models. The
small town conservatives and the environmentalists should agree on
one thing: bigger is not better. The small, meaningful life of connecting
with family and friends, and God, is appealing to anyone disenchanted
with the shallow trappings of modern life. So why not rely on that com-
mon ground as a starting place for
communication with conservatives?
Environmentalists certainly have more
to share with them than we do with
the big-business Democrats who par-
rot meaningless platitudes about the
environment while slipping ever more
. government contracts to their corpo-
rate friends.

Let’s try this: instead of just continu-
ally talking amongst ourselves—be-
moaning endlessly the ridiculous igno-
rance of conservatives—let’s actually
talk to a few of them. It isn’t as though
they’re difficult to find. Contrary to
what we might believe, most aren’t
sitting in corporate boardrooms. They
are living across the street and they are
bemoaning to each other how those elitist environmentalists just don’t
understand the plight of the common man. How hard would it be to
start a conversation? Share with them the memories of our grandpar-
ents---how they grew up during the Depression, with only their families
and neighbors to help them through, and how they surely knew some
things that we’ve forgotten. Like the real taste of a tomato. Or how to
darn a sock. Haven’t we all forgotten the beauty of that simple life? Let’s
help each other remember.
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