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Do Judeo-Christian values influence Americans’ behaviors towards the environment?

The global climate crisis has loomed on our collective minds for decades now as the crisis 
gradually worsens. Environmental experts accentuate that time is of the essence and collective 
action is necessitated to reparate the damage done to the earth. And yet, despite expert consensus
on not only the existence of climate change but the causes of it, few people actively take action 
to reach this collective goal. And so, the question becomes why. Why is it that so few people are 
willing to take action? To answer this question, we first take a look at the dominant value that 
defines the human-nature relationship in the United States. This value is a common theme of 
Judeo-Christian religions and is referred to as the ‘mastery-over-nature’ doctrine. The doctrine 
positions humans above nature and understands nature as a resource to be mastered (conquered) 
by humankind. So, how common is the belief of mastery-over-nature amongst Americans and 
how does it affect environmental behavior?

Well, the answer is ambivalent. Studies by William Leiss, William Ophulus, R.M. 
Williams and others have found that the mastery-over-nature doctrine is the dominant value 
amongst Americans. Whereas studies by Lynn White, Kent D. Van Liere and others show that 
most Americans reject this doctrine. Clearly, the findings are confounding. However, what is 
known from sociological and psychological research is that beliefs do not always inform 
behavior. In other words, what people believe is not automatically reflected in their behaviors. 
Rather, behaviors are heavily influenced by a person’s social context (e.g., peers, family, 
education, etc.). This means that although people may disagree in theory with the mastery-over-
nature doctrine but are influenced by societal norms to adopt a lifestyle which supports the 
doctrine. For example, an individual may disapprove of oil-drilling practices and yet own a car 
that runs on petrol. 

In light of this, the answer to the question of whether Judeo-Christian values influence 
Americans’ behaviors towards the environment appears to be yes. But the answer is not so 
simple. Although it is unclear whether Americans reject or support the mastery-over-nature 
doctrine, it is clear that the majority of Americans fail to take pro-environmental action. The 
societal context appears to have a greater influence on the behaviors of Americans than their 
personal beliefs of the human-nature relationship. An example of a societal context is the 
common capitalist practice of overconsumption. In other words, the economic system of the 
United States (capitalism) encourages the overconsumption of goods (e.g. purchasing a new 
cellphone every year). This particular practice is damaging to the environment as it encourages 
people to overconsume short-term goods. Those goods often end up polluting the earth as they 
cannot be recycled or are created through practices that cause direct damage to the earth. And so,
societal norms (such as the capitalist practice of overconsumption) and the greater societal 
context have a greater influence on behavior than beliefs. To conclude, it is possible that the 
systems that have been established in accordance with the doctrine of mastery-over-nature (e.g., 
capitalism) influences human behavior today. 
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