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Sustainability, Worldviews and 
Behaviour

Prof. dr. Jan J. Boersema
IVM –VU    

Evolution and Extinctions of Marine Families (Sepkoski, 
1992) Vaporizing the problem?
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Sustainability & Quality

• Volume (thermodynamics / Carnot)
• Matter  (abundant; less harmful)
• C2C

• Quality
– Human life / Good life
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The economy as an subsystem of the ecosystem

Man made Capital

Natural capital

S= solar energy
H= Heat
M= Matter
E= Energy

After: Herman E.Daly (1996) Beyond Growth, p49
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Environmental Behaviour?

•Human behaviour most often not motivated by 
environmental aims or concerns in the first place

•Nearly all human behaviour has an impact on 
the environment; the degree varies

• Is human behaviour conditioned by Worldview 
/Religion?

I = P*A*T 
Ehrlich & Holdren vs Commoner 1971

• Impact = Environmental Impact 
(pressure)

• Population
– Number of people involved

• Affluence
– Products/services per capita

• Technology
– Impact per product/service
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• I = P*A*T
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North American Bison
Ideology

• 1701 Attempt to domesticate the Buffalo in James 
River,Virginia

• Early settlers came to see Buffalo’s as obstacles to 
the establishment of the European way of live 
(=civilization)

• The Savage life (men/animals) does not belong to 
the orderly, civilized world 
(hunting/replacing/alteration of habitat)

• Killing the Buffalo part of the fight against the 
Indian

Every Buffalo dead is an Indian gone
(colonel R.I. Dodge 1867)

Destruction of the Bison
over time

• 1775 Extinct in South Carolina
• 1780 Extinct in Georgia
• ~1800 Extinct East of Mississippi
• Expedition of Lewis and Clarke 

1804/5
• 1800 30-40 million on the plains
• 1850 – 70: Destruction peaks: 

millions killed
• 1884 buffalo was gone on the 

plains 
• 1900:  ca 1000 left
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Aftermath
What we must do..is gather them all into a 

small district which we can really police
and protect, and there we can teach them
the arts of civilized life

NYTimes, editorial 22may 1870

Indian Reservations in remote areas
Yellowstone founded in 1872, herd of bisons
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Worldview of the West
(Philosophy of Life)
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Central Ideas to Western 
(Modern?) Culture

1.Progress and the Linear concept of 
History (Arrow of Time)

2.Progress and (Economic) Growth 
3.Anthropocentric
4.Materialistic / Matter based

Linear Concept of Time & Progress
“ If I have been able to see further, it was only because I 

stood on the shoulders of giants.”

Isaac Newton
Letter to Robert Hooke, February 15, 1675

“The future can be better than the past, and each individual 
has a personal, moral obligation to make it so.”

Bill Clinton
Citing Prof Caroll Quigley 
In My Life Alfred A. Knopf, New York, p78
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Why Growth?

If it tend to be unsustainable

De Krimp 1925          Moeskersgang 1914

Poverty Abatement



10

Pursuit of Happiness
(they are endowed by their Creator 
with unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the …
Declaration of Independence)

or
Pursuit of GDP?

(modern economic policy)

R. Inglehart, 1997

Richard layard
Ruut Veenhoven
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R. Inglehart, 1997
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Globalization

Regionalisation

‘End of history’
Fukuyama
Global Market
Berlin ‘89
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‘No Logo’;‘Small is beautiful’
Naomi Klein; Schumacher
Caring region
Seattle 1999, Cancun 2003

‘Our common future’
Brundtland
Global Solidarity
Rio 1992

‘Clash of Civilisations’
Huntington
Safe Region
September 11  2001

Worldviews 
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World Population---------Energy Use

Worldviews and consumer behaviour

Caring region (B2)
- farmers market shoppers or farms near their house
- search for local produce and local producers
- appreciates seasonal foods from the Netherlands
- organic might be too expensive
-agriculture and food production in own country is 
very important
- quality of local green space and agriculture 
important

Safe region (A2)
- eats traditional
- likes snack bars, stamppot and herring
- wants to spend little money on food
- international cuisine is not appreciated (‘doe maar 
gewoon’)
- little affinity with organic or fair trade (overprized) 
- little willingness to change food patterns
- shops at cheaper supermarkets (low income)

Global solidarity (B1)
- typical Max Havelaar shopper (solidarity)
- likes international foods
- choose organic because of environmental and social 
merits (high income group, large proportion of 
women)
- inclined to change consumption patterns if they can 
exert positive influence 
- are skeptical of industrial food production and pure 
market economy efficiency maximization
- conscious food consumer

Global market (A1)
- luxury foods (sushi-bar)
- expensive, trendy, international food(high income 
group)
- high protein (large proportion of men in this group)
- eating out in expensive restaurants 
- typical high range price (ready prepared meals)
- soc./ env. circumstances of production of low 
importance
- thinks organic food is produced inefficiently and 
overprized 
- industrial food production is good because it’s highly 
efficient
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Values Rokeach 1973; Schwartz & Bilsky 1987
www.tns-nipo.nl 

ambitieuze
materialisten

professionals

hedonisten

conservatieven

traditionelen

sociaal 
geëngageerden

progressieven

modalen

betrokken bij 
maatschappelijk geheel 

betrokken bij
eigen wereld

ontwikkeling 

altruïstisch

egoïstisch 

op zichzelf gericht

op anderen gericht

stilstand 

global equity

localefficiency

vernieuwing behoud
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Worldwatch Institute

Religion & Ecology
(Harvard University)


