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There may be no greater threat to global security and survival than continued destruction to 
the environment. Capitalism and its focus on profits over people, is often blamed for that 
reality. But blaming corporations for pollution misunderstands the issue – and ignores one 
of our best possible solutions.    
 
Corporations are not inherently evil (or non-profits inherently holy). The economist Milton 
Friedman described capitalism as the “impersonal market,” extolling the benefits of an 
amoral (not immoral) system that has no bias on its own. Capitalism responds to the 
demands that people feed it, and corporations evolved naturally from consumer demand. 
 
Problems however, begin with the space corporations create between people, a gap large 
enough for those at the top to forget about the humanity of those at the bottom. It’s space 
that leads to everything from exploitation of workers by CEO’s, infidelity between spouses, 
class warfare, and pollution. It becomes considerably more difficult to exploit, cheat, riot, 
or pollute when you have a personal relationship with the recipient of your actions.  
 
The damage we’ve done to the environment (and it’s very much a collective guilt) is 
largely the result of our disconnect from nature. This is not a new problem. The idea that 
environmental destruction started with the Industrial Revolution creates a false enemy 
(machines, big-business), and ignores the people operating those machines. The historian 
Jared Diamond makes this case in his book Collapse, and more and more scholars are 
beginning to accept that destructive agricultural practices most likely played a major role in 
the collapse of the Maya state and weakened the Aztecs long before Cortés.  
 
Today we find ourselves in a similar situation as the Classic Maya, with our survival 
threatened by our treatment of the environment. Yet there is a solution, and it can be found 
in the very system which is often demonized for its immorality.   
 
The free market, which much of Latin America is a part of, is not going anywhere. Indeed, 
it has been a major factor in rising standards of living for many countries. Government 
oversight and regulation remain incredibly important, but one look at the devastation across 
Russia’s natural landscape speaks to the failure of all-controlling governments to properly 
care for its people or environment.  
 
Capitalism is criticized for deifying profits. Yet corporations are only acting to make 
themselves better off, just like every person who trades something they have for something 
they want. It’s that very incentive that can be twisted to our long-term advantage: change 
will come when consumers demand sustainable products and greener production, and make 
profits dependant on a company’s care for their land and workers.  
   



This will not happen tomorrow. People who don’t have enough money to eat care less 
about their long-term environmental impact than their immediate survival, which is why the 
air is cleaner in Bethany, Oklahoma than in Xela, Guatemala. The free market provides a 
way for the poor to become less poor, and consequently have the time and capital to 
demand a cleaner planet.  
 
By investing in sustainable businesses, through our time, our purchases, and our 
investments, the market will respond to the demand for a cleaner, more natural supply. Is 
the system perfect? Of course not. But it is responsive, and a unified call for closing the gap 
between ourselves and our environment is the strongest response there is.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


