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What follows is an extract, with minor edits, from the conclusion of a book by 
Stephen H. Schneider and Randi Londer in 1984, The Coevolution of Climate 
and Life, published by Sierra Club Books, San Fransisco, USA (ISBN 0-87156-
349-5, still in print and available on Amazon.com and likely other sources).

This extract expresses a fundamental understanding that I share: where we go 
from here depends both on what we understand and what we desire.  We may 
choose to harness science and technology to pursue what I would define as 
success, which is many more millenia of existence for humanity.  There is no 
one narrow path to follow toward success.  Rather, there is a broad boulevard, 
but one which we can easily leave behind to wander on side streets into dead 
ends, where we will cease to exist.

Sadly, in the 35 years since the book was published, on the whole, we have 
largely failed even to see the boulevard.  Conditions surrounding us have 
worsened as a result.  This makes our challenges much greater than they would 
have been if we had begun acting differently all those years ago.  We have likely 
waited so long that we cannot escape some undesirable changes.  Nonetheless, it 
is imperative that we get moving...NOW...QUICKLY.  If we forego the kind of 
thinking that got us into this mess, we have a good chance of getting ourselves 
out of it.

***

Of Means and Ends

[W]e've followed a crooked path that has touched on many topics dealing with 
the coevolution of climate and life...[W]e argued that this coevolutionary 
path...is now at a point where humans are on the verge of overwhelming in a 
few decades...what nature had constructed over eons—the elaborate and 



evolving balance between organic and inorganic forces that control climate and 
the environment...[W]e've suggested that current technologies and economic 
practices, and a philosophy of individual—or national—self-interest, have 
brought us to this rapid coevolutionary departure.  Moreover, if our principal 
goal is to create a sustainble future relatively free from hunger or environmental 
vulnerability, then we believe the prevailing public philosophy needs some 
basic alteration; we need to adjust the balance between economic and strategic 
thinking.  

In his book The Public Philosophy, Walter Lippmann wrote in 1955 about the 
need for leaders to “assert a public interest against private inclination and 
against what is easy and popular.  If they are to do their duty, they must often 
swim against the tides of private feeling.”  Such courage is even more essential 
today to deal with the growing power of political action committees at a  
domestic level or commodity-controlling cartels internationally.  [Even in 2021, 
this remains the situation.  Ed.]

As diverse and seemingly unrelated as many of the subjects we've discussed 
might appear, there have been several connecting threads.  Carbon dioxide, for 
example, was present at—or shortly after—the earth's [formation].  It appears to 
have played a principal role in the evolution of climate and life.  At present CO2 
is a...significant component of the challenge to the classical economic paradigm 
of individuals pursuing their perceived self-interest.  This philosophy of 
indivduals encourages resource use that increases CO2 and other pollutants that 
[will, if allowed to continue accumulating,] substantially alter future climate and 
well-being.  We've also seen that when individuals or nations [or multi-national 
corporations] pursue their own self-interests they can markedly influence how 
climatic variations affect world food security, water supplies, or reserves of 
topsoil.  [Indeed, our effects can extend to biodiversity, the distribution of ice, 
sea levels, the borders of whole ecosystems, and even the shapes of landscapes.  
Ed.]  

To mitigate some of the negative consequences...requires a strategy—a goal—in 
relation to which individual and collective actions can be chosen.  That primary 
goal...should be to create a sustainable future world.  If, instead, the strategy is 
to pursue the maximum short-term return on individual or groups investments, 
then it is unlikely that we should soon realize our primary goal; it is also 



unlikely that we would minimize the negative impacts of climactic fluctuations 
over time.  [However,] not all people can agree on basic goals, which helps to 
explain the frequently divergent stratgies of various analysts.  Perhaps, then, it is 
practical to agree to pursue a mixed set of goals.  One of these might be to 
preserve strategic commodities such as topsoil or the present distribution of 
rainfall in the US Plains [and arguably everywhere else]; and another might be 
reward for productive individual enterprise.  

To achieve a mixed set of goals we will need to employ a mixed set of means.  
That is, we will need to make the growth paradigm and return-on-investment 
criteria that are dominant today more compatible with the other important goal: 
long-term sustainability.  Specific programs to accomplish this mixed set of 
ends will tax our abilities to manage and to compromise, and may represent 
some changes that some will view as radical and dangerous.  [However,] 
stepping up our pursuit of strategic goals is not as radical a departure from 
current economic practices and political ideology as it may seem to some.  Even 
officials of the Reagan Administration, probably the most die-hard political 
defenders of the American ideology of free enterprise and pursuit of self-interest 
to come along since the early days of the 1930s Depression, have used 
socioeconomic means to pursue one of their most cherished strategic goals: a 
strong national defence.  It is not cost/benefit analyses or return-on-investment 
calculations that motivate such a desire to spend...on a military machine; rather, 
it is strategic thinking.  To be sure, once a decision to build a new bomber, for 
example, is made on strategic grounds, economic means are employed to define 
the tactics to obtain that strategic goal.

We need to convince those who already rely on strategic (rather than economic) 
arguments to justify the investment of untold billions of dollars for weapons to 
protect themselves from theoretical threats posed by hypothetical enemies to 
extend their own logic to other categories of strategic threats to our security: 
[stratospheric] ozone reduction; acid rain, eroding topsoil, fluctuating food 
security, a permanently altered climate, or a nuclear winter scenario.  [A host of 
other threats could be added to this list, such as ocean acidification, rising sea 
levels, increasing storm severity, increasing drought, oceanic dead zones, and, 
of course, pandemics.  Ed.]  It would be possible, then, to mobilize resources 
needed to address some [indeed, all] of these problems of sustainability within 
the existing conceptual frameworks of nearly all societies, including those 



advocating the free market philosophy.

“We Have Met the Enemy”

If we so choose, the caveat “weather permitting” that circumscribes so many of 
our plans could be weighted less heavily.  It is not so much the weather that will 
permit us to get through the next [centuries] without major famines...Rather it is 
societies and the way they set up their food security systems to deal with 
fluctuating climate and the resulting impacts that constitute the most critical 
factor.

In a sense, those of us who make a living studying the probability of climatic 
variations...to estimate climatic impacts on people are largely in business 
because society, more than nature, has been permitting unnecessary adverse 
events to occur.  Bad weather is not a legitimate excuse for bad management 
that fails to build in safeguards against plausible environmental change.  [The 
same could be said of those studying ecology and many other sciences.  Ed.]  
Likewise, scientists' ignorance of the precise consequences of CO2 or other 
pollutant buildups is no excuse for politicians' complete inaction, a policy that 
guarantees no hedging against plausible adverse effects.  

If more people demanded it of their leaders, policies could be implemented that 
might once again return the weather to its old status as a topic for small talk.  
[So, too, biodiversity, water quality, and a host of other challenges.  Ed.]  [It 
now seems plausible that we have so changed the planet that a return to the 
stable and relatively beign conditions of the last few centuries is impossible, but 
we can certainly try to prevent conditions from growing ever more adverse.  
Ed.]  In the meantime, remember that...to minimize climatic hazards, be 
prepared for possible trends, or maximize the opportunities for using present or 
future climatic resources, informed citizens must actively participate in shaping 
policy decisions.

Keep informed, keep involved, and keep at it.  Individual efforts can help to 
create a sustainable future, if only enough of us would articulate the goal and 
then work to achieve it.  [I would add that we also need to ensure captains of 
industry and government must be brought along to share in the effort.  Ed.]


