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party will inevitably end, and likely very 
soon. 

Virtually nothing escapes the sickle 
of his argument. in the second chapter, 
“Moral Entropy,” he describes how amoral 
individualism destroys civil society by de-
stroying the complex social structures on 
which human well being and meaning de-
pend. it sets us on a tragic course—where 
what we need and value the most is re-
morselessly destroyed by the hubris of 
the person liberated and, to themselves 
vindicated, by the highest values of human 
achievement—those of the Enlightenment. 
in the third chapter, “Electronic Barba-
rism,” he writes: “…the American people 
are no longer a democratic public, but an 
electronic mob that reacts to events in the 
media arena by ricocheting from issue to 
issue, personality to personality, emotion 
to emotion without ever really under-
standing or reflecting upon what it is see-
ing.” (p. 89)

But in Requiem the problem is not just 
what wrong in the united States—there 
are deep problems with civilization itself. 
the process of emergence from the primi-
tive societies characterized by, for Ophuls, 
as embodying “liberty, equality, and fra-
ternity,” has been accompanied by four 
great ills: “…the careless exploitation of 
nature, organized violence directed at out-
siders, political or religious tyranny exert-
ed over insiders, and gross socioeconomic 
inequality, if not outright slavery.” (p. 97)  

the Enlightenment remedy is to address 
the latter two ills—tyranny and inequality, 
by worsening the other two. the conse-
quence has been the hasty and ruthless ex-
ploitation of nature so carefully construct-
ed over countless eons, and the pillaging of 
the resources of the “lesser peoples.” na-
ture is not something to be respected, but a 
cluster of interchangeable resources to be 
exploited, and if they are of interest in the 
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Despite the near decade and a half that 
has passed since its publication, this pre-
scient book provides a fresh, if also viru-
lent, perspective on our time. its central 
argument is that embracing the central 
values of the Enlightenment—individual-
ism, the separation of morals and politics, 
and the legitimatization of the conquest of 
nature—have backfired. Rather than the 
triumph of human virtue and achievement 
which can set us on the road to progress, 
we are on the road to a great ecological, 
economic, and political unraveling, the 
components of which Ophuls grimly, but 
compellingly documents.  

refreshingly, and unlike much work 
in social science, especially mainstream 
economics, Ophuls draws on a familiarity 
with science that is contemporary and up 
to date. in particular, he grounds much of 
his argument in the first and second laws 
of thermodynamics. The first law is the 
conservation of matter and energy; while 
the second law states that in a closed sys-
tem all things tend toward disorder and 
uniformity—what is called “entropy.” But 
as Ophuls points out, the second law also 
describes the process on earth in which 
nature captures energy, mainly sunlight, 
and transforms it into complex biologi-
cal structures such as plants and other 
animals; and, of course, ourselves—over 
very long periods of time. And it is these 
living and formerly living structures (such 
as coal and oil) that have made the current 
political and social orders possible. But for 
Ophuls, as for georgescu-roegen, a prin-
cipal founder of ecological economics, this 

and human hubris. And experience since 
Pinchot’s day shows that, despite its genu-
inely ethical and biocentric intent, it too 
easily falls back into an anthropocentric 
orientation in which nature alive becomes 
nature dead; that is, a system that sup-
ports us becomes a stock of raw materials 
for our consumption and use. 

For its part, the conception of sustain-
ability as wildness drives too sharp a 
wedge between humans and nature and 
is not ontologically sound, nor is it work-
able because the problem of sustainability 
is an agricultural, suburban, and urban 
problem and is not limited to undisturbed 
ecosystems in remote or protected areas.

the land ethic, a notion of democratic 
ecological trusteeship, provides the best 
moral compass for navigating sustainabil-
ity in the Hudson Valley and beyond.

bruce Jennings, m.a. is director of bioethics at 

the Center for Humans and nature and editor 

of minding nature. this essay is drawn from a 

talk given on april 15, 2010 at a conference at 

barnard College on “navigating sustainability: 

the Hudson and beyond,” cosponsored by the 

earth institute of Columbia university and the 

environmental Consortium of Hudson Valley 

Colleges and universities. a video of the presen-

tation and others can be viewed at http://www.

earth.columbia.edu/videos/watch/214

r e V i e W s  &

r e f l e C t i o n s



m i n d i n g  n at u r e  3 .1

reVieWs & refleCtions   29

the implications are revolutionary. the 
first law—the conservation of energy and 
matter calls into question one of the most 
fundamental underpinning of that poli-
tics—that there are what John Stuart Mill 
called “purely self-regarding acts.” Every-
thing we do in north America has energy 
and material implications for the farmers 
in the coastal plane of Bangladesh. And 
the second law teaches us that the Earth’s 
life support capacity is finite though not 
fixed—so everything we do affects life’s 
prospects. these question lie beyond the 
range of the analysis undertaken by Oph-
uls, but they destabilize the political di-
mensions of the Enlightenment project far 
more deeply than Requiem envisions. is 
there a deeper mourning still to come in 
this age of ecological sorrows? 
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and prospects. What to make of it all? 
there is certainly room for questions. is 
the picture of “primitive peoples” some ro-
mantic notion more grounded in rousseau 
than careful anthropology? is the charac-
terization of the Enlightenment balanced 
and cognizant of its many threads and ed-
dies? Does life in  religious and other com-
munities of our time fit the bleak picture of 
isolated individuals? 

is Ophuls plea for a reconstruction of 
moral politics and real community even 
remotely conceivable in the world he has 
described? How should the material prog-
ress of the last centuries weigh in the bal-
ance of our assessments of the project? 

these and other critical questions 
should be asked, but one cannot shake the 
feeling that this is a devastating, deeply 
and carefully argued assessment of our 
circumstances and prospects.  indeed, one 
is left with the question: did Ophuls carry 
his critique far enough? For once we con-
nect liberal politics to thermodynamics 

future to be subject to economic discount-
ing. the original plan of global pillage was 
through military conquest, which led to the 
establishment of the European empires 
spread around the globe. But after World 
War ii this bellicose endeavor gave way 
to the “development project” aimed, os-
tensibly, at assisting the “disadvantaged” 
in achieving the “benefits” of modern life. 
yet the displacement of rural populations 
to vast megacities and their surrounding 
slums is but one instance of the destruc-
tion of life and community that followed in 
the wake of these “improvements.” 

But did the Enlightenment project work 
in the county where it found most fertile 
soils in which to take root—the united 
Stares?  One promise was that economic 
development would end poverty and in-
crease equality. According to Ophuls that 
was a bad wager. the war against nature is 
accompanied by more aggression between 
people—even if that aggression is, to para-
phrase keynes, waged by the checkbook, 
not the sword. the communities that are 
destroyed do not even show up in the maw 
of economic progress measured by gnP; 
and resulting affluence for the beneficia-
ries is a source of addiction, not satisfac-
tion.  Most paradoxically the simplification 
of nature amounts to the destruction of the 
principal source of true wealth. 

the other promise of the Enlighten-
ment was that religious tyranny would 
be avoided, but while organized religion 
was displaced from the seats of political 
power, another religion of reason, science 
and control of nature and humankind alike 
was put in its place. While the administra-
tive state still goes through the rituals of 
democracy and accountability, the overall 
goal is economic development, the na-
tional security state, and the pursuit of an 
empty concept of human well being. 

Such is the diagnosis of our conditions 
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