Energy and Psyche: Resource Addiction in the Technological Age
By Joseph Wilkerson

This article wasoriginally subnitted asa term paper for theenvironnental science class
CEnergy and SocgetyOin April 2006.

Introduction

During his annud State of the Union address last Januay, President Bush famoudy declared
that Americais Gaddicted to oilO(United). Even an unbiased spectator of the American political
sceneimmediately will notice tha this profoundly disturbing observation does not cap a history
of conaern for thenaural environment. Indeed, President Bush himself expressed concern over
our addiction because oil Os often imparted from undable parts of theworldQ(United), not
because of an ecologicaly coniousenergy agenda Regardless of thereason this
pronoun@ment creates distress, thefact that it often does lendsit weightwhich cannotbe
ignored. Intentiondly or not, President Bush commented on oneof themog critical problems
facing theworld@ indugrial naionstoday.

Our indugrial-capitalist econony has created, in both individuds and sodety, an addictionto
the consumption of energy which threatensnot only the survival of thenatural environment, but
also thelandscape of our human psyche Andif the indugrial relationship to petroleum and other
energy sources is indeed an addiction, then it will take more than QechnologyEr eliable
aterndive energy sources and Ec |ean-energy researchO(United) to facilitate our recovery.
Before adiagnoss intended for individuds can beuseful in explaining a collective psychological
procss, however, we mug undestand addiction ona persond level.

Merriam-Webster@ New Collegiate Dictionay broadly defines addiction as (persistent

compulsive use of a subgance known by theuser to be hamfulO(13). Ecopsy/chologist Ralph

Metzner, a pioneer in the application of Qliagnogic andogy(80) to psyche-naure interaction,



expandsthe definition: hehavior tha continues in spite of thefact tha theindividud knows tha
it is destructive to family, work, and sodial relationshipsO(89). If we can putasidethe
intangibility of energy and theinaccuracy of labdingit as a Gubgance, Oper se, then a
Qliagnogic andogyOmay indeed e uddate the striking parallels between commercial energy
consumption and clinical subgance abuse. And if we accept the prepondeance of evidence both
that Gaddictive behavior is oneof the mog pervasive and intranggent mental health problems
facing our sodety todayO(Carson 295) and that humanity@ present resource consumptionis
ecologically unsugainable, then the possibility of asignificant causal link will notsurprise us
Dependence

To undestand addictive consumption, let usexamine severa of its destructive
characteristics. dependence, denial, dishonesty, a compulsive need for control, and disconnection
fromfeelings(Roszak ed. 47). Dependence on energy, paticularly in indugrialized naions is
absolute and unequivocal. In 2004aone Americansused 99.74 quadillion btu of energy, of
which 85.65 quadrillion came from nonrenewable fossil fuds. Thepreviousyear (thelast for
which daais available from the Energy Information Administration), the United States
consumed 98.31 gbtu of the42098 gbtu consumed worldwide--nearly onequater of total
produdion by aboutfour percent of theglobd population (Energy). Clearly, our Qhigh-
technology lifestyleO(Parfit 6) is utterly dependent on energy to survive. Our vast infrastructure-
-fromthe utilities which supply water to our homesto theelectrical grid which powers our
offices to the highways which carry us beween the two--has been condructed to depend on
comparably vast quantities of energy. Withou ardiable source of energy, life aswe knowit in

high-technology sod ety would end. Dr. Joe Dispenza draws the pathological connection clearly



and unambiguousy: QVly definition of addiction is something really simple: it@ something that
you can@stopQ(Arntz 174).

Dependence also is revealed by Ga pattern of self-administration that usudly resultsin
tolerance, withdrawal, and compulsive [consumption]O(American 176). Oneneed only imagine
thefrudrationscaused by an electrical blackout or a car or appliance failure to see this paternin
action. Accusomed as we are to energy consumption, we Gonsume it compulsivelyO(its
demandisrelatively price-indastic); and when it is unavailable, we suffer to a greater or lesser
extent, like any addict who cannotfind hisfix.

Denial

Psychotherapist Terry Kelloggdescribes addiction as Ga process of decreasing choice
sudained by denia O(Glendinning 98). Therole of denia in both individud and collective
addictionsis multifaceted and multitiered. At themog obviouslevel, adenial of the
environmental impact of energy produdion necessarily susainssuch produdion. This
phenomenonis especially devastating because it is perpetuaed by the consumer, producer and
govenment alike.

Any ethical consumer, if confronted persondly with the choice to empty tonsof mining slag
into an Appdachian creek bed or relinquish the use of thar refrigerator, would clearly choos the
latter. But 24 hours of every day, actud consumers do exactly theopposte: they runthar
refrigerators and--if they know aboutthem at all--accept the environmental cods of thar
decision as an unfortunae butinevitable externdity of thelifestyle to which they have become
addicted.

Even the environmentally ethical, QyreenOconsumer who relies onwind and solar energy is

notimmunefrom addiction and denial, as | will demondrate later. After al, even Qhe euphoia



of energy freedomis addictiveO(Parfit 4). OAt worst,OAlan Durning warns Qyreen consumerism
isapdliative for theconstience of the consumer class, allowing usto continuebusness as usud
while feeling like we are doing our patO(Durning 125).

Theenergy producer, too, colludesin thedenial of ecological respongbility. A Nationd
Geographic article entitled OVhen Mountins MoveOdetails onepaticularly telling ingance of
corporate denial:

In Logan County [West Virginia] in thewinter of 1972 following two straight days of

torrential rain, a cod-waste structure built by a subsdiary of the Pittston Cod Company

collapsed and spilled 130million gdlonsinto Buffalo Creek. The flood scooped up tonsof
debris and scores of homes as it swept downgream. Survivors recalled seeing houses bob by,
atilt in theswift current, the doomred families hudded at thar windows. Thefind countwas
125dead, 1,000injured, 4,000 made honmeless. The Pittston Company called the disaster an

Cact of GodQ(Mitchdl 114).

Pittston@reaction reflects, in onefell swoop, thedenial, dishonesty, and grandiosity of the
addictive parsondity. TheMartin County (KY) Cod Company blamed similar inaddents on
(excessive rainfall O(114)-another inddent of placing the blame for an anthropoganic externdity
in Mother Nature® unprotesting hands

Psychologist Chélis Glendinning® observation that Ga hdlmark of any addictionis the
presence of denial Oextendsfrom the depths of our psyches to the highest echelonsof political
power. O'heU.S. govenment denies a link between technological development and globd
warming,Oshewrote during thefirst Clinton administration (Roszak ed. 47); clearly, that has not
changed with thetransition of power into Republican hands President GeorgeW. Bush@ refusal
to collaborate with 141 other naionson the Kyoto Protocol to stem globd warming (Hinrichs

28) is butoneprominent expression of degp-seated ingitutiond denial. Condusvely, thisthree-

fold (consumer, producer, govenment) repudiation of responsbility, far from representing



independent processes, exemplifies a mutudly reinforcing patern of denia which perpetuaes
itself in apsychically and ecologically destructive downward spiral.

Thedenia does notend with ecologica irresponsbility, however. We mug notforget that
our hunge for energy is dueto our Chigh-technology lifestyleO(Parfit 6) and that our
dependence on technology shapes our lives both for better and worse. Thedenia of the negdive
potential of technology itself shgpes much of our energy policy. GDne president after another
calls for more technological development as theanswer to environmental disaster,OGlendenning
writes (Roszak ed. 47). Many people,Oshe continues, Gembrace the Gechnological fixCes the
answer to thesodal, psychological, and medical problems caused by previoustechnological
fixes.OTheuse of theword GixOis intentiondly overdetermined: we are even more addicted to
technology as a corrective than we are aware of it as a problem. Thus ecologists and econonists
alike advocate QechnologyEr diable dternative energy sources and Ec lean-energy researchO
(United), never stopping to consder tha it is our addiction to technology itself which led usto
our present circumstances. Theidea that technology® omnipresence, notinefficiency, is at the
root of our energy crisisistoo much for our sodety to bear, unquestioning asit is of
technology® beneficent and panacean nature. Such is the magnitudeof our denial that this has
notoccurred to any butthe mog radical ecologists. we ssimply are not entitled to consume the
amountof energy we do, regardiess of how or how efficiently we produce it.

Does this mean tha we should abandonthe pursuit of less hamful means of energy
produdion or smply give up and continuethe indiscriminate use of fossi| fuds? Of course not
But an acoholic is not &uredOwhen he switches from liqua to lite beer or the smoker when he
trangtionsto filtered cigarettes or a nicotine pach. We mug acknowledgetha while

technologies like smokestack scrubbe's, windmills and solar pands are stepson the path toward



healing and surely are more effective than indusrial sabotage or Grold turkeyOdownshifting,
they are notan end in themselves.

Findly and mog importantly, thesystemic denia at the very rootof our addictionis much
more ingdiousand certainly more elusve: the suppression of our natural dependence on (or
rather, interconnectedness with) the naural world. It isimportant to mentionthisideain the
context of denial, thoughit will bediscussed in greater depth later on.

Dishonesty

Dishonesty and secretive behavior are a'so common symptoms of addiction. Though
commonly identifiable amongdrug addicts, such behavior israrer in energy conumers because
of theubiquity of the condition. (One has noreason to hide behavior from family or colleagues if
they, too, participaein it.) Dishonesty becomes more appaent onthe corporate end, however.
QVha the cod companies are doing to usand our mountins Osaid oneAppdachian activist, As
the best kept dirty little secret in AmericaO(Mitchdl 108). When denial on the consumer end
failsto address thefull scale of potential shame, dishonesty kicks in. Addiction defined, agan:
behavior that continuesin spite of thefact that theindividud knowstha it is destructiveO
(Metzner 89). If consumersCknowledgeof the destructive effects of thdr habit iskept to a
minimum, ther addictionis freed to gan momentum unhindeed. Such was the case with alcohol
and tobacco use until the past few decades (Roszak ed. 44). In asimilar vein, petroleum
companies advertise thar efficiency, conservation and pollution control efforts withoutpaying
any more than the govenment mandated lip service to the damagethdr produd causes. QVede
al for redudng emissionsOdeclares ExxonMobile, theworld® largest petroleum supplier, on
thar Web site (ExxonMobil).

Control



The pahological need to control is another key facet of addiction. GAddicts need to control
ther world to maintain access to the source of ther obsession,OGlendenning emphasizes
(Roszak ed. 48). Like denial, the need to control can be observed in more than jus consumer
behavior. This commanding attitudehd psto explain both individud energy use and corporate
and gove'nmental policy. Energy use (and technology, by extenson)is, at base, atod of control.
A themodat allows consumersto control thetemperature of ther living and working spaces. A
light fixture allows usto control lumination. A car allows usto live and work where we choos
and still attend to our needsand wants. Energy alows usto produe goodswhich make our lives
easier, which improveour health, which make usfeel good.But, asks theologian Thomes Berry,
Qwvha bendfit isworth giving up the purity of theair we breathe, thewater we drink, thelife-
giving soil in which ourfoodis grownQ(51)? Not all technology is bad, certainly. But the
consumer@ desire to control with it has become pahological, and it will take more than technical
efficiency or conservation to address this. A reevaluaion of our energy GheedsOwill reveal that a
disturbing number reflect our need to control natural cycles of heat and cold, day and night, and
natural features like topography and climate. Such afundamenta divorce from natural cycles
certainly mug impact our psyches.

Energy andtechnology producers, too, mus exercise control if they are to maintain our
addiction--the source of ther livelihood Durning calls such upkeep the Quultivation of needsO
advertising which perpeuaes or augments our desires for anything from alcohol or suga to
fame, security or wealth. (GEntire indusries,Ohe notes, have manufactured a need for
themselvesO(Durning 119).) Since energy is thefuel which makes other technology possible, the

electricity indusry, for example, is notaonein its batle to Qultivate needs OArguably, any



indudry tha relies on energy colludes in perpetuding our addictionto it day by day; the
automotive, agribusness and appliance indugries are afew obviousexamples.

Findly, legisation mug allow consumers to Gnaintain access to the source of ther
obsessionQ(Roszak ed. 48). Thenonpatisan Taxpayers for Common Sense reports tha the
federal government subsdizesthefossil fud indudries by over $5 billion every year, while the
Congressiond Research Service has documented (866 billionin nudear energy research and
subsdies between 1948and 1998 Taxpayer.nd). Government incentives for renewable
technologies, induding wind and solar, have been limited--even after President Bush@ plea last
Januay--and they remain uncompditive with fossil fuds (Parfit 13).

Reasonéable econonic and technological arguments have been madefor these policies.
Viewing subsdies throughanother lens however, may be more enlightening: dependence on
renewable technologiesis inhaently intolerable for an addicted sodety. Theanecdote tha begins

Michael Parfit@ Nationd Geographic story aboutalterndive energy reflects, at thehoushold

level, theinability of solar power to satisfy the addict® need for control:

| have jud ingalled adozen solar pands on my roof, and they work. A meter shows tha
1,285 watts of power are blasting straight from the sun into my system, charging my
bateries, cooling my refrigerator, humming through my computer, liberating my lifeE .With
my new pands, nothing standsbeween me and limitless energy--no foreign naion, no power
company, no carbon-emmission guilt. I®n free! Well, aimos. Here comes acloud Shade
steals across my pands and over my heartE .1®n going to have to start the generator and bum
some more gasoline (4).

Thusthe govenment continues to suppot, and we continueto consume, gasolineingead of
biofuds, cod ingead of wind or solar power. Limited thoughwe knowfossi| fuds are, they

providein the short term control and certainty that alternatives, by ther naure, cannot Orhebig

problem,OParfit points out, Os big numbers.OAlternaive energy hasproved cost competitivein



small communities, especialy in developing nations (7). But small-scale, low technology energy
useinacommund setting, as| will demondrate later, is nat addictive.

Many economists decry govenment subsdies because they tampe with market forces and
conazal Gexternd cogts [environmental problems]Eof fossil fudsO(Porter 62). Far more
hazardoudy, however, fossil fud subsdies are an ingitutiond endorsement of mental illness. By
economcally suppoting our addiction to cheap energy, thegovenment perpeuaes a
psychicaly and environmentally destructive pdatern of resource use. One professor observed,
only hdf injest, that Ga govanment incentive is something that allows youto keep daing
something tha@ insaneO(Meares).

Dissociation

Onefind symptom of addiction s the disconnestion from genuinefeelings QAlcoholics,O
Glendinning says, Gare brimming with emotions but they can®express themselves directly or
condructively.OThusthey deny themselves those feelingsand live in a Qtate of frozen emotionO
(Roszak ed. 50). Congant sodetal pressure to consume drives energy addicts, likewise, to
divorce very real feelingsof wha deep ecologist JoannaMacy calls Genvironmental desparO
(240)fromthar everyday experience. Shebdievestha people, as members of an interconnected
web of life, cannotescape thetrauma doneto our fellow humans the planet and other species, or
even future generations But to sugain our way of life, we mug ignore these traumas and repress
thevery real pain of consumption--which is driven by energy use. O\s a sodety, Oshewrites,
Qe are caughtbetween a sense of impending apocaypse and afear of acknowledging itO(242)

This fear would not be so acute--or necessary--if apowerful addiction were not present.

Capitalism and Commodification
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| have endeavored to show tha our energy use paterns mirror those of subgance abuse
addicts in both behavior and emotiond and physca consquences. But poised thoughman ison
the brink of fulfilling Albert Schweitzer@ prophey, hewill end by destroying the earthO
(Carsonv), we mug notrush to rash action ontheissue of energy use. Dr. Candace Pert, an
expert on addictions notes: On al addictions [people] get stuck in old paterns They arejust
thinking the same thoughs over and over, and they are not able to think of something newO
(Arntz 171) Immediate action--reliance solely ontechnology fixes, legidation and energy
efficiency--is ultimately fruitlessif it takes place in the addicted state of mind, Gtudk in old
paternsOlt istherefore imperative, for the sake of both the psychical and environmental
landcape, tha we pursue collective and pasond mental health at itsvery roots. Thereis not
roomin this discussion to adequaely address the depth and complexity of the psychopahology
of human-naure interaction, butan examination of our capitalist economnic system may provea
valuablefirst step.

Orhe development of capitalism,Owrites desp ecologist and wilderness educator Dolores
LaChapdle, ondsts in making a group of people addicted to some GubganceCand selling it to
themO(48). Shecites as evidence the age of exploration roughly beginning with Columbusand
describes the development of addictionsto gold, silver, suga, tobacco and opium, among others
(40). This Gubdance approach to realityO(49) made moden capitalism possible. By
compatmentalizing the natural, material world, Europeansturned the earth into a pile of Ghaural
resources,Ocommodities which existed for human exploitation, consumption, and now,
addiction. One of LaChapédle@ historical observationsstill can be observed today:

Europeansturned the Indian@® sacred tobacco into jus another subgance--unrelated to

anything else. And then produced it on plantationsand sold it to aworld, gradudly growing

more addicted to it--until now it oneof theleading causes of death. Formerly tobacco was
life-enhanang, because smoking the ceremonial pipe strengthened therelationshipsamong
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all the humans present as well as puthumansinto relationghip with powersOof the sky and
of the earth (49).

A disturbingly similar phenomenonhas occurred with moden energy use. In many long
lived hunier-gaherer cultures, commund fires are the source of energy: they were used to
prepare food and warm and protect families or entire tribes. Moreover, they were objects of
veneration and centers of ritud (Fiero 3); theenergy of thefire was oneexpression of theenergy
of theuniverse. Thomes Berry observes that Gawareness of an all-pervading mysteriousenergy
articulated in theinfinite variety of naural phenomenonseems to bethe primordia experience of
human congtioushess, awakening to an awesome universe filled with mysteriouspowerO(24).

But capitalism commodified tha energy, bundkd it and sold it by thegdlon andthe
kilowatt-hour, and thusdenied energy its Qife-enhandngOpowers. In a supreme irony, capitalists
stripped energy of its mog vital value when they placed a price onit. Mog of uscould hardly say
we utilize an Gill-prevading mysteriousenergyOwhen we switch on the blende or Qawaken] to
an awesome universe filled with mysteriouspowerOwhen we make our morning commute.
There can exist no Gill-pervadingGcommodity, no strictly utilitarian essence. When we view the
energy tha we purchase at the gas station or through our electric bill as a subgance--atool of
technological utility--not an essence, as Berry describes, we become addicted.

The propengty to quantify, compatmentalize, andtrivialize formerly powerful and
mysteriousexperiences like energy use signds perhgpsthe mos devastating form of denial,
referenced earlier: thedenia of our interdegpendence with the earth itself. Much of our species
suffers fromwhat eco-psychologist Theodore Roszak calls a ollugve madnessO(53); like all
addicts, we are mentally ill. And, as Glendinning recognizes, when Qheinternd climate [of the
psychd does notallow for satisfaction, [the addict] turnsto seconday sourcesO(98). Since we

cannot in our traumatized dissodation from our environment, experience thetrue satisfaction of
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sudainability and interconnectedness (throughritual and everyday life), we (hecome obsessed
with seconday sources as if our lives depended onthemO(Roszak ed. 53).

Psychologist A. Goldgein attributes the potency of addictive drugslike opium, heroineand
morphineto neof nature® mog bizarre coinddences--their uncanny resemblance to the
endomphinsO(LaChapdle 49). Endaphins, naturally occurring brain chemicals which cause
experiences of pleasure or joy, lose ther effectiveness when displaced by exogenouschemicals
like thoe in marijuana Eventudly, thebrainis chemicaly unable to produce them by itself, and
addictive depression results (Arntz 170) Perhgosa similar process takes place during the
formation of atechnology addiction: we become so dependent on thefalse satisfaction of
technology use tha we lose our ability to feel the genuinevitality tha comes frombeang
connected to the earth.

Orhehdlmark of [the subgtance abuse] process,OGlendinning writes, Os the out-of-control,
often aimless compulsionto fill alog sense of meaning and connectedness with subdances like
acohol or experiences like fameO(Roszak ed. 46). Early moden Europefilled this void with
gold, silver, suga, tobacco, cotton. In moden indwstrial sodety, we have created technology
running the gamut from cars to cappuaino machines. And we have become addicted to it.
Solutions

As dire as this QliagnossOseems to be, hoperemainsfor our collective recovery as much as
it does for any subgance addict. The success of the A.A. program in hdping cure addictions
throughboth individud initiative and suppotive communities provides hopetha recovery is
possible onaglobd level. QAddictionsare broken by changing, evolving,Osay the makers of the

pioneering intellectud project Wha the Bleep Do We Know? (Arntz 178). It will take nothing

less than a dow and panful but ultimately restorative psychic and cultural evolutionto overcome
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our addiction to energy and technology. But awareness and recovery mug befacilitated on all
levels--individud, community, corporate, and governmental--if we are to succeed.

Thefirst phase of the 12-step addiction recovery program is Gdmitting that we are powerless
over our addiction--that our lives have become unmanageableO(12gep.org). Likewise,
Glendinning condudes: Gve mug recognize systemic addiction in mass technological sodety if
we are ever to achieve a state of psychological and technological well-bangO(Roszak ed. 51).
Humanity mug accept the chdlengeof restoring collective mental hedlth if owr destructive

relationship to our environmentisto change Thefuture of life on Earth hangsin the baance.
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