
A new book urges hu mans to lessen their im pact on the world.

The planet is be com ing over pop u lated — with hu mans, that is, not Ja van rhi nos or Su ma tran
tigers. And as never be fore, peo ple are be com ing ur ban dwellers. By mid-cen tury, two-thirds of the
hu man race (by then al most 10 bil lion peo ple) will live in cities and mega-cities.

John Kress, a vet eran Smith so nian In sti tu tion sci en tist and cu ra tor of botany at the Na tional Mu- 
seum of Nat u ral His tory, re calls that when he en coun tered the south east Chinese com mu nity of
Shen zhen decades ago, “it was a coastal vil lage of 30,000 peo ple and to day has 15 mil lion in hab i tants.
For tu nately, the Chinese are try ing to make that a very green city.”

Ur ban iza tion may be ben e fi cial in ways that aren’t en tirely clear to us to day, but, un doubt edly,
there will be down sides as well.

If you ask him, Kress is wor ried that as we be come crea tures of the city, we will fur ther lose our
touch with na ture, which is about the last thing we need to hap pen.

A deep ap pre ci a tion for a green world has noth ing to do with sen ti men tal or po etic rea sons (which
are en tirely valid) but is nec es sary for us to feel the weak en ing pulse of the planet.

Kress is the co-editor of “Liv ing in the An thro pocene,” a new book by the Smith so nian that puts
our cur rent dy namic age in con text through more than 30 es says by ex perts in dis parate fields all af- 
fected by our chang ing planet.

The reader learns that the Earth is about 4.5 bil lion years old and that hu mans as we know them
have been around for about 200,000 years. For the past 12,000 years, since the last great ice age, we
have lived in the rel a tively calm cli mate of the ge o logic pe riod we call the Holocene. But things
started to change after the In dus trial Rev o lu tion. We de vel oped sys tems where progress was wrapped
up with burn ing fos sil fu els and gen er ally treat ing the planet as some thing to be used, if not used up.
Or as one of the es say ists, the an thro pol o gist Wade Davis, puts it: “The re duc tion of the world to a
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mech a nism, with na ture but an ob sta cle to over come, a re source to be ex ploited, has in good mea sure
de ter mined the man ner in which our cul tural tra di tion has blindly in ter acted with the liv ing plant.”
Per haps the Age of Mam mon might be a bet ter term.

The book stems from Smith so nian sym posia on the age of hu mans and ad heres to the the ory that
the Holocene Age came to a wist ful end around 1950, when a phe nom e non known as the Great Ac cel- 
er a tion be gan. Graphs show over the en su ing 60 years ex po nen tial in creases in at mo spheric car bon
diox ide lev els, fer til izer and wa ter con sump tion, en ergy use and more. The num ber of peo ple liv ing in
cities climbed from less than 1 bil lion to ap prox i mately 3.5 bil lion.

Al though some peg the An thro pocene to the In dus trial Rev o lu tion, circa 1780 to 1850, or ear lier,
the book’s au thors think the mid-20th cen tury is a bet ter date. Along with other ma jor sci en tific or ga- 
ni za tions around the world, the Smith so nian tells us that the global cli mate is warm ing be cause of
green house gas emis sions from hu man ac tiv ity.

The book was at least 18 months in the works, but it has been pub lished at an omi nous mo ment,
as three back-to-back ex treme hur ri canes — Har vey, Irma and Maria — swept across the Caribbean
and the south ern United States. Warmer ocean tem per a tures and more at mo spheric mois ture are
seen as con trib u tors to such vi o lent storms, and cli mate sci en tists say we can ex pect to see more in- 
tense weather events than be fore.

The book also comes at a time when cli mate change and pol icy to ad dress it, to put it kindly, are
not the pri or i ties of our lead ers here in Wash ing ton. Pres i dent Trump has de cided to with draw the
United States from the Paris cli mate agree ment, join ing Syria and Nicaragua as non-sig na to ries.

But the An thro pocene goes be yond just cli mate and weather and marks a pe riod when we have al-
tered the land scape for our needs, from build ing high ways, ex pand ing cities, con vert ing for est and sa- 
vanna to agri cul tural use, con struct ing dams and flood ing river val leys, and all the rest. There is an
en vi ron men tal price for all this progress, in the loss of habi tats, species and bio di ver sity.

“Per son ally, as a nat u ral his to rian and a tax onomist, I’ve been trav el ing around the world my
whole ca reer, and I have seen these en vi ron men tal changes hap pen ing,” Kress said. From Costa Rica
to the Amer i can Mid west, he has seen habi tats frag ment into their own is lands. “And we know from a
lot of stud ies that is lands hold fewer species,” he said.

All this is, ad mit tedly, spirit sag ging, but the last es says in the book see op por tu ni ties to move for- 
ward in the An thro pocene by con ser va tion and habi tat restoration, all pred i cated on a co op er a tive
spirit be tween “cit i zens, govern ments, so cial and re li gious in sti tu tions, the mar ket place, and the pri- 
vate sec tor.”

(If you want a calm, global per spec tive on all of this, set aside some time to read Pope Fran cis’s
en cycli cal on the en vi ron ment.)

The em i nent bi ol o gist E.O. Wil son of fers the book’s af ter word, in which he ar gues that we can
save our selves as a species only if we save other species, by large-scale habi tat pro tec tion. If we get it
right, “if we pass through safely and bring most of the rest of life with us, hu man ex is tence could be a
par adise com pared to to day.”

There is one thing most of us, even city slick ers, can do to con nect to na ture, re duce our de mands
on the Earth and even pro duce some of our food, and that’s to plant and tend a gar den, how ever
small.

In the An thro pocene, we should hold sa cred our ur ban parks, com mu nity gar dens and green spa-
ces and in sist that our civic lead ers do the same. Also at wash ing ton post.com Read past col umns by



Hig gins at wash ing ton post.com/home.


