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Failure of the universities: The culture gap is now near lethal
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Anti-war demonstrators, gathering outside the Pentagon, display signs as security policemen watch for any

entrance blocking attempt. The U.S. National Archives
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Our educational systems are failing to prepare people for existential

environmental threats

“American collapse is 'hypercollapse,’ made of bots and ‘fake news’ and hacked elections, not
just demagogues and speeches, which are radicalizing people already left ignorant by failing

education institutions and civic norms” (1)

A group of concerned climate scientists said in a recent wide-ranging peer-reviewed article:
“In our view, the evidence from tipping points alone suggests that we are in a state of

planetary emergency: both the risk and urgency of the situation are acute” (2) . Despite this,
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the deep, decades-old, and frequently voiced concerns of the scientific community have been

generally ignored (3-7).

The warnings recently have been accompanied by the confusion and unnecessary deaths in
the Covid pandemic, the increases in authoritarian rule threatening democracy in the United
States and other countries, and the refusal of world leaders to deal with escalating climate
disruption or with the presence of vast nuclear arsenals. The latter is now highlighted by
Putin’s possibly civilization-ending invasion of Ukraine for which he threatens to trigger a

holocaust.

All these events show something in common. They have jointly made crystal clear the utter
failure of the educational system in the United States and most other rich countries to
prepare people for the existential environmental threats that are consequences of the great
acceleration — the recent surge in growth and technological capacity of the global human
enterprise (8). As a single current example, how many “educated” people understand that
the United States has been sinking vast amounts of money into “modernizing” its “nuclear
triad” —its weaponry for fighting a nuclear war — thus increasing the odds of such a war, which

would cause a terminal environmental collapse (9)?

A half century ago, when Joan Diamond was studying education, one of the core questions in
the graduate curriculum was whether educational institutions should be designed to reflect
the current society or should be vehicles for social change. In the face of ecological overshoot,
increasing inequity, threats to democracy and civil rights (as evidenced by the Supreme Court
ending Roe v Wade) and signs, we believe, of having lost our moral compass, it seems clear

that in too many leading universities the former looks to be what is prevalent now.

It appears that most people don’t believe that a principal role of education should be to
encourage social evolution to meet changing circumstances. To move schooling into that role
there first needs to be discourse to determine what a healthy, sustainable society really
needs, discourse that today is rare at best and that needs to be coupled with a clear vision of

a compelling future, given the realities of the current human predicament.

Culture gap
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One main reason for the lack of that discourse may be that the culture gap — the chasm
between what each individual knows and the collective information possessed by society as

a whole (10-12) — has never been larger and never more dangerous.

In the forager societies that were characteristic of the vast majority of human history, almost
all adults understood how nearly everything “worked.” When PRE lived with the Inuit in 1952,
every adult Inuit knew how komatiks (sleds) and igloos were constructed and seals were
hunted, as well as the rest of their culture. Today in western culture none of us come remotely

close to straddling the gap.

Could you describe the electronics that make a cellphone work or how an automobile is
constructed from raw materials? Could most educated people even briefly describe crucial
elements whose knowledge might put them on the survival side of the gap? Could they at
least have some grasp of ecosystem services, the second law of thermodynamics, exponential
growth, how the Nazis took over Germany, nuclear weapons and nuclear winter, or (in the
U.S.) how the South “won” the Civil War? Would they be familiar with the biology of race and
gender or the debates between the Federalists and Anti-Federalists? Does any aspect of
today’s educational system have the goal of seeing that everyone ends up learning about and
pursuing throughout life the aspects of culture that would make them understand the

foundations of sustainability?

It’s important to remember that public education was originally established as an agent of
change. It was part of the institutionalization of western societies along with population
growth, industrialization, urbanization, and separation of home from workplace. Public
education was designed to provide the wage laborers the capitalist system demanded,
workers who would be punctual and who could read and calculate for the increasingly

industrialized world. It still fills that need.

“Schools too often are carefully designed to prepare people for adult work roles, by socializing
people to function well (and without complaint) in the hierarchical structure of the modern

corporation or public office” (13).
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Public schooling was not designed originally to produce “educated” people per se (14, 15) or
as a way of somewhat reducing the already growing culture gap. It was a benefit for the rich
rentier capitalists who employed wage earners, whose own children were educated privately,
often in religious schools. That pattern of education-for-employment has changed too little

today (16), as documented by even most of the wealthy.

Flagship institutions

A major reason for that is that those flagship educational institutions, colleges and universities
pay relatively little attention to newly critical educational needs created by the acceleration.
They don’t focus a major part of their efforts or influence on pre-college learning on what

adults need to know to function positively in an increasingly complex endangered civilization.

This failure is reflected down the school apparatus, which mostly does not begin to prepare
children to deal even with those two changing systems in our society of prime personal
interest: the legal and medical systems. Nor are most Americans given enough information to
understand the nature and impacts of the hierarchical and inequitable structures of modern

society and the current trend of steepening the hierarchy (17-20).

It is difficult to learn in school how possibly to soften the impacts of inequity in the face of a
storm of disinformation concerning those impacts, some both quite subtle and persistent
such as the myth that different human groups possess importantly different genetic
capabilities (21). The task is made more difficult in some American jurisdictions in 36 states
where there are government-imposed legal barriers to passing on pertinent information

about race and racism to children (https://bit.ly/3xyo8RN).

The process of education itself has become a silo in western civilizations, within which
curriculum design and implementation appear to be more important to specialists than
content (22, 23). The content element in that silo generally reflects an Aristotelian approach
to learning, which originally focused on the teaching of subjects that were thought to improve
the intellectual and moral development of individuals (and, with industrialization, prepare

them to be obedient wage slaves). It divides what is to be learned into separate “subjects”
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and at the college level into separate “departments” through which funds, faculty promotions

and perks flow.

Following Aristotle

Students at all pre-college levels are generally expected to be educated, again following
Aristotle, in age groups, apparently on the implicit assumption that all 10-year-olds have
similar interests and capacities. That can be seen implicitly in education today, which lacking
a clear involvement in the social dangers of the great acceleration, diverges from Aristotle
and tends to view learning as something that ends with a certification at a certain age: high
school diploma, bachelor’s or master’s degree, doctorate, or perhaps some post-doctoral

training.

A doctorate in biology earned in 1957 (as Paul Ehrlich's was) would be close to useless to
society today unless continually updated with learning. Most of today’s biological knowledge
would be incomprehensible to Aristotle, should he suddenly reappear. Formal retraining
throughout a career does occur in some areas (for instance, aviation, partially in medicine)
but currency in a rapidly evolving world depends largely on individual initiative, ability to

depart from past topics, and well-developed bullshit detectors (24).

The dramatic increase in the potential sources of education in the great acceleration —movies,
radio, TV, the web, have been recognized by educators, as has been the need for passing on
more kinds of “literacy” (25, 26). Leave it to the flexible Finns to recognize the serious
consequences of the rigid “learn your subjects” approach to teaching. Finland is formalizing a

new system of teaching: “In Phenomenon Based Learning" (PhenoBL) and teaching, holistic

real-world phenomena provide the starting point for learning. The phenomena are studied as
complete entities, in their real context, and the information and skills related to them are
studied by crossing the boundaries between subjects” (27, 28). There have been forays into
this style of curriculum in the United States, but, none, to our knowledge, that have been
adopted by school districts and states as the formal curriculum. There is observational
evidence that we have moved in the opposite direction—one designed for standardized

testing.
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Learning falls behind

Starting with the need for literacy and numeracy for industrialization, the environmental
demand for specific kinds of education has paralleled the great acceleration. But despite
heroic efforts in a few areas such as the development of textbooks by the Biological Sciences
Curriculum Study (29, 30), and a long interest in education in mathematics and its history (31)

learning has fallen far behind need.

There are small colleges and departments that directly tackle these issues but they are not
mainstream and are often marginalized. Just think, for instance, of the clear widespread
ignorance of simple exponential growth illustrated by discussions of the Covid-19 pandemic

and of demography in general.

Basic questions like what is education, what should be its purpose, and how should it be
supported, should be major topics of concern, in colleges and universities as well as

elementary and high schools.

But we can only touch on the basics here because of the immediate need for help from
educational institutions both to close critical parts of the culture gap and to help mobilize civil
society to deal with immediate existential threats to civilization. Educators need to provide
leadership in explaining those threats in general, and right now because of Vladimir Putin,

specifically to educate people to the world-ending possibilities of nuclear war.

Indeed one of the most critical parts of the culture gap is the large number of people who,
since 1945, remain ignorant of the potential impact of such a war and believe that wars fought
with nuclear weapons are “winnable.” This ignorance is partly explicable because of a general
failure of schools and public education to inform citizens of the risks leaders have taken, the
near misses that civilization has lived through by pure luck, and the now increasing odds of
total disaster. But can we attribute the absence today, in the face of much more serious
consequences, of the protests and teach-ins that rocked universities during the Vietnam war

to that failure of education, or purely to the lack of a draft?



MAHB_Diamond&Ehrlich_September 28, 2022

Able Archer 83

Ukraine soldiers in Eastern Ukraine. Credit: Ministry of Defense of Ukraine/Wikipedia Commons

It's sometimes said that considering nuclear wars is thinking about the unthinkable, but many
specialists have spent lots of time doing just that. For instance, military planning for a
“protracted” nuclear war in which the U.S. “prevailed” and for which the American nuclear
triad should be upgraded was much discussed during the Reagan administration (32, 33) and

as a result of the “Able Archer 83” incident.

Able Archer 83 was what some consider to have been a “near miss” in 1983 when Russians
suspecting the regular NATO Able Archer maneuvers were a cover-up for a sneak “first strike”
nuclear attack on the Soviet Union. Soviet forces began readying for a nuclear response, but
the issue never reached Leonid Brezhnev before the Russians determined there was no
coming attack. He, like many in the American military hierarchy and unlike some of his
subordinates, persisted in the view that a nuclear war would be insane — and impossible to

win.
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If nothing else the Able Archer 83 incident underlines now how the fate of civilization rests
precariously on personalities, ideologies, intelligence accuracy, misunderstandings, and many
other features of human behavior and human cultures that make the very existence of
weapons of mass destruction, nation-states, and war itself increasingly problematic (11, 34,
35). But whether a “limited” nuclear war is possible is still discussed, even after the “Proud
Prophet” war games long ago showed how unlikely it was to avoid escalation from the use of

“battlefield” weapons to complete strategic disaster (36-38).

After a period of relative quiet on the issue, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has rekindled the

debate, with at least on the political side, apparent great ignorance of the issues. The latest

Pentagon budget, in which huge amounts of money are transferred to corporate oligarchs for
the modernization of the useless and dangerous U.S. triad (9) suggests that such attitudes are
alive and well at the higher levels of government in the United States. Vladimir Putin’s

statements make it clear they are thriving among some in the Russian leadership as well.

Existential threats

Education systems around the world should be pressing to get people to understand what’s
at stake with the existence of thousands of nuclear weapons, and not just because Putin
threatens to use them. For example, it seems certain that even today there are powerful
people in the governments of India and Pakistan who believe nuclear weapon use is at least
riskable and perhaps winnable (39), Should India and Pakistan have a nuclear exchange, it

also seems likely civilization would perish (40).

And behind the now immediate nuclear threat is an array of other existential threats (41),
including other weapons of mass destruction, knowledge of which lies on the far side of the

culture gap and is not explained even to everyone enrolled in research universities.

One can learn important things from the state of those universities. Many of them, for
instance, have business schools “places that teach people how to get money out of the
pockets of ordinary people and keep it for themselves” (42). Money issues control virtually
everything at universities as they do in most “modern” societies. Stanford University’s

academic senate gave a great lesson in the need to change the financing of higher education
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by refusing to divest from the fossil fuel industry because some senators were getting
research support from them. The best short summary of what’s wrong with universities we
have seen is that they are “too busy oiling the wheels to worry about where the engine is

going.” More or less the same is said here in a more amusing form.

There are of course many efforts out there to transform education—especially the work of
pioneering individual faculty who would like to change the world even if their institutions
remain mired in the 19" century. Stanford led there by establishing its Human Biology
Program in 1971 and the Center for Conservation Biology in the Biology Department in 1984.
There have been established other well-meaning programs to foster “social transformation”
(including efforts to develop “social innovation curricula” in business schools), and some

initiatives designed to deal with the fundamentals of the existential threats.

But a glance at the literature (e.g., (43-45) suggests changes in higher education even in rich
countries are unlikely to be spearheaded by academics. Too many teachers themselves have
little grasp of the nature or magnitude of the problems of growth mania, revealed by our
species’ history (11). They don’t recognize how short is the time available to have a
reasonable chance of solving the problems, or how early in school and public education
dramatic changes to teach about them would be necessary. This is unsurprising since the

teachers are, obviously, products of the broken system.

Prominent buzzwords

Meanwhile, mainstream higher education persists in making things worse. Stanford ironically
recently created an example of how not to catch up with Finnish middle schools educationally.
Recognizing that climate disruption was a major concern and that “sustainability” was
becoming a prominent buzzword, a move developed, especially among engineers and
geologists, to establish a new School of Sustainability —originally labeled the School of

Sustainability and Climate.

The idea was, of course, basically to raise money.
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Academically it was silly from the start, simply because it retained or added more
departmental and other anti-intellectual organizations to the university, rather than re-
examining the institution’s entire structure, its role in a dissolving civilization, and the

consequences of its means of support. It's worth a glimpse at the new school’s current

structure which shows both its siloing and the near absence of understanding of the basic

issues of sustainability.

For instance, the sine qua non of sustainability is humanely and equitably reducing the scale
of the human enterprise, both the numbers of people and the average consumption per
capita (46-48). As you can see there is not a hint of this in the new school’s structure and
there are many hints of ignorance in its announcement. For instance, the announcement says
the school will “address the planet’s sustainability,” but Earth’s sustainability has never been
thought to be even slightly in jeopardy (at least for the next few billion years). The social
sciences division of the school will “discover the causes of sustainability challenges, innovate

new solutions to these challenges.”

Of course, the causes are already extremely well known — maybe the school could “innovate
an old solution” and get the business school closed down (or at least it could hire writers who
know English.) We could go on about things like how much more important humanities
(absent from the school) are to sustainability than geophysics, but we’ll spare you. The Doerr
school is a monument to what’s wrong with universities as civilization circles the drain, and
analyzing its structure would be a valuable learning experience for freshmen wishing to

understand how close we are to going down that drain.

Civil society

On the other hand, obviously many non-pedants in civil society are deeply concerned and

understand the need to shrink the scale of the human enterprise.

Many couples globally are choosing to stop at one child or go childless, steps in rich countries
that are are major personal contributions to sustainability (49). And there are many
organizations in civil society that “get it” — from ZPG in the old days to Growthbusters, the

Post-Carbon Institute, Population Media Center, Global Conservation, and the Global

10
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Footprint Network today. And of course, there’s the MAHB that probably does more than
those other fine NGOs to engage broad civil society. It doesn’t just serve those who already
understand the existential threats, but also those who wish to understand them better and

develop ways to counter them.

The challenge is that scaling up these efforts, understanding the barriers, and converting their
message into policy in the face of near boundless ignorance and organized denial is not easy.
But there is a lot of good stuff happening. Not at the necessary scale. Too quiet. Sometimes

too afraid. But sometimes not.

Despite the manifest flaws in education that will need to be corrected if there ever is to be a
Civilization 2.0, there are things universities could do now if they ever are awakened from
their slumber. Where is the modern-day equivalent of the teach-ins of the 70s —now needed
on nuclear weapons history and potential impacts of other doomsday weapons, on climate
disruption, on the scale of the human enterprise and population imperatives, on the genetic
disinformation on race and gender, on the need to modernize the constitution, on extinction
and loss of ecosystem services, on the demographic and biodiversity elements of pandemics,
on the financialization of value and the requirement for wealth redistribution, on the ethics
of borders and sharing the burdens of refugees, on the roots of human dominance in the
evolution of empathy, and on dozens of other topics about which most “educated” Americans

are clueless?

Where are the classes being canceled or suspended to make time for the development of new
education attuned to the greatest crisis humanity has ever faced? Where are the university
presidents to give intellectual leadership in the worst time of human history, a time when the
potential ultimate war is being fought in Europe and for the first time a global civilization is
teetering on the brink of collapse? Why are universities not loudly criticizing the media’s
“news” focus on political maneuvering, crime, celebrity doings, sporting events, gasoline
prices (without mentioning the need to get them higher), and keeping the economic cancer
growing while virtually ignoring the existential threats? Where are the students
demonstrating as their futures are being mortgaged further each day by unsustainable

population growth and over-consumption (48)?

11
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How many economics students organize protests over departments not teaching the obvious
— that economists who think that population growth can continue indefinitely along with
escalating universal wealth and consumption are daydream believers? One answer according
to famed anthropologist Marshall Sahlins is that the overall cultural background in which the
universities are embedded is inimical to leadership actions (50). In 2009 Sahlins suggested a
part of the problem was the popularity of business courses. Could part of today’s more

desperate problem be the overwhelming popularity of computer science?

Our current education system —right up to the university—is trapped in reflecting society and
missing the imperative to change human culture. As such it drives rather than solves the
problems facing us, especially as it is so largely financed by politicians, and worse yet,
corporations and rentier capitalists and their own sadly mis-educated products (think again

economics departments and business schools and add in law schools).

And as you can see, this system of support is loaded with pitfalls and contradictions.

But we think universities should still speak from the lens of progressive human values and
ecological well-being—to try to create the educational base for a strong, sustainable society
with more equity, laws that evolve with the acceleration and do not overweight originalism),
and near-universal well-being as goals. It is clear to us that getting key parts of the culture
gap closed is an essential task for civil society if it aspires to those goals, and thus for a
modernized educational apparatus led by universities and perhaps a vastly scaled-up MAHB-

type civil society to nurture it.
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