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I have been helped in making sense of the environmental and religious issues we are dealing with by using a concept 
which, although contested and polysemic, plays a crucial role in the social sciences today: the concept of Modernity. 
One way of defining Modernity is to view it as the type of social organisation which spread widely in western Europe 
after the Industrial and the French Revolutions. From a sociological point of view, it has two unique characteristics. 
First, Modernity is characterised by unprecedented levels of social mobilisation as administrative and communicative 
technologies penetrate the periphery of society, undermining traditional localisms and bringing the majority of the 
population into the broader economic, political, social and cultural arenas of the nation-state. One can grasp the 
uniqueness of the modern predicament if one contrasts the very few links between 'subjects' and the pre-industrial state 
with the myriad daily links that citizens have with the modern state via schools, the post-office, the national systems of 
communications and the like. 
The other unique characteristic of Modernity is an equally unprecedented degree of institutional differentiation as 
economy, polity, society, culture and religion tend to acquire distinct dynamics, distinct values and distinct rationalities. 
One does see a similar type of differentiation in complex pre-industrial societies, but in these societies social 
differentiation is limited to the top. The bulk of society is still organised in a non differentiated, segmental manner. 
 
The four dimensions of Modernity 
 
One can identify four major dimensions of Modernity, particularly in relation to the environment. 
The cultural dimension is characterised by Prometheanism, the term used by the Bishop of London,1 a state of affairs 
where via massive secularisation we have arrived at what Max Weber has called the disenchantment of the world.2 The 
cosmos loses its sacred character, human beings are cut off from the divine - while at the same time they compensate 
for their lost security by viewing themselves as masters of the environment and the cosmos. 
This Promethean idea of mastery was, of course, enhanced by the seventeenth century scientific revolution which, for 
the first time, systematically linked scientific exploration with the so-called practical arts and crafts. We thus arrive at 
the present radical desacralisation of the environment and its reduction into a huge machine for the satisfaction of 
humankind's unbounded wants and ambitions. 
In the economic sphere, Modernity is characterised by the complex Industrialism / Productivism. The development of 
applied science led to the large-scale spread of the factory system and the extraordinary development of the means of 
production in all economic spheres. Whether these new, formidable forms of production were controlled by capitalism 
or state planning (as in the ex-Soviet Union), the mode of control was, and is, based on the idea of the unlimited, 
unbounded production of goods as the only means for achieving human happiness and security. We have thus arrived at 
the present situation where the logic and values of productivity and economic competition reign supreme. 
In the political sphere, the most striking feature of Modernity is the shifting of people's loyalties and orientations from 
their local traditional communities to the national centre. This has led to the emergence of nationalistic ideologies and 
the extraordinary development of the means of violence, and their control, by national ‚lites operating in a system of 
antagonistic nation-states; nation-states whose rivalries led to the unprecedented human and environmental catastrophe 
of the two World Wars. 
Finally, in the social sphere, Modernity, particularly in its present neo-liberal Thatcherite phase, is characterised by a 
new type of Social Darwinism (at least on the level of practice if not on that of rhetoric). In pre-modern times, 
privileged members of the community were supposed to have not only rights, but also obligations to their less fortunate 
fellows. This aristocratic type of solidarity was replaced by the idea that since the market works for the good of 
everybody, those who do not succeed economically have only themselves to blame. Social Darwinism was mitigated 
during the first three post-war decades in western Europe. Trade unions and social democratic parties managed, if not 
to save the environment, at least to humanise capitalism by the development of the welfare state, by state/capital/labour 
collaboration, and by the adoption of Keynesian means for the overall regulation of the national economy. However, 
since the 1974 world economic crisis and the rapid globalisation which followed, Keynesian means do not seem to 
work any more in a situation marked by growth in unemployment, the crisis of the welfare state, the creation of the 
two-thirds/one-third society, and the growing polarisation between rich and poor countries globally. 
This combination of Prometheanism, Productivism, Nationalism, and Social Darwinism can give us an overall 
explanation not only of large-scale environmental destruction, but also of the replacement of what Martin Buber termed 
the 'I-Thou' relationship3 with an instrumental 'I-It' relationship. In other words, the Promethean desire to seek security 
and happiness via domination and utilitarian control characterises not only the Self-Nature relationship but also the 
Self-Other and even the Self-Self relationships. 
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The relevance of democratisation 
 
In this symposium the holistic character of theology has been stressed, in contrast to the fragmented approaches of the 
natural sciences. In the social sciences as well - particularly in their positivistic version, which is still dominant today - 
social phenomena are studied by disciplines which communicate very little with each other. However, in order to study 
environmental problems successfully, this type of compartmentalisation has to be overcome. We need a more holistic, 
integrated, conceptual framework which will take seriously into account not only the technical or even 
spiritual/cultural, but also the economic, political and social dimensions of the environmental crisis. It is only in this 
way that environmental problems can be properly defined and the limits of present environmental strategies properly 
assessed. 
Let me make this crucial point clear by providing some examples. Karl Popper pointed out decades ago that it is 
impossible to predict the future direction of scientific developments because, by definition, future scientific knowledge 
cannot be known in advance. However, it is also true that scientific and technological developments are not only 
shaped by the inner logic of the scientific enterprise, they are also shaped by the amount of resources that we assign to 
different types of applied research. 
We can develop this point by making a distinction between Promethean technologies and - borrowing a theological 
term - apophatic technologies. Promethean technologies try to transcend or transgress the limits imposed by our inner 
and outer nature. Apophatic technologies try to restore natural balances and harmonies. They try to remove or 
peripheralise those factors which undermine the logos and harmony that we find in nature. Genetic engineering, 
particularly when oriented towards eugenic goals, is a good example of the Promethean type of technology, and anti-
pollution technologies are good examples of the apophatic type. Whether technological development will take a more 
Promethean or a more apophatic direction has very much to do with politics, particularly with the democratic process. 
If the decision-making process in matters related to applied science is constructed in such a way that the interests of the 
majority are clearly articulated and represented, it is likely that we are going to move in an apophatic direction. If on 
the other hand corporate or other ‚lite interests prevail, we are going to continue in the present Promethean mode. 
Therefore, the issue of radical democratisation is not peripheral, but rather constitutes the core of the environmental 
problem. 
Two more points illustrate the crucial, constitutive role that moral and political economy should have in the 
environmental debate. First, we are aware of the importance of environmental education and the need for a massive 
change in values and consumption patterns if we are going to cope with the present crisis. However, we cannot talk 
seriously about a massive change in values or lifestyles without taking into account that we live in a world where 
economic capital can, to use P. Bourdieu's terms, automatically buy cultural or symbolic capital.4 This means, in fact, 
that a few global media-owners have more influence on identity formation and value creation than all the 
environmentalists, religious leaders, teachers and artists put together. 
Secondly, as Ulrich Beck has argued in his famous book The Risk Society,5 the most serious danger to the environment 
comes from the fact that crucial decisions affecting it are taken in laboratories and business boards whose proceedings 
are outside the public domain, and therefore far removed from democratic control. 
Thus the solution of the environmental problem is inextricably linked with what Beck has called ecological democracy, 
that is with the need to radically deepen the democratisation process both nationally and globally. 
 
The neo-liberal global order 
 
The need for a holistic, multi-dimensional approach does not apply only to the nation state, but also to the global 
system, whose neo-liberal mode of organisation can also be adequately described in terms of the four institutional 
features of Modernity discussed above. 
The so-called New World Order is based on the Promethean and at the same time Productivist belief that through the 
spread of western technology, capital and culture, all countries will sooner or later industrialise in a linear manner - 
moving up the evolutionary ladder. It is also founded on an arrangement which clearly favours certain nationalist 
interests at the expense of others. Finally, this global order is legitimised by the idea that through market mechanisms, 
not only is the maximum of wealth produced, but also, via 'trickle down' processes, it will eventually spread to 
everybody. Given the fact that the famous 'trickle down' process does not occur, this ideology simply hides a Social 
Darwinian attitude, in which the implicit thesis is that the marginalisation of large sections of humanity is the price that 
we have to pay for 'progress'. Those who focus on the terrible conditions of poverty in Brazil and elsewhere go straight 
to the heart of the problem. The destruction of the environment is inextricably linked with the problem of the 
marginalisation of a large part of humanity by the neo-liberal global order. If we focus only on the environment and 
ignore the issue of marginalisation, we simply risk becoming irrelevant. 
Looking at the performance of the neo-liberal global order, one has to admit that the market dominated world economy 
does produce more wealth than alternative forms of economic organisation. However, we also have to admit that this 
wealth is badly produced and badly distributed, for it destroys the environment while at the same time it excludes the 
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majority of the world's population from the beneficial effects of development. From this point of view, the neo-liberal 
world order constitutes a system of organised irresponsibility or a system of collective greed. It is a system which is not 
only profoundly immoral, but also profoundly short-sighted and even stupid. 
Edward Goldsmith has forcefully argued that the global system is so dominated by the multinationals that it leaves no 
room for any serious reforms in the environmental or the social spheres. Although I accept the thesis of multinational 
dominance, and admire his holistic, institutional approach to global issues, I disagree with him on two points. First, 
even within the existing limitations, I think serious work has been and can be further done towards a more sustainable 
and socially just development. Secondly, I think that the limits imposed by the global economy can be broadened 
within capitalism, for capitalism takes different forms, and some forms are better than others. The so-called Rhine 
model of capitalism, which stresses investment in human capital, is more humane than American capitalism, with its 
emphasis on down-sizing and maximising profits in the short term. Moreover the Rhine model, prevalent in western 
Europe, is more democratic than Asian capitalism, which has achieved its dynamism by destroying the environment 
and repressing working class organisations. At the moment the social democratic European type of capitalism is on the 
defensive, but it is not dead and can become much stronger if Europe achieves greater unity, and therefore greater 
capacity to put its stamp on the world economy. 
Moreover, one should not forget that the neo-liberal character of the global system is precarious for another reason. The 
rapid industrialisation of China will very soon destroy the Promethean myth of unbounded productivism. Sooner or 
later, political and economic leaders will have to face the fact that 'business as usual' for large scale industrialisation 
will be physically impossible. Some form of stricter regulation of the world economy will have to come about. The 
challenge, of course, is to make sure that the regulation to come will have a more democratic and humane character. 
We should strive for a shift from the present barbaric, neo-liberal system to a more civilised global order. In this new 
order economic productivity will not dominate but will coexist in a balanced manner with genuine democracy in the 
political sphere, solidarity in the social sphere, and respect for the sanctity of the human person and nature in the 
cultural and religious spheres. 
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