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THREE DELUSIONAL IDEAS OF THE WESTERN 
WORLD ON NATURAL ENVIRONMENT, HUMANS, 

AND THEIR SOCIETIES

1

Abstract

human societies. Environmental problems, the mechanizing of our daily 

cultures and societies, but also the future of our planet. This essay tries to 

The essay commenced by presenting ideas about key elements of human 

have become subconscious constituent part of social behavior. These ideas 

concern the human relationship to nature, the importance of individualism, 

ethics.
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TRÊS IDEIAS DELIRANTES DO MUNDO OCIDENTAL SOBRE 
O MEIO AMBIENTE NATURAL, OS SERES HUMANOS E SUAS 
SOCIEDADES

Resumo
 
 
Ocidental entra numa fase nova da sua história, causando consequências 

humanas. Problemas de meio ambiente, a mecanização da vida cotidiana, e a 

pressão enorme nos sistemas econômicos nacionais participando no mercado 

mundial são fenômenos que não só afetam a diversidade de culturas e 

sociedades mundiais, mas também o futuro do nosso planeta. Este ensaio tenta 

O ensaio começa com a apresentação de ideias sobre os elementos-chave 

do comportamento social. Essas ideias se referem à relação humana com a 

natureza, a importância do individualismo e a fé no crescimento econômico 

apresentam atitudes alternativas de sociedades não-Ocidentais, considerando 

Palavras-chave

Antropologia. Antropoceno. Globalização. Individualismo. Problemas 

ambientais. Sociedades de pequena escala.

The species Homo sapiens sapiens has changed the face of the earth 

during its development and proliferation across the planet. This process 
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forest, deciduous forest, coniferous forest, grassland, desert, and arctic and 

environmental scientists, in an article about the current human impact on 

the natural environment, used the term “Anthropocene”.  Their designation 

the earth, describing the omnipresent human traces on earth and the visible 

transformation of the planet by humans.2

Anthropocene epoch.

Holy Bible

even the most religious, see it like this.  Demography teaches us that the 

.  Since it appears 

But it is not overpopulation per se that drives the prognoses 

of the scientists. Overpopulation is causing environmental and 

 
2 The Anthropocene in 

3 World Population Prospects. The 2012 Revision.  Department 

-
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deforestation, depletion of biodiversity, pollution, lack of potable 

tradition on the planet currently. It is characterized by capitalist economic 

structures , a stress on rational thinking and individualism of a certain kind.  

This article investigates some of the philosophical, historical, and cultural 

cross-cultural comparison, and they reveal the necessary and characteristic 

much earlier.

1. The picture of human beings as different from nature;

2. 

3. 

4 -

societies. 
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Lumpers and above all Splitters

it thrived through the Middle Ages, spreading to the north, obliterating 

all regional polytheistic religions.  In the Bible quote above, God gives 

permission to humans to use all natural resources or creatures on earth for 

position in the cosmos.  Nature is a gift to humans, it has the function to 

provoked by the disobedience of His sinful “children.”  Although God is 

privileged position, because, in contrast to animals, they are made in God’s 

to Pagan religions: e.g.  although Zeus or other Olympic gods are manlike, 

They could be discussed, or the deities could even been convinced to do 

something in behalf of humans through the use of the right arguments . 

The Greek and Germanic gods are depicted as manlike and have the same 

immaculate, and an absolute ruler over the cosmos.  Since the human being 

is an imago Dei

be seen as an affront, although apes are also supposed to have been created 

by God.  

5 Iliad

punish the Greek invaders. 
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inferior stands in stark contradiction to the belief of most small scale and 

used as symbols of intelligence.  Animals are seen as kin and as having  

souls like human beings.  In Africa, many ethnic groups believe that animals 

and humans came from the same origin and came to earth at the same time. 

Some animals are sacred and can only be slaughtered or eaten on certain 

cannot be slaughtered at all. Besides this, the Hindu belief in reincarnation 

chaos and gave his body to create the sun, moon, stars, sky, and the earth. 

human beings. In Catholicism animal “souls” are entirely bound to matter, 

and do not survive physical death .  

by distancing from the dogmas of the church.  This does not mean that the 

seen necessary in this epoch.

6  [re-
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for his philosophy, Descartes, in his Meditationes de Prima Philosophia 

 

seem to be dim, the stars small, although they are huge and tremendously 

perceptions can be part of the dream.  The same argument can be used if 

fantasy. Only one thing survives the methodic Cartesian skepticism - the 

Cogito ergo sum” 

itself and cannot be denied.  Descartes took this as the undeniable basis of 

his philosophy.  Since all material things are perceived through sense data 

imperishable.  The mind, as the divine part of humans, is immaterial and 

 The strict separation of body and mind has been dubbed “Cartesian 

Dualism”.  Surprisingly, Descartes also researched the human body 

empirically, and came to the conclusion that the body is a kind of machine. 

According to Descartes, the body could perform all the vital functions 

that animals have no mind, are totally controlled by instincts and reactions, 

and therefore just like machines. Although Descartes conceded in his essay 

Passions of the Soul 
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biological body also has the astounding ability to recover a high degree 

capability, and this is even truer for Descartes’ epoch.  Another difference 

is the ability of biological mechanisms to multiply and procreate by 

themselves.  Last but not least, machines can be built, dismantled into their 

constituent parts, rebuilt, and still function normally.  This is not possible 

pieces, or particles, no one can reconstruct a living body.   Descartes has 

or any other biological living creature. He constitutes it as an act of faith, 

  Biological bodies are part of nature and environment.  Descartes had 

animal “souls,” in the sense that these “souls” are essentially bound to matter, 

understood as the principal of biological activity .

7 

8 Star Trek.  
9 In his dialogue Phaedo

a contradiction in terms.  Consequently Plato believed that even animal souls survive the 
physical death. Also, Plotinus in the Enneads -
ple for animals and plants (cf. Dillon, John in Plotinus The Enneads, 
Penguin Books).
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bodies as machines.  Also in Antiquity, in their search for primordial, 

immanent and unchangeable principles (

functionality and visible appearance, the ancient Greeks began observing 
th century BCE and attributed 

.   

 The position of a stable and unchanging cosmos began to crumble 

th century.  The recalculation of the age of 

of prehistoric bones that resembled human ones, but had also fundamental 

these discoveries and revisions frustrated a literal interpretation of the Bible, 

years of earth’s history, as opposed to a divine spontaneous creation that 

past millions years; the continental drifts; the animals that change as they 

adapt to the environment; the developing resistance of infectious bacteria 

against antibiotics, etc. etc., all gave further evidence to the theory of 

Evolutionism, human beings are incorporated into the chain of evolution 

10 
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and must have some biological predecessors, supposedly in the form of 

relatives. 

materialism, since if animals are machines, and human beings are animals, 

characteristics.  The mind is thought of as an epiphenomenon of the brain 

that contains memory, intelligence and imaginative capabilities.  Even 

vertebrate brain.
th and 

st century also diminished the importance of order in the cosmos. The 

gravity inevitably engulf every kind of matter, particles, and even light.  

only a form of transformed energy, hence energy in the process of changing.  

According to the very successful quantum theory the micro cosmos is a 

th and 
th

medicine in that it is based on the concept of mind as the most important 

the mind is but a byproduct of the body contained in the brain. Biologist 
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attention to the physical and chemical aspects of human beings, treating 

medicine can be very effective.  This of course sometimes includes drugs 

and to a certain degree surgery, but also the treatment of shamans and 

curandeiros

be a result of the treatment. In the event that shamanic healing happened 

to be undeniably successful under observed conditions, it is called a 

“placebo effect,” meaning the actual improvement of a patient’s medical 

condition through a fake treatment, or a substance, surgery, or injection that 

is normally seen as ineffective for the conditions of the patient.  Since the 

form an important factor for healing purposes, concerning psychological 

healer/physician – patient, socio-economic, and political aspects plays an 

In spite of clinging to all the undeniable achievements in the history of 

alive.
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mechanism and to biological creatures as machines.  Machines are functional 

 The notion of nature as a machine also brought some consequences 

.  The sequitur is clear:  If Native 

that merely guarantees biological functioning, but as machines they can be 

the approach to the human body?  Do societies really see the human body as 

a part of nature, considering the fact that it is the visible part of humankind, 

Individuum est ineffabile
  
 The Latin sentence above originates from Aristotelian philosophy, 

11 
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individual from other individuals. Although it is doubtable that difference 

Latin sentence above gives us a hint about the supposed indivisible quality 

of an individual.  The individual is a unity that cannot be divided; it is a 

forest is more than a collection of trees.”

appreciates and stresses “individualism” as a value per se

acquires an almost mysterious meaning.  It can be reasoned that there is 

derive a different spectrum of attributes that are germane for an individual.

term, places enormous emphasis on it, and holds it in highest regard.  

foundational principle for his philosophy in the sentence “cogito, ergo sum”, 

in the English translation of this short phrase .  Undoubtedly “I” determines 

12 In Latin it is not necessary to mention the personal pronoun (“ego”). The conjugation 

cogitare cogito
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truth in the loneliness of his mind, independent from all sensory data and 

 - and if this 

is not the beginning of thinking, nor the guarantor for the truth.  His theory 

contract theory.  In his book Leviathan,

because they are all your people. So you cannot trust anybody. He revived 

homo homini lupus” (“man is 

 Further, there is practically nothing that differentiates human beings 

in their natural state from animals:

13 A problem that phenomenologist Edmund Husserl took up again in his “Konstitution der 

Intersubjektivität
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Hereby it is manifest that during the time men 

man. [...] In such condition there is no place for 

industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and 

consequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, 

nor use of the commodities that may be imported 

by sea; no commodious building; no instruments 

of moving and removing such things as require 

no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; 

of violent death; and the life of man solitary, poor, 

 

regime that instills fear, so too must human beings be “educated” into 

civilized societies.  Hobbes’ “animal trainer” and solution to the problem 

.  Philosophically, this causes 

a person.  

14 
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also only permit one real individual -the sovereign .

He came to the conclusion that humans are distinct from animals because 

Inquiry into the Nature and 

Causes of the Wealth of Nations 

possible affair in his country, the government should do as little as possible 

faire”, competition is healthy for society because it instigates the endeavor 

of producers and sellers to sell good products, or at least products that are 

better than those of their competitors.  Hence, the individual greed or the 

the society.  In a nutshell: just create more advantage for yourself than you 

do the best for society.  Egoism is a healthy and valuable characteristic of an 

there is no reason any more to abolish competition through an omnipotent 

 In Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations 

As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much 

as he can both to employ his capital in the support 

of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry 

that its produce may be of the greatest value; 

15 
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every individual necessarily labours to render the 

annual revenue of the society as great as he can. 

He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the 

it. By preferring the support of domestic to that of 

and by directing that industry in such a manner as its 

produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only 

It is an affectation, indeed, not very common among 

dissuading them from it.

 

 It is Smith’s famous metaphorical term “invisible hand,” describing 

capitalism.  

 Let us resume, 

are in competition for survival.
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the competition of all against all.  

 Some time ago a story circulated on the internet.  A student of mine 

sent it to me, because she thought it might interest me:

An anthropologist proposed a game to the kids in 

an African tribe.  He put a basket full of fruit near 

all took each other’s hands and ran together, then sat 

can one of us be happy if all the other ones are sad?’

source of the story, or the name of the anthropologist, or even if the incident 

Nobody actually cares about the psychological state of beaten adversaries, 

Umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu”, meaning “a person is a person through her relationship 



Estudos de Sociologia, Recife, 2015, Vol. 2 n. 21

383

particular through the activity and efforts of Bishop Desmond Tutu and 

Committee. 

of South Africa.  In all parts of sub-Saharan Africa, communalism is far 

 Quoting McCarthy:

African such a mental map of his family is the focus 

competition.  It is possible to make the objection that the solidarity and the 

communalism is only limited to a kinship, age, or village group, and not 

family.

16 



Estudos de Sociologia, Recife, 2015, Vol. 2 n. 21

384

took a detour from a business trip to visit his village.  

He himself had been born in a city several hundred 

arrivals, and in general to retain their village identity.  

 Naturally, smaller communities are less anonymous than big societies.  

competitors.  A community in a big conglomerate such as a megacity can only 

family only. Collectivism means people belong to 
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Unlimited Economic Growth

theory or model.  In effect, it is connected to Smith’s “invisible hand” in the 

sense that people in business just act

basic and undoubted premise:

is the primary goal of governments, businesses, 

and many nongovernmental organizations and is 

and practice that its supremacy goes unchallenged, 



Estudos de Sociologia, Recife, 2015, Vol. 2 n. 21

386

caused by the industrialized production of the leading industrial nations on 

numbers of pests and vermin).

th century, a lot of 

opportunity developed for the leading industrialized nations and their 

representatives. Outsourcing of production branches, or the use of cheap 

little producers, mostly in the form of family businesses, being overrun by 

Mass production in turn implies that one could produce goods such as shoes 

in great numbers, and that thousands of products look identical and can be 

.  The 

:

17

18 Ib.
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 Number of varieties

 

In order to feed a large population, an intensive or an industrial agriculture 

devices (e.g. for irrigation, tilling, selection, etc.). Products are normed 

for packing and shipping, and e.g. fruits, eggs, meat, seafood, etc. are in 

 The high appreciation for individuality normally found in the 

 The possibilities of the big economic players that opened up in times 

of globalization also entailed a movement of Neoliberalism.  Big corporations 

are no longer dependent on national production. Their leadership is already 

inability of nation states to control their activities as 

corporations become “stateless”, present opponents 
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 The neoliberal idea is dangerous for every government that still 

hardly be controlled by one government because so far there is no forceful 

by big corporations can be sanctioned.  

 One of the negative effects of Globalization is that it did not make 

nor the government’s control over the super-rich.

sustainability.  Besides this, it is certainly inconvenient to think about the long-

term problems as long as several economic systems in the leading economic 

The premise is that if a frog is placed in boiling 

people to react to threats that occur gradually, such 

as creeping state surveillance.

19 
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.

reached.  Human beings can act and behave differently from nature, but it 

is certainly deadly not to consider nature and the natural environment in 

 

greed is just a delusion.

Conclusion

ideas about nature, the individual, and the economic process originate in an 

superior and essentially different from nature and other living creatures.  The 

The “invisible hand” lets us forget about the big picture of society and market, 

20
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they are irrational in the sense that they are highly selective and lopsided.  The 

and individual problems.  It is to be hoped that politicians and responsible 

before the run transforms itself into a fall.
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