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Some ‘survival psychology’ for sustainable development of society
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In his far-reaching essay about the role of psychology in the very distant future Masanao Toda entertained the audience by compressing the time-scale of human evolution, while saying that in fact we had not accomplished much during the first ‘day’ of our existence – until about 1850, that is. Thereafter, however, the Industrial Revolution set off a great transition of accelerating changes – in population growth, affluence and technology – whereby positive (unstable) information-energy feedback could no longer be countered by the many negative (stabilizing) feedbacks of nature. Hence modern society is full of excess energy that would soon reach the limits of human adaptation and institutional management. Toda’s main proposition was that psychology should and could develop into the master science if mankind were to survive – in an inevitably stable, energy-absorbing society. This commemorative essay is devoted to some contents (rather than roles) of psychology in the near (rather than very distant) future.

Upon the assumption that mankind will not get the opportunity to learn better from visiting aliens, and that - following Einstein - we will never be able to break the speed-of-light barrier, Toda wrote: “Putting these two conditions together, it means that the greater solar system is virtually closed, and there will be no exit to the rest of the galaxy. We will then have to learn, somehow, how to live with our fellow man; and, in order to accomplish this very difficult task, our attention must inevitably be oriented toward the inner world of ourselves” (Toda, 1970/1982, p. 4). In 2007, Masanao Toda’s visionary analysis before the 19th International Congress of Psychology in London is even more pertinent and urgent than it already was in 1970.

Energy use and environmental exploitation

Present-day society is thriving (or should we say: boiling and steaming) on ever more direct and indirect (embodied) energy use, mostly from fossil fuels. This enables us to produce and utilise numerous apparatus, goods and services. Altogether these have greatly increased people’s opportunities, their capacities and their motivation to own, consume and undertake many things that only 100 years ago were simply impossible.

The purchasing options of modern households are virtually unlimited, ranging from twenty different kinds of toothpaste to ever new types of electronic computers to a multitude of airplane holiday destinations. Only the problem of household waste is of such stunning proportions that traditional disposal strategies such as recycling, composting and controlled landfilling have to be supplemented by large-scale waste incineration and exportation of (sometimes hazardous) waste to other, mostly poorer countries. Collectively in the wealthy countries, energy and materials use as well as the resulting waste from households are overstretching the capacity of the natural environment to meet and adapt to the various demands of modern society (Wackernagel et al., 2002).

Gradually but surely, the developments in modern society have led to large-scale environmental deterioration involving serious problems for, e.g., climate safety, the urban living environment and the world’s biodiversity (e.g., MEA, 2005). In the wealthier countries of the world, clean-up operations, technological innovations and economic policies have helped to considerably reduce environmental impacts of human activities, particularly at the local level of human living environments. In many domains, however, the steady growth in human population, consumption and technological power is overtaking the environmental improvements achieved. WWI (2006) reports that, in 2005, world population increased by 74 million people to a total of 6.5 billion, oil use grew 1.3 percent to 83.3 million barrels (or 13.2 million cubic meters) per day, global car production (excluding heavy-duty vehicles) reached a total of 64.1 million, while steel production reached a new record of 1.1 billion tons.

For the coming decades, the International Monetary Fund (IMF, 2004) expects particularly high growth of material production and consumption in India and China, together accommodating one third of the world’s population. This is expected to cause great increases in the use of raw materials, in land use for housing and industry, in transport infrastructure and number of motor vehicles, and generally in fossil fuel consumption and the use of nuclear power. The International Energy Agency (IEA, 2005) expects that world energy demand will rise by over 50% in 2030 under a “Business as Usual” scenario, and no less than 37% under a “World Alternative Policy” scenario.

Fossil-fuelled wealth and technology have also enable countries to develop significant military power. The production of ammunition, guns, tanks, airplanes and warships requires heavy industries using lots of raw materials and fossil fuels. The ownership and trading of military goods and services is a source of international tension and regional conflicts. The actual deployment of weapon systems may be devastating on both the short and the long term, through destruction, pollution and persistent risks of unrecovered anti-personnel devices.

Commons dilemmas and individual behaviours

Many environmental problems emerge as the slowly and widely accumulating result of numerous small individual contributions. In the behavioural and social sciences this problem is known as the commons (or common resource) dilemma (Hardin, 1968; Edney, 1980; Ostrom et al., 2002). Examples are regional air pollution, household waste disposal and marine fish stock depletion. Understandably, therefore, the individual car user, household or fisherman is easily excused for his or her limited use of environmental resources. Correspondingly, it is hard for government to communicate the long-term and wide-spread environmental damage and risk and to request its citizens to change or restrain their behaviours so as to reduce their collective environmental impact.

There are various strategies for encouraging human behaviour change, such as providing alternative technical or physical infrastructure, lawful regulation, pricing policies, and persuasive communication (e.g. Vlek, 2000). However, one or the other strategy often fails because basic conditions for behavioural change are insufficiently met. Important conditions are: environmental problem awareness and causal insight, availability of feasible behaviour alternatives, and a powerful and consistent set of incentives that motivate people for change. Also, people will want to have an idea of where they are going and whether they will be better off when submitting to the government’s policy. Given that most human behaviour is habitual in nature, generally, changing the external incentive structure of behaviour is more effective than appealing to individuals’ conscience and persuading them to behave otherwise.

Focal points for future psychology

So, what would people (generally, in government, industry, business and households) have to learn about themselves, if safer and more promising ways were to be found about long-term sustainable human-environment interactions (see Robinson, 2004, for a conceptual review of ‘sustainable development’)? 

First of all, greater awareness is needed of the potentially catastrophic accumulation of the negative external effects of numerous individual activities. For the average citizen who is trying to meet the demands of everyday life, this is an unnatural thing to do. So, government and other social organizations should develop and communicate valid pictures and scenarios of what is, and what will be happening on a larger geographical and/or temporal scale. We must all learn that our most persistent problems are related to our own cognitive and affective shortsightedness, and try to break through it. Psychology has much to say about temporal and spatial discounting of remote future or distant events, and it may support policy makers to design strategies to overcome harmful discounting of significant future developments (Gattig & Hendrickx, 2007). Psychology may also identify and warn for the attention-absorbing pressures and excitement of modern life, which detracts from the reflection and planning needed about future developments (much like the drug addict “does not care about tomorrow”).

Secondly, since the Earth’s biosphere is a finite source of environmental goods and assets accommodating many different living species, we will have to accept that sustainable human populations can only be limited in size. This is all the more necessary when increasing human wealth involves increasing use of environmental resources, that is, a diversity of raw materials, ecosystems and sinks for assimilating waste. In view of Ehrlich and Holdrens’  (1971) well-known IPAT-formula, total environmental impact (I) can only be reduced by decreasing population (P) and/or diminishing consumption (A, of affluence) and/or cleaner, more efficient production technology (T). Logically, the more resource-intensive production and consumption per capita are, the less carrying capacity the earth has for human populations desiring the corresponding lifestyle. Psychological research may clarify the factors whereby many people have come to believe in, and behave after the primacy of their own species and the infinity of the earth's natural resources, and which circumstances and/or policies would foster sustainable human-environment interactions.
Thirdly, and singled out from the previous, to keep living in a sustainable biosphere, humankind must give up its environment-burdening growth ambitions. On a finite earth (and within a finite solar system, as Toda assumed), society’s economic activities must be finite, too. It is logically impossible that society can realise ever greater environmental resource use to serve a growing population desiring increasing material wealth and inclining towards ever more intense mobility (“How nice to fly all the way to Kathmandu for a week of humble mountain walking in Nepal”). Some kind of steady-state economy (Daly, 1991; see Attarian, 2004) is necessary, despite the many social and personal factors that drive people towards wanting ever ‘more, bigger, nicer, faster and farther’. Psychology can help clarify such factors as learned and induced needs, social comparison and the desire for distinction, the eternal quest for power, the enduring force of dysfunctional habits and the cognitive limitations of strategic decision-makers. 

Fourthly, people’s attitudes towards other living species need to be revised such that modern humans, after all their technological development since about 1850, again recognise their embeddedness in other nature, while realising that the richness of other living species (‘biodiversity’) is of the utmost importance for the economy, for their personal and social well-being (e.g. Van den Berg, Hartig & Staats, 2007) and as fellow inhabitants of a common, vulnerable biosphere. Over the ages, in their great need and desire for existential security and welfare, human societies have gradually distanced themselves from ‘the rest of nature’, while exploiting and burdening the natural environment in an increasingly problematic way (Takács-Sánta, 2004). Psychologists may help analyse different cultural attitudes - exploitative, coexistential or protective - towards nonhuman nature and they may help society to realise the dangers of an expanding, consumptive humankind as a true plague for many other forms of life on earth.

Fifthly, a visionary and powerful government is needed both for informing citizens about the current state and expected future conditions of their common living environment, and for pulling and pushing citizens towards responsible, collective sustainable behaviour patterns. Psychological research may clarify the prerequisites for public acceptance of long-term environmental policies and indicate various strategies to promote acceptance. Lessons learned so far are, e.g., that far-reaching changes should be gradually, not suddenly unfolded, that a common understanding of the need for effective policy-making is indispensable, that people should be able to trust their fellow citizens to cooperate as well, and that government policy should be clear, consistent and equitable. Psychologists may also clarify the mutual perceptions and presuppositions of citizens and government policy-makers, and explain why they sometimes hold erroneous views of one another, to the detriment of policy effectiveness.

Psychology’s duty to support sustainable development

As the world’s problematic future unfolds, “… our attention must inevitably be oriented toward the inner world of ourselves” (Toda, 1970/1981, p. 4). For psychology a very difficult and much-demanding task lies ahead. Not only should psychologists come out of their laboratories and professional community to meet the actual problems and dilemmas of the outside world. They should also communicate and collaborate (better) with colleagues from other disciplines, notably physicists, biologists and economists, to understand the complexities of practical sustainability problems and to design multi-faceted solution strategies for society.

In a society which has been striving for increased security and wealth for ages, personal restraints in procreation, consumption and the use of resource-intensive technology goes against long traditions and strong socio-cultural values. For achieving environmental sustainability, however, society will have to deal with its natural resources (broadly) like the family head managing the annual household budget. Psychology can and should help in describing and analysing the ways in which environmental exploitation can be wisely perceived and managed as some kind of collective householding.

On balance, it is a whole range of human social and individual characteristics (limitations, biases, peculiarities, culturally adopted ‘hang-ups’) that make up the course society is actually taking. “Know thyself” is an ancient Greek wisdom which is highly pertinent to the present-day human predicament vis-à-vis environmental deterioration. Psychologists are the first kind of professionals to offer people indispensable insights in their own basic nature and its implications for human-environment interactions. It is regrettable that professor Masanao Toda is no longer among us to help meet this great challenge, using his creative imagination. 
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