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(pdallen.com) I may have the ability to enslave another human being, but that does not
confer upon me the right to do so. Likewise, I might be able to exploit another person for my own
gain, but that does not mean I have a right to do so. This assumption of right has been taken far
too lightly by our society, largely because there is no perceived cost. The costs of exploitation
seem to be intangible, while the benefits are very measurable. Our entire economic system is
based upon the exploitation of people and the environment. It is through the exploitation of
people and the environment that we generate profit and so enrich ourselves monetarily.

Our economy is hinged upon the justification that it is perfectly fine to exploit so long as
it does not offend the conscience. In fact, such behavior is commendable and is rewarded through
material enrichment. So long as the exploitation is subtle enough, or is hidden from public view,
or can be justified in some way, it will not disturb the personal or public conscience. Over many
centuries, our society has transformed such pernicious behavior into something admirable. In the
business world, avarice, inhumanity and predation are all transformed into desirable qualities
such as competitive drive. These qualities make for a successful businessperson, so long as he or
she does not run afoul of the conscience. Ken Lay was the model of a successful businessman
until his company overexploited its own workers, investors and the citizens of California. Even
so, he will not be punished as he would if he had been caught robbing a gas station.

The adage of success in our socio-economic system is: do whatever you want; just don’t
get caught. And the system we live in aids exploitation by failing to take the full costs into
account. That is because many of the costs are intangible or are distant in time and/or space from
the benefits. But exploitation is not without costs, and in the end these costs will overshadow any
possible benefit.

An ecosystem is more than the sum of its parts; it is the gestalt to which all of those parts
contribute. Each member of an ecosystem contributes to the vitality of that ecosystem. And as
you remove members, or damage or degrade them, so do you diminish the vitality of that
ecosystem. The vitality of an ecosystem can be destroyed gradually in such a fashion, and the
damage can be healed. But every ecosystem has a threshold beyond which it cannot be healed.
Once the damage has exceeded this threshold, the vitality of the ecosystem will continue to
diminish until it is entirely destroyed. In time, it will be replaced by a much poorer ecosystem,
which is incapable of supporting the vitality and diversity of its predecessor, due to entropy.

No ecosystem stands alone. Even islands interact with the ocean ecosystems that
surround them. All ecosystems are connected together in the biosphere, and beyond that in the
gestalt of biological and geological processes that James Lovelock first referred to as Gaia. When
the vitality of an ecosystem is diminished, so is the vitality of the biosphere and of Gaia.
Whatever damage is done to the least part of the smallest ecosystem has its effect upon the whole
of Gaia. Conversely, whatever is done to improve the health and vitality of even the smallest
ecosystem, improves the health and vitality of Gaia as a whole. Likewise, when an ecosystem is
enriched every member of that ecosystem benefits. Gaia is a complete feedback system from its
smallest part to its totality and back again.

Exploitation results in degradation and diminishment. Whenever we exploit anything, we
are ultimately exploiting ourselves. And we are inevitably degraded and diminished as a result.



We benefit from the vitality of everything else, but by the same token, we are ourselves
impoverished by the loss of that vitality.

Every time that we exploit anything, we are damaged a little bit internally as a result.
This is the pain of conscience that occurs internally as an immediate result of the exploitation.
This pain exists to teach us our boundaries. If it is not experienced and dealt with right away, then
we are deadened a little by our exploitive behavior. Our conscience is numbed and we adjust to
the pain. This internal damage can result in a positive feedback loop. The more we exploit, the
more our conscience is numbed. But in the end we must deal with the pain and the guilt, or we
will become sociopathic.

In circumstances where an individual is thrust into a situation where he or she must
quickly become extremely exploitive in order to survive, the conscience can be completely
submerged. The individual is thrown into a state of shock where he does not internally process his
actions. But once the extreme situation is behind him, the individual will have to deal with his
reemerging conscience and all the pain and guilt that went unprocessed.

This is what happens to soldiers when they are thrust into the middle of a war and forced
to kill other human beings. Many of them do not get over it for the rest of their lives. Some fall
into a cycle of exploitation and self-abuse. You can see this in the faces of many of the guards
and interrogators at Abu Ghraib. Others harden themselves to the pain. They become the career
soldiers and mercenaries. Or, if not so ‘gainfully’ employed, they become career criminals.

Yet, the society we have evolved has become very good at allowing us to distance
ourselves from responsibility for our exploitation. Meat eaters evade responsibility for the mass
murder of stockyards, and for the deplorable living conditions of factory farms. Banana eaters and
coffee drinkers do not feel responsible for the terrorization of the indigenous peoples who were
driven out of their lands to make way for plantations, or for the exploitation of the workers who
toil in those fields. Shoppers at Walmart are unaware of the slave labor that has gone into their
cheap products.

This evaded responsibility is perhaps the worst effect of exploitation, because it results in
a sort of mass numbing that condones exploitation on a massive scale because no single
individual is to blame. The result is a full-scale assault on entire populations and ecosystems, with
the full vitality of Gaia at stake.

This evasion of responsibility could be termed the “rich brat” mentality. And it is most
pronounced among the children of the affluent sectors of society. These are the people who
benefit the most from our system of exploitation, and whose own lives are the most insulated
from the effects of this exploitation.

We have evolved a system where those who are the most abusive are the most successful,
and where they are allowed to evade the responsibility for their abuse. We have evolved a system
where those least afflicted by conscience—the most sociopathic among us—rise to the top of the
social stratus. Witness our supposed leaders, the Bushs, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Condoleeza, the
Clintons. There is not one among them who would not sell off his or her own mother for the sake
of a greasy dollar, and feel not even a stab of guilt for it.

It could truly be said that we have gained the world but lost our souls. The time will
come, however, when we will have to deal with what we have done. We will—all of us—have to
let out a collective cry of guilt. We will have to feel the pain for what we have done, and we will
have to find some way to exculpate our consciences. And we had best wake up to this pain and
this responsibility as soon as possible, for the biosphere and Gaia itself are fast approaching the
threshold beyond which the wounds of our exploitation cannot be healed. If we do not admit our
pain and our culpability now, we will suffer then.

If we allow our exploitation to pass that threshold, the biosphere could lose so much of its
vitality that it will no longer be able support us. In this event, we will be lucky if some remnant of
humanity does survive. At the very worst, life will go on. There will be bacteria and insects, algae
and plants, and eventually new ecosystems and a new biosphere will evolve. But it will most



likely be an impoverished thing compared to the vitality we have on this planet now, due to
entropy. And there will be no Van Gogh, no Mozart, no Shakespeare. The planet will be
impoverished of the beauty of human creativity motivated by higher impulses.

This destruction is not inevitable. Every living creature contains feedback systems that
keep it in good health, and which seek to heal imbalances. Just so, every ecosystem contains
feedback systems to keep itself in good health, to heal it when it is ill and to steer it toward
balance. Gaia as a whole has its own impetus toward health and balance. As we have produced
the present imbalances through our exploitation, so we can aid Gaia in healing itself. It will take a
massive effort on our part, and the redirection of our focus. But before we can make this effort,
we have to admit our responsibility and feel the pain for what we have done to this planet and to
ourselves.

We will not solve our problems by conducting a ‘War on Terror’. We will not solve our
problems by invading other countries in order to secure their resources. Our problems will not be
solved by mining the resources from our remaining wilderness areas. We will not find a way out
of our dilemma by exploiting people or the environment. We will only dig ourselves in deeper.
We will only solve our problems by admitting our mistakes, and by striving to find another path
that will allow us to coexist in harmony with each other and our environment. Such a path does
exist. To find it, we must work our way through the pain of our conscience. Once we have begun
to heal our conscience, we need only open ourselves to the possibility that this other path exists.
If we can do that, then we just may find that this alternative path will lead us to a life much richer
than anything we now have.
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