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CHAPTER THREE 

THE HUMAN ROOTS OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS 

101. It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without acknowledging the human origins 

of the ecological crisis. A certain way of understanding human life and activity has gone awry, 

to the serious detriment of the world around us. Should we not pause and consider this? At this 

stage, I propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm and the place of human 

beings and of human action in the world. 

I. TECHNOLOGY: CREATIVITY AND POWER 

102. Humanity has entered a new era in which our technical prowess has brought us to a 

crossroads. We are the beneficiaries of two centuries of enormous waves of change: steam 

engines, railways, the telegraph, electricity, automobiles, aeroplanes, chemical industries, 

modern medicine, information technology and, more recently, the digital revolution, robotics, 

biotechnologies and nanotechnologies. It is right to rejoice in these advances and to be excited 

by the immense possibilities which they continue to open up before us, for “science and 

technology are wonderful products of a God-given human creativity”.[81] The modification of 

nature for useful purposes has distinguished the human family from the beginning; technology 

itself “expresses the inner tension that impels man gradually to overcome material 

limitations”.[82] Technology has remedied countless evils which used to harm and limit human 

beings. How can we not feel gratitude and appreciation for this progress, especially in the fields 

of medicine, engineering and communications? How could we not acknowledge the work of 

many scientists and engineers who have provided alternatives to make development 

sustainable? 

103. Technoscience, when well directed, can produce important means of improving the quality 

of human life, from useful domestic appliances to great transportation systems, bridges, 

buildings and public spaces. It can also produce art and enable men and women immersed in 

the material world to “leap” into the world of beauty. Who can deny the beauty of an aircraft or 

a skyscraper? Valuable works of art and music now make use of new technologies. So, in the 

beauty intended by the one who uses new technical instruments and in the contemplation of 

such beauty, a quantum leap occurs, resulting in a fulfilment which is uniquely human. 

104. Yet it must also be recognized that nuclear energy, biotechnology, information technology, 

knowledge of our DNA, and many other abilities which we have acquired, have given us 

tremendous power. More precisely, they have given those with the knowledge, and especially 
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the economic resources to use them, an impressive dominance over the whole of humanity and 

the entire world. Never has humanity had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will 

be used wisely, particularly when we consider how it is currently being used. We need but think 

of the nuclear bombs dropped in the middle of the twentieth century, or the array of technology 

which Nazism, Communism and other totalitarian regimes have employed to kill millions of 

people, to say nothing of the increasingly deadly arsenal of weapons available for modern 

warfare. In whose hands does all this power lie, or will it eventually end up? It is extremely 

risky for a small part of humanity to have it. 

105. There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an increase of 

‘progress’ itself”, an advance in “security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation of 

new values into the stream of culture”,[83] as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow 

from technological and economic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not 

been trained to use power well”,[84] because our immense technological development has not 

been accompanied by a development in human responsibility, values and conscience. Each age 

tends to have only a meagre awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do not 

grasp the gravity of the challenges now before us. “The risk is growing day by day that man will 

not use his power as he should”; in effect, “power is never considered in terms of the 

responsibility of choice which is inherent in freedom” since its “only norms are taken from 

alleged necessity, from either utility or security”.[85] But human beings are not completely 

autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is handed over to the blind forces of the unconscious, 

of immediate needs, of self-interest, and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked and 

exposed in the face of our ever-increasing power, lacking the wherewithal to control it. We have 

certain superficial mechanisms, but we cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a culture and 

spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching clear-minded self-restraint. 

II. THE GLOBALIZATION OF THE TECHNOCRATIC PARADIGM 

106. The basic problem goes even deeper: it is the way that humanity has taken up technology 

and its development according to an undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm. This 

paradigm exalts the concept of a subject who, using logical and rational procedures, 

progressively approaches and gains control over an external object. This subject makes every 

effort to establish the scientific and experimental method, which in itself is already a technique 

of possession, mastery and transformation. It is as if the subject were to find itself in the 

presence of something formless, completely open to manipulation. Men and women have 

constantly intervened in nature, but for a long time this meant being in tune with and 

respecting the possibilities offered by the things themselves. It was a matter of receiving what 

nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by contrast, we are the ones to lay our 

hands on things, attempting to extract everything possible from them while frequently ignoring 

or forgetting the reality in front of us. Human beings and material objects no longer extend a 

friendly hand to one another; the relationship has become confrontational. This has made it 

easy to accept the idea of infinite or unlimited growth, which proves so attractive to 

economists, financiers and experts in technology. It is based on the lie that there is an infinite 
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supply of the earth’s goods, and this leads to the planet being squeezed dry beyond every limit. 

It is the false notion that “an infinite quantity of energy and resources are available, that it is 

possible to renew them quickly, and that the negative effects of the exploitation of the natural 

order can be easily absorbed”.[86] 

107. It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times 

unconscious, to make the method and aims of science and technology an epistemological 

paradigm which shapes the lives of individuals and the workings of society. The effects of 

imposing this model on reality as a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of 

the environment, but this is just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of 

human and social life. We have to accept that technological products are not neutral, for they 

create a framework which ends up conditioning lifestyles and shaping social possibilities along 

the lines dictated by the interests of certain powerful groups. Decisions which may seem purely 

instrumental are in reality decisions about the kind of society we want to build. 

108. The idea of promoting a different cultural paradigm and employing technology as a mere 

instrument is nowadays inconceivable. The technological paradigm has become so dominant 

that it would be difficult to do without its resources and even more difficult to utilize them 

without being dominated by their internal logic. It has become countercultural to choose a 

lifestyle whose goals are even partly independent of technology, of its costs and its power to 

globalize and make us all the same. Technology tends to absorb everything into its ironclad 

logic, and those who are surrounded with technology “know full well that it moves forward in 

the final analysis neither for profit nor for the well-being of the human race”, that “in the most 

radical sense of the term power is its motive – a lordship over all”.[87] As a result, “man seizes 

hold of the naked elements of both nature and human nature”.[88] Our capacity to make 

decisions, a more genuine freedom and the space for each one’s alternative creativity are 

diminished. 

109. The technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate economic and political life. The 

economy accepts every advance in technology with a view to profit, without concern for its 

potentially negative impact on human beings. Finance overwhelms the real economy. The 

lessons of the global financial crisis have not been assimilated, and we are learning all too 

slowly the lessons of environmental deterioration. Some circles maintain that current economics 

and technology will solve all environmental problems, and argue, in popular and non-technical 

terms, that the problems of global hunger and poverty will be resolved simply by market 

growth. They are less concerned with certain economic theories which today scarcely anybody 

dares defend, than with their actual operation in the functioning of the economy. They may not 

affirm such theories with words, but nonetheless support them with their deeds by showing no 

interest in more balanced levels of production, a better distribution of wealth, concern for the 

environment and the rights of future generations. Their behaviour shows that for them 

maximizing profits is enough. Yet by itself the market cannot guarantee integral human 

development and social inclusion.[89] At the same time, we have “a sort of ‘superdevelopment’ 

of a wasteful and consumerist kind which forms an unacceptable contrast with the ongoing 
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situations of dehumanizing deprivation”,[90] while we are all too slow in developing economic 

institutions and social initiatives which can give the poor regular access to basic resources. We 

fail to see the deepest roots of our present failures, which have to do with the direction, goals, 

meaning and social implications of technological and economic growth. 

110. The specialization which belongs to technology makes it difficult to see the larger picture. 

The fragmentation of knowledge proves helpful for concrete applications, and yet it often leads 

to a loss of appreciation for the whole, for the relationships between things, and for the broader 

horizon, which then becomes irrelevant. This very fact makes it hard to find adequate ways of 

solving the more complex problems of today’s world, particularly those regarding the 

environment and the poor; these problems cannot be dealt with from a single perspective or 

from a single set of interests. A science which would offer solutions to the great issues would 

necessarily have to take into account the data generated by other fields of knowledge, including 

philosophy and social ethics; but this is a difficult habit to acquire today. Nor are there genuine 

ethical horizons to which one can appeal. Life gradually becomes a surrender to situations 

conditioned by technology, itself viewed as the principal key to the meaning of existence. In the 

concrete situation confronting us, there are a number of symptoms which point to what is 

wrong, such as environmental degradation, anxiety, a loss of the purpose of life and of 

community living. Once more we see that “realities are more important than ideas”.[91] 

111. Ecological culture cannot be reduced to a series of urgent and partial responses to the 

immediate problems of pollution, environmental decay and the depletion of natural resources. 

There needs to be a distinctive way of looking at things, a way of thinking, policies, an 

educational programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which together generate resistance to the 

assault of the technocratic paradigm. Otherwise, even the best ecological initiatives can find 

themselves caught up in the same globalized logic. To seek only a technical remedy to each 

environmental problem which comes up is to separate what is in reality interconnected and to 

mask the true and deepest problems of the global system. 

112. Yet we can once more broaden our vision. We have the freedom needed to limit and direct 

technology; we can put it at the service of another type of progress, one which is healthier, 

more human, more social, more integral. Liberation from the dominant technocratic paradigm 

does in fact happen sometimes, for example, when cooperatives of small producers adopt less 

polluting means of production, and opt for a non-consumerist model of life, recreation and 

community. Or when technology is directed primarily to resolving people’s concrete problems, 

truly helping them live with more dignity and less suffering. Or indeed when the desire to create 

and contemplate beauty manages to overcome reductionism through a kind of salvation which 

occurs in beauty and in those who behold it. An authentic humanity, calling for a new synthesis, 

seems to dwell in the midst of our technological culture, almost unnoticed, like a mist seeping 

gently beneath a closed door. Will the promise last, in spite of everything, with all that is 

authentic rising up in stubborn resistance? 
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113. There is also the fact that people no longer seem to believe in a happy future; they no 

longer have blind trust in a better tomorrow based on the present state of the world and our 

technical abilities. There is a growing awareness that scientific and technological progress 

cannot be equated with the progress of humanity and history, a growing sense that the way to 

a better future lies elsewhere. This is not to reject the possibilities which technology continues 

to offer us. But humanity has changed profoundly, and the accumulation of constant novelties 

exalts a superficiality which pulls us in one direction. It becomes difficult to pause and recover 

depth in life. If architecture reflects the spirit of an age, our megastructures and drab 

apartment blocks express the spirit of globalized technology, where a constant flood of new 

products coexists with a tedious monotony. Let us refuse to resign ourselves to this, and 

continue to wonder about the purpose and meaning of everything. Otherwise we would simply 

legitimate the present situation and need new forms of escapism to help us endure the 

emptiness. 

114. All of this shows the urgent need for us to move forward in a bold cultural revolution. 

Science and technology are not neutral; from the beginning to the end of a process, various 

intentions and possibilities are in play and can take on distinct shapes. Nobody is suggesting a 

return to the Stone Age, but we do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way, to 

appropriate the positive and sustainable progress which has been made, but also to recover the 

values and the great goals swept away by our unrestrained delusions of grandeur. 

III. THE CRISIS AND EFFECTS OF MODERN ANTHROPOCENTRISM 

115. Modern anthropocentrism has paradoxically ended up prizing technical thought over 

reality, since “the technological mind sees nature as an insensate order, as a cold body of facts, 

as a mere ‘given’, as an object of utility, as raw material to be hammered into useful shape; it 

views the cosmos similarly as a mere ‘space’ into which objects can be thrown with complete 

indifference”.[92] The intrinsic dignity of the world is thus compromised. When human beings 

fail to find their true place in this world, they misunderstand themselves and end up acting 

against themselves: “Not only has God given the earth to man, who must use it with respect for 

the original good purpose for which it was given, but, man too is God’s gift to man. He must 

therefore respect the natural and moral structure with which he has been endowed”.[93] 

116. Modernity has been marked by an excessive anthropocentrism which today, under another 

guise, continues to stand in the way of shared understanding and of any effort to strengthen 

social bonds. The time has come to pay renewed attention to reality and the limits it imposes; 

this in turn is the condition for a more sound and fruitful development of individuals and 

society. An inadequate presentation of Christian anthropology gave rise to a wrong 

understanding of the relationship between human beings and the world. Often, what was 

handed on was a Promethean vision of mastery over the world, which gave the impression that 

the protection of nature was something that only the faint-hearted cared about. Instead, our 

“dominion” over the universe should be understood more properly in the sense of responsible 

stewardship.[94] 
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117. Neglecting to monitor the harm done to nature and the environmental impact of our 

decisions is only the most striking sign of a disregard for the message contained in the 

structures of nature itself. When we fail to acknowledge as part of reality the worth of a poor 

person, a human embryo, a person with disabilities – to offer just a few examples – it becomes 

difficult to hear the cry of nature itself; everything is connected. Once the human being 

declares independence from reality and behaves with absolute dominion, the very foundations 

of our life begin to crumble, for “instead of carrying out his role as a cooperator with God in the 

work of creation, man sets himself up in place of God and thus ends up provoking a rebellion on 

the part of nature”.[95] 

118. This situation has led to a constant schizophrenia, wherein a technocracy which sees no 

intrinsic value in lesser beings coexists with the other extreme, which sees no special value in 

human beings. But one cannot prescind from humanity. There can be no renewal of our 

relationship with nature without a renewal of humanity itself. There can be no ecology without 

an adequate anthropology. When the human person is considered as simply one being among 

others, the product of chance or physical determinism, then “our overall sense of responsibility 

wanes”.[96] A misguided anthropocentrism need not necessarily yield to “biocentrism”, for that 

would entail adding yet another imbalance, failing to solve present problems and adding new 

ones. Human beings cannot be expected to feel responsibility for the world unless, at the same 

time, their unique capacities of knowledge, will, freedom and responsibility are recognized and 

valued. 
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