10 good reasons why the past can offer us help on climate change
Mark Levene

There seems to be a common pattern to the way most of us, when we think about climate change, prefer to address it. Over and beyond running away from the fact or pretending it's not there the majority of people, at least in the West, put their faith in science and technology for an answer, or answers. This is hardly surprising given the way scientific technique has become the backbone of our modern civilisation. But one might argue that there is also extraordinary myopia as well as hubris in this single approach. After all, it was techniques for both the subjugation and predation of the global commons which have brought us to the abyss we now face. First and foremost among these were those for utilising sequestrated solar energy - oil, gas and coal - laid down over millions and millions of years of geological time but now made available to us as the great-energy saving modes of production of modern times. Nobody denies the benefits we derive, though we can tangibly see from the BP disaster in the Gulf of Mexico the catastrophic damage to the environment caused as a result. If we could equally 'see' the relentless rise of carbon emissions into the atmosphere as a further result of our fossil fuel dependency we might all the more quickly grasp how nothing in nature, and hence in life is for free. It's not, of course, thus simply the technique which is to blame but the fantastically profligate way in which yesterday's sunshine is being squandered in an infinitesimally tiny moment of geological time which is the now. And responsibility for that we'd have to turn to the nature of a globalised, political-economic system to which the technicians are only the hand-maidens. But while part of the rationale for History at the End of the World, History, Climate Change and the Possibility of Closure has been to consider the nature of that system and its suicidal trajectory towards environmental and social collapse another interest has been to understand the largely unconscionable way in which despite its clear redundancy in the face of anthropogenic -  human-made - climate change most of us go on relying on its methods  

In other words, is reliance on the 'technical fix' really the answer to what James Howard Kunstler's has called 'the 'long emergency of the 21st century ' or is this just indicative of a society which has forgotten how we managed for thousands of years before the age of coal and oil ?  Or  - possibly more damning still -  have  we chosen to write-off the more distant past as irrelevant to our present on account of our moral and practical blindness? Which brings us to another and more immediate purpose of the book. Produced by Rescue!History ', an informal network of scholar-students and independent researchers, our collection of 'think-pieces' while looking ominously to where our present trajectory might be leading us also wanted to explore whether we might be able to learn something of value from the behaviour, skills, practices, and cultural outlook of our ancestors. Could it be thus, that actually the best resource we have in the struggle for survival in the 21st history is our own past?  Rather than discarding it with the 'condescension of posterity '  - E. P. Thompson' s famous words, we instead ought to be digging deep to understand the nature of humanity's long-term relationship with and indeed, as part of nature.

None of this need assume some rose-tinted and highly selective view of the past where everything was fine and dandy when actually travail, hardship and danger were the general and often constant norm. But in picking just ten aspects of human experience over the long duree which might be pertinent to the current crisis, this exercise might give us pause to consider whether it really is nuclear power, geo-engineering or simply, more efficient light-bulbs which are the answer to our problem or something more fundamental about the nature of modern existence itself. 

Let's start at A and work through to Z :

Adaptation. Well, that immediately raises the issue of climate change which has been with us across time and in terms of the end of the last great ice age was the key factor enabling our spread across the face of the globe. The passage of humans into the Americas, the Neolithic revolution, the rise and fall of the Bronze age, the origins of the Black death, all have been linked to major climatic shifts. In each instance, the challenge to human survival has been immense. Without thinking through what changing landscape, ecology and weather meant for themselves it is doubtful that homo sapiens could have fared any better than their Neanderthal cousins. Adapting socially, economically, perhaps above all culturally became the key to that survival. By acknowledging and so explaining to themselves the nature of the environmental change around them : and doing so through ritual and narrative which then might be translated into practical action as well as social memory, earlier societies made themselves resilient in the face of events we might deem truly catastrophic.

But clearly they did not always get it right. And indeed it is not just modern society which can be accused of profligacy.  The wipe-out of the mega-fauna- the mammoths and other great beasts of the Americas -  as humans surged into the continent at the onset of the Holocene - is a case in point. So, too, is the ecological devastation wrought by the early Maori on their arrival in New Zealand. The gradual recognition that if you simply take and take, you will end up with an extinction -  not just of the animals in question, but yourself, too -  led perhaps, to some of the earliest notions of Conservation.  Conserving stocks of wild fauna so that they (and you) might go on being there the following year converted into standard notions amongst agricultural societies of storing grain for the subsequent seasons when plenty might be replaced by dearth.  Appropriate techniques for preserving food - drying, smoking, salting and pickling - became critical to this outlook. As societies developed, grain stores became a standard feature of city and then imperial polities.   

The point, of course, is that our own profligate contemporary society has lost any notion that conservation might be necessary to our long-term survival. Instead we produce 'waste' hardly for a moment considering that what we have binned might have been the essential ingredients for all our tomorrows. But that perhaps offers us an insight into a quite dramatic rupture between ourselves and people just a generation or two back. It was not just in the distant past that Deferred Gratification was the norm. The idea that one might have to wait for something one might like to have, perhaps even something very basic, is so alien to our own culture for the very reason that we have lost that essential sense of finitude: that there are natural limits to growth. Take a classic example of what I mean: Lent.  From every February or March in the traditional Christian calendar, people cut out significant elements of their diet for a six week period not just as some odd religious ritual but as a way of surviving in conditions of known seasonal scarcity, so that they literally would be alive to make it to the next sowing season.  Fasting in fact, has been integral in this way to all societies, transcending cultural divides, and reminding us that a key signature of most ordinary people lives in the past was that of simplicity and frugality. Today, we might dismiss this sort of reasoning as akin to wearing a hair-shirt. We might more sensibly consider it an awareness of the world around us and of our duty to it and hence to ourselves, not to squander its resources. 

Which brings me on to Gardening! Human beings for most of human history and all of prehistory were aware of biospheric limits because they were dependent on what they could hunt, scavenge, garner or cultivate. When most societies, perhaps significantly, as a result of dramatic population growth (and itself an indicator of human adaptability to changing climate conditions) became more geared towards the last of these they repeatedly demonstrated not only how much they could grow but also the diversity of plants they could produce from really quite small plots of land. Again, to arrive at this point they developed quite remarkable skills, not least by encouraging plant species which in their natural genetic identities would not appear to us today to be very promising. And once set on this path, they travelled with these crops and bartered or traded them with other societies.  Just think for example of that quintessentially English fruit-  the apple - and how it actually made its way to us in the course of time from its original 'wild' source in the Tien Shan mountains  of Kazakhstan.  All of this represents a paean to human ingenuity and sophistication, and if one likes, the origins of the path to modern technologies.  But there's a different way of looking at it. Gardening is not farming. It's about the small-scale, the local, the basis of that self-sufficiency which was at the literal root of that notion we now take for granted as 'economy' but in its original Greek conception - oikonomia  - meant household management. 

It doesn't take too much to read into this one critical reason why we are in our present mess. The onset of the global economy would seem to value not only a vast tonnage of carbon emissions as the most appropriate way to feed primarily rich people while impoverishing local economies - and hence skills -  which could perfectly adequately  produce seasonal food for the table. The argument implicitly raised here about gardening versus farming thus, is not just about technique; it is about social organisation. Or, if you like putting it into the context of the ancient world, minifundia versus latifundia  - in others words, self-sufficient peasant farmers producing primarily for their own oikonomia as against huge plutocratic landholdings producing food through slaves or serfs, usually for metropolitan centres far away. One might read this equally as a tension between heterarchy and hierarchy.  The former clearly is not a well-used word. But hierarchy we all know. It assumes a top-down, usually highly centralised form of political system, geared towards very complex interactions in order to keep society running from its metropolitan core.  Reverse that and you get heterarchy.  The question is : which is better for long-term sustainability ?  In the classical world both existed though increasingly with hierarchies, through organised violence, becoming dominant and the alternative social type suffocated, subjugated or marginalised.  But what happens when a highly hierarchic polity such as Rome collapsed? We think of the period after Rome as the 'dark ages' and perhaps in part that is because it was very difficult for societies to pick themselves up again when all the traditional skills and practical knowledge which emanated from a grass-roots base had been erased from social memory. Hierarchic societies, of course, always assume they have the answers to all problems. Jared Diamond in his famous study Collapse, tells a story of how a young European agronomist arrives in a remote valley in New Guinea and gets the local tribe to reverse the way they are making drainage ditches to protect their sweet potato gardens: the agronomist assures them that the way they are driving their ditches vertically up slopes simply cannot work. Yet as soon as there is a rain storm, the new horizontal drainage ditches (operating to European practices) promptly collapse. The moral of the story ?  Heterarchic societies operate on the basis of experience and knowledge of local environmental conditions and accordingly are geared towards long-term adaptation to those specific conditions. They also, happen to be societies where skills are diffused amongst the population at large and cooperation is the norm.

Hetarachic polities thus are likely to be much more equal societies. That in itself may offer a signal to a contemporary milieu where the discrepancy between rich and poor or, put another way, consumers and producers, is increasing almost exponentially. One might go further and argue that the reason we are in environmental crisis is because consumption  by the rich is outstripping nature's supply. In the past, the vast majority of humanity were producers , They were moreover, limited in the damage they could wreak on the planet by the simple fact that they were  usually dependent either on their own, or animal labour. It is no accident that when the first early modern steam engines came on line in the early 18th century that the work they did was described in terms of horse-power.   Where hierarchic rulers all the way back to the ancient empires sought to get around the problem of labour they employed slaves or serfs to do it for them. We attempt in our ultra-mechanised modern society to mask the problem by using machines dependent on fossil fuels. In other words, whereas in the past, social injustice was the consequence of unequal labour in the present its consequence, as a result of carbon emissions, is environmental catastrophe. What we again learn thereby, is something arguably not very palatable to modern ears but for all that a home-truth. If we want to live at one with the biosphere we will have to labour, as did our ancestors, by the sweat of our brow.  Ironically, if we started applying that across the board, one very contemporary problem, obesity, would be likely to disappear in a trice. 

Now here’s one which might read as even more unpalatable : Population control. Long before Thomas Malthus came on the scene at the end of the 18th century with his dire warnings of ecological overshoot should population growth proceed unchecked, ancient writers were arguing the toss with vigour. Confucius, no less, cautioned of the danger to food supplies from overpopulation and of the strife which necessarily would follow. Even more vociferous was the early Christian writer, Tertullian, who argued that a human burden on nature would be answered by pestilence, famine and war. In fact ancient societies knew perfectly well about natural methods of birth control, as have traditional midwives all the way up to near-modern times. Clearly, this has not always proved a check on rapid population growth though it is significant that the accelerated spurt of the last two hundred years runs parallel with both improved public health but also fossil-fuel-based economies which have helped absorb large swathes of people in essentially non-productive  employment. Essentially city-based demgographic expansion growth is clearly unsustainable on a finite planet, with or without the added burden of carbon emissions, emanating primarily from its wealthiest parts. We would clearly not want to return to the epidemics of earlier times as one 'natural' check nor one other common practice among many pre-modern societies, namely infanticide. But as climate change kicks in, the traditional other outlet for overburdened societies - namely mass migration (or in its dystopian version, deportation) - is likely to be even more resisted by receiver countries than in the past. The necessity to return as rapidly as possible - through birth control -  to pre-fossil fuel population sizes world-wide is our surest way of addressing both the threat of environmental overshoot and the dangers of violence which go with it. 
But none of that can be accomplished without an accompanying emphasis on replenishment of soils, forests, aquifers and water sources of all sorts. Ancient societies understood the need implicitly. The Parsees who brought Zoroastrianism out of ancient Persia have the notion of frashokereti  - replenishment -  at the  very heart of their theology and believe that living according to its rule can change not only their own lives but the future of the world itself. In more immediate anthropogenic terms we can see how the pre-Colombian practice of terra preta turned the infertile soils of the Amazon basin into a luxuriant black earth which even today regenerates itself at the rate of a centimetre a year. How was this possible ? By applying charcoal mixed with large quantities of human and animal organic matter to the soil.  This method was necessarily labour-intensive when it was begun long before the Christian era but paradoxically produced the conditions for much larger, sustainable populations in the region than there are today.  The low temperature burn of biomass which the charcoal process -  biochar -  involves has one further practical advantage of enormous contemporary relevance:  it both sequesters carbon dioxide in the soil  - actually improving water quality in the process -  yet at the same time releases oxygen just  as coal formation did naturally millions of years ago. In other words, biochar, the essential ingredient of terra preta soils also represents a notably low-tech answer to global warming. It also just happens to give rural communities a greater chance to grow more of their own food and so provide a prophylactic against deforestation. No wonder interest has recently developed in terra preta crossing continents to the Congo Basin. 

Yet again what is striking about this technology is its dependency on people at a village level cooperating to make it successful.  Our present obsession with the technical fix nearly always relates to some tiny group of vastly clever people being able to resolve a problem by means of some extraordinarily complicated (as well as usually economically expensive and  nearly always environmentally  disastrous)  'solution'. 20th century dams are a classic example. In the past, however, local folk overcame the limitations of scarce resources and even scarcer energy inputs, very simply, by working together. From this derives another ancient practice we might consider not only practical, but also profoundly ethical : sharing. The autonomy, though one might equally propose, atomisation of the contemporary individual is entirely at odds with the communal, cooperative nature of traditional hunter-gatherer and peasant societies. Reciprocity between households, villages and nomadic neighbours was not only logical in practical terms, it intrinsically made for communal cohesion. Peasants, for instance, who worked together, in the harvest  would follow it with celebration, carnival and merry-making. As a consequence, the sharing societies of the past had conviviality build into their social DNA.  By the same token, hospitality to neighbours - and indeed strangers - was the norm as was care of the sick and elderly. E.P. Thompson famously describes this 'moral economy '  by contrast with the 'economy of profit' which began to overwhelm the older form with the advent of capitalism.  And it is significant what the point of tension was between the two: access to and customary usage of common land, the 'moral economy' seeking to sustain it for the benefit of the community, the' economy of profit rendering it into a commodity, regardless of its longer-term impoverishment or otherwise.  There are surely modern lessons to be learnt here as the struggle intensifies for what remains of the global commons. A society, in short, which adheres to the idea of the common weal is much more likely not only to produce a plentiful bounty for the present and future but as a result is also much likely to both appreciate and enjoy its fruits! 

But there's something to conclude with here which pervades this whole discussion even while it is so fundamentally at odds with our contemporary mindset. We might call it wonder though to bring us to a neat alphabetical end we might equally call it zen. What we have achieved in our materially-driven, fossil-fuel guzzling modernity is a state of mind which has blocked us off from nature and with that our sense of place and purposefulness within it. So, zen is used here to denote all the ancient theologies and cosmologies which have sought to bring us closer to our spiritual relationship with that natural world in its widest meaning of the term.  I can this do no better in conclusion than repeat what Arnold Toynbee that great but now much ignored historian of the Oikumene: ’the habitat of (hu)mankind’ had to say in his valedictory work Mankind and Mother Earth. Even though written before climate change became a hot topic, it is entirely prescient in terms of what ancient wisdoms can teach us now :

In the biosphere Man is a psychosomatic being, active within a world that is material and finite. On this plane of human activity, Man’s objective, ever since he became conscious, has been to make himself master of his non-human environment, and in our day has come within sight of success in this endeavour – possibly to his own undoing. But Man’s other home, the spiritual world, is also an integral part of total reality: it differs from the biosphere in being both non-material and infinite; and in his life in the spiritual world Man finds that his mission is to seek, not for a material mastery over his non-human environment, but for a spiritual mastery over himself.
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