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WANTED: A NEW PUBLIC PHILO S O PHY

Our entire economic system is fundamentally
dependent upon the functional integrity of natural
and living systems that are losing patience with us.
That is to say, these systems have a limited capacity to tolerate human extraction from them and
excretion of waste products and byproducts into
them, and human economic activity worldwide is
colliding with those limits.
Why? The reasons are many, but one key factor is our deep ontological misprision. A hallmark
of the modern era is that we think of the human
realm as set apart from the rest of the world and
that we can manipulate it, engineer it, as we see fit
in accordance with what we find meaningful and
valuable. We are still wedded to that worldview
and seem blindly determined to pursue it to its
logical extremes. Biophysical systems, even when
they are scientifically well-understood, are mistakenly seen as things we live off of, not as places
we live within.
It is essential to change our way of thinking
about economics. In the past, the main contention
has been between those who emphasize efficiency
and those who emphasize equity; or between those
who stress growth and those who stress just redistribution of existing wealth; or between those who
own and control capital and those who own mainly their own labor and skills. These arguments are
not passé, by any means; the struggle for fairness
and equality has not been won.
But a new struggle must be, and is being, added
to it. A new perspective is emerging to infuse and
inform our normative discourse about economics, power, and justice. Let us call this perspective
the new “ecological political economy.” It places
economic activity in the context of the operation
of physical and biological systems. It includes the
important subfield of economics known as ecological economics, but is broader in the way it brings
ethical and governance issues together with economic ones, hence the return to the traditional
phrase, political economy.
Ecological political economy calls us to take
into account the fact that the planetary systems
BRUCE JENNINGS

that support life in its most
fundamental physical, chemical, and organic manifestations
have boundaries, tolerances,
and thresholds. These boundaries should—and ultimately
will—constrain the extractive
and the excretory activity of
human individuals and societies. What individuals do one
at a time is important, but the
social, institutional level is an
essential focus here because
the effects of human action
are greatly magnified by the
collective capacity of institutionally structured economies
and technologies. As planetary
boundaries are approached (or
exceeded), ecosystem functions are undermined and overwhelmed, thereby rendering
them—and the social systems
that depend upon them—less
able to support either human
or natural communities that
are flourishing and healthy, diverse and resilient. No longer
are only justice and dignity at
stake, now minimally decent
survival is in question, as well.
There can be only one
conclusion. Our accelerating, global extractive assault
on planetary resources and
ecosystems, as well as the unprecedented extensions of our
technologic reach, do not truly
represent progress and the triumph of human freedom or the
human destiny. Why not? For
one thing, as is by now familiar, they are not sustainable or
viable as a road to the future.
FROM THE EDITOR
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No less important, but less often noted, is the fact
that technological advance and extractive assault
contain an inner contradiction. While seeming
to extend human freedom, they are laying the
groundwork for its repression; while seemingly
representing the advanced expression of human
capability, they are actually undermining what is
most precious in humanness.
To find a healed relationship between humans
and nature, how then should we think about humanness? I suggest that two ideas help lead us in
a fruitful direction: First, the intertwined notions
of innovative human agency and developmental
capability—humans are remarkably good at doing
new things, and they can improve or get better at
what they do. Second, the normative imperative to
treat the individual human being as a person—it
is of great ethical value to be (and to be allowed
to be) an acting, doing subject, rather than merely
living as an object that is acted upon and done to.
In short, humans are able to comprehend themselves as beings who become, as purposive agents
who can live—and should live—without external
domination. From this follows the awareness that
the world can be otherwise than it has been in
the past and is now. One might say that the concepts of freedom and human rights were invented
to take the moral measure of such a being, once
humankind had discovered (or reinvented) itself
it this way.
In The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt developed an anatomy of our humanness along these
lines, using a suggestive but rather idiosyncratic
terminology. According to Arendt, human beings are (1) creatures of “labor” who are subject
to the biological rhythms of their organic needs;
(2) practitioners of “work” who are subject to the
creative encounter between natural materials and
imaginative form; and (3) performers of “action,”
especially speech acts or communicative acts,
through participation in the deliberative process
of shaping common meanings in the public, symbolic order.
The failure to live within planetary boundaries
and limits—thereby turning our back on our interdependency with the earth and our own earthly,
BRUCE JENNINGS

creaturely condition—will fundamentally threaten and transform the dimensions of labor,
work, and action. Labor will
produce illness rather than
health. Creative work will become increasingly unavailable
and unavailing. Action will devolve into bargaining and positioning for strategic advantage.
At the dawn of the twenty-first
century, precisely those baleful
transformations in the human
condition, this hobbling of human possibility, seem well advanced.
So we would do well not to
underestimate the task facing
ecological political economy.
It is both an ontological reorientation and an ethical innovation. It goes beyond the
physical and life sciences in a
descriptive sense and implicates the normative foundations of social order and human
agency. Ecological political
economics is a new story and
a new conceptual framework
within which we must make
public policy and reform in the
major structures of our society.
It is the narrative of a journey
of discovery concerning how
to imagine, construct, comprehend, and govern a new form
of social order that will achieve
justice and empower flourishing life and living.
Ecological political economy, in other words, is a search
for a “public philosophy” suitable to the unprecedented
challenges of our time. A public philosophy provides normative guidance and a context for
FROM THE EDITOR
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the legitimation of governance and public policy.
It can also provide a framework for the formation
of democratic consensus through participatory
deliberation. Grounded in solid natural and social scientific knowledge, as it ideally should be,
a public philosophy is emergent and dynamic, not
dogmatic. It reflects an ethical vision of what the
ends of economic agency and democratic citizenship should be. All economies, including a future
ecological one, will appropriate natural matter
and energy and, through labor, transform them
into products for human use and exchange. And
for this the coordination and organization of very
large numbers of people, a vast massing of human
agency, will be required in agriculture, mining and
manufacturing, science and technology, transportation, construction, and the like. Such coordination requires a sense of common purpose, and a
public philosophy is essential in the imagination
and discovery of what that purpose should be.
A public philosophy also holds a moral mirror
up to each one of us. It is not only a narrative of
discovering a new form of social order, it is also
a narrative of discovering a new self-identity and
a new way to live. In the market-oriented public
philosophy dominant in the world today, the individual must live out the following narrative, the
ideal of selfhood of homo economicus: To survive
and flourish, the economic self must fulfill (biological and psychological) needs. To meet your needs,
you must compete successfully to extract value
from the labor of others or to secure access to positions in which your own labor can provide the
necessary income. To compete, you must understand and come to dominate the natural and social
systems you inhabit. In this narrative, the desire
to acquire and consume is taken to be psychologically unlimited. The individual then is compelled
by its inner nature and external circumstance to
appropriate and strive to dominate both its social
and its natural environment. As a result, growth
in the activities of extraction and excretion knows
no bounds and perforce overcomes all other considerations.
We hurtle toward barriers ahead and apply the
accelerator rather than the brakes. In this we have
BRUCE JENNINGS

been taught to understand
ourselves as free and responsible members of society. We
provide for ourselves and our
families. We pull ourselves up
by our bootstraps and stand
on our own two feet. This story
of selfhood is hollow and selfdefeating. It is a cathedral with
no alter.
In contrast, the kind of self
called forth in an ecological
political economy has a quite
different narrative. We don’t
quite know yet how to foster
the psycho-social development
of such selves or write their
collective biography on a large
scale. How may homo economicus (the self as gaming,
calculating maximizer of personal utility) be transformed
into homo faber (the self as
craftsman, responsible for and
respectful of his materials)?
How can selves be nurtured so
as to become deliberative democratic citizens attentive to the
common good and obligations
of trusteeship for the natural
world? How can the current
neoliberal world of extractive
liberty and possessive individualism be transformed into a
world of relational or communal liberty, solidarity, mutual
compassion and respect?
From these questions follow equally searching ones
about governance. How can
an open, liberal society—one
in which each individual has
a wide range of freedom and
opportunity to live his or her
own life in their own way—also
be an objectively sustainable,
FROM THE EDITOR
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healthy society that respects ecological boundaries and limits? How can state power be kept to a
minimum if each person is to be protected against
collective hazards over which he or she has virtually no control and only a paltry defense? (The aftermath of Hurricane Sandy comes to mind, and
even conservative, anti-government politicians
were calling for the federal government, that is
the American people as a whole, to be active and
directive then.) These questions indicate the dilemma of reconciling personal autonomy with the
common good. This dilemma has long been at the
heart of modern politics, but today arises in a new,
unprecedented global form. It will be at the core of
politics in the transition from a neoliberal market
political economy to an ecological political economy, and then will remain in the ongoing governance of the ecological political economy of the
future. (Just as this issue of Minding Nature appears, the Center for Humans and Nature has also
launched on its website a series of reflections on
the question: “Can democracy in crisis deal with
the climate crisis?” This question is led by Center
Senior Scholars Benjamin Barber and Carol Gould
and features discussions by other leading social
and environmental theorists and activists.)
Ecological political economy demands a regime of social control that is not compatible with
the life narrative of homo economicus and with
the wide scope of individual and corporate freedom from (state) interference in the use of extractive power that has been widespread among the
affluent of the developed world in the last century.
What is the best way to frame this issue—As a balancing or trade-off of conflicting values? As a regrettable but necessary contraction of the sphere
of individual freedom of choice made necessary by
ecosystemic limits? Or perhaps as a refinement—
itself morally positive and progressive—of our
understanding of freedom? That is, a refinement
in our moral sensibility such that ecologically destructive behavior would not be seen as a manifestation of freedom at all, but rather would come
to be repudiated as a manifestation of ignorance,
irresponsibility, and alienation. If we frame this
problem as one of balancing values, then who conBRUCE JENNINGS

trols the scales? If we frame it
as a devolution of freedom for
the sake of survival, then what
level of coercion will be used
against the recalcitrant, selfdestructive among us?
I believe that it will not be
through fear and the desire
for security in an ecologically
altered and disrupted world
(“global weirdness,” as Climate Central calls it) that the
public philosophy of ecological economics will be able to
succeed. It will succeed primarily through the positive
inspiration and promise of a
new kind of freedom, meaning, and flourishing, The message of planetary boundaries is
not the bad news of less liberty
and more sharp elbows, but
the promise of a new, more humanly fulfilling kind of liberty
and mutuality. This new freedom and a sense of solidarity
can justify and motivate the
kinds of social change needed
nationally and globally in the
next generation.
In practice, this means that
the story line of a new public
philosophy of ecological political economy must have recourse to values and purposes
that the members of these societies will understand if they
think and act like interdependent and relational selves—
“ecological selves,” and “ecological citizens,” if you please.
Part of the task of a new public philosophy, remember, is
to shape this self-identity and
foster a moral imagination
that can see the good and freeFROM THE EDITOR
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dom in relational terms. Its task is to re-member
us. The present mainstream public philosophy
over the years has helped to build a population of
possessive individualists through its doctrines and
through the institutions it has legitimated. Now
we must be no less intentional about the task of
educating a new generation of social persons. The
time has come for economic knowledge and discourse to show all of us, specialists and ordinary
citizens alike, that our personal flourishing is inextricably linked to the flourishing of others (justice) and to the flourishing of the natural world
(trusteeship). A new public philosophy and democratic governance will have to appeal to a motivational structure that is informed by what has been
traditionally called “civic virtue,” and what today
might better be called civic trusteeship. For now,
like it or not, we are each entrusted with the wellbeing of the commonwealth. Ecological civic trusteeship is not so much a role, or a legal status, as it
is an orientation and a disposition of living that is
grounded in a sense of responsibility for promoting and sustaining the common good of the human and biotic community as a whole and its essential biophysical ground.
In order to tell a new story, a new public
philosophy will need a vocabulary of relational
concepts, metaphors, and images—solidarity,
mutuality, reciprocity, community, care, place,
resilience—with which to map the journey to an
ecological economy, democracy, and self. This is a
narrative to fashion and nurture an ecology of the
mind and of the heart.
In this issue of Minding Nature, there are several varied and rich narratives of exactly this kind.
Good food for thought, I believe, to nourish our
common exploration of a new public philosophy
that will do a much better job than the current one
does of minding nature.
In the wake of the 2012 presidential election
campaign in which global warming and climate
change were not discussed, Julianne Warren leads
off the issue with an impassioned plea to End
Climate Silence. Her reflective essay combines a
sense of place with a sense of justice. Warren locates her reaction to Hurricane Sandy, and other
BRUCE JENNINGS

recent storms, in the context of
her sense of place and history
in upstate New York, where her
family home is located, and in
relation to the ways in which
the Occupy movement can be
extended to ecological crisis
and injustice.
Whether Aldo Leopold
would have joined the Occupy
movement in Madison or not,
we do not know; but it is clear
that he would not be happy with
the behavior of Wall Street today, just as he was not pleased
with it in the 1930s. Leopold is
not best remembered for his
thinking about economics, but
that is an oversight, for he had
many profound insights concerning what I am calling ecological political economy. Qi
Feng Lin’s essay, which is part
of a longer study of Leopold
currently in progress, focuses
on the new directions that the
discipline of economics was
taking in Leopold’s time, especially in the intellectual atmosphere at the University of
Wisconsin. It also provides a
close reading of Leopold’s economic essays, which provide
an important addition to his
more familiar ideas in A Sand
County Almanac.
In our global world of high
level policymaking and finance,
a detailed study by Kathryn
Papp and Janis Alcorn demonstrates the importance and the
success of local knowledge and
local participation in wise land
and water conservation and
management. In effect, this essay picks up on and continues
FROM THE EDITOR
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themes broached by Warren and Lin—the limitations of global policy and finance, the significance
of a rich and thick sense of place and responsibility for it, and the lessons of grassroots involvement in successful land use management, as in
Wisconsin’s Coon Valley. In an analysis of innovative approaches to natural systems management
known as “network governance,” Papp and Alcorn
discuss examples from Bali, where an ancient network integrating religion, ritual, and water distribution still functions to maintain high-yield rice
production, the Arctic Circle where indigenous
organizations have successfully cared for the land
for millennia, and the Gran Chaco region of South
America, where the shifting course of rivers has
fostered new forms of cooperation across multiple
communities.
Two additional articles in this issue are based
on presentations made recently at the 2012 Chicago Regional Forum on Ethics and Sustainability,
sponsored by the Center for Humans and Nature
and the Chicago Botanic Garden last October 16.
The theme of this Forum was “Healing Nature.”
“Nature provides benefits and is healing to the
human soul.” So Laura Sewall begins her essay on
the healing aspects of the relationship between humans and nature. Based on a college course, “Nature and Psyche,” she taught with conservation
biologist and natural historian Tom Fleischner,
she tells the story of her experiences and those of
her students in the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, in southern Utah, a protected
area where the geology reveals millions of years of
earth history. She also discusses the scientific research findings concerning the healing benefits—
and the neurological effects—of direct interaction
with non-human nature. She makes a compelling
case for developing an “ecological worldview” and
a “relational sensibility.” Just so. “[T]here are all
sorts of healing to be had,” she maintains, “if only
we turn again toward the natural other, attentive,
and letting our thoughts roam, our curiosity soar.”
Martha Twaddle is a hospice physician who
uses horticulture therapy in the care of the dying.
In this sensitive essay, she combines her understanding of palliative care with her experience and
BRUCE JENNINGS

sensibility of a lover of gardens.
She offers us a profound meditation on the power of humans
and nature relationships in the
process of the relief of suffering and healing.
Rounding out this issue,
Emily Nguyen-Vo reflects on
the ethics and the cultural constructions of a sense of place
and furthers our appreciation
of this crucial concept. Michael
Gusmano reviews an important new book by Lisa Eckenwiler, Long-term Care, Globalization, and Justice. And Anja
Claus provides the Last Word
with thoughts on planning and
architecture in cities that give
shape not only to the built environment and natural habitat,
but also for an environment of
the moral imagination and that
relational sensibility to which
Sewall refers.

FROM THE EDITOR
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Connecting the Dots:
Occupy Times Square,
Re-occupy Our Imagination
By JULIANNE LUTZ WARREN

O

ctober 29, 2012: This is the 83rd anniversary of Black Tuesday, the day that the
stock market crashed in 1929, ushering in
the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl
years. As I awaited Hurricane Sandy, I walked Tess,
my terrier, along the wall of Central Park near West
103rd Street, which was barricaded by city authorities to keep people safe from falling tree limbs. Up and
down the sidewalk, Tess and I were pelted by acorns as
wild gusts blasted through the oaks lining the streets.
Pumped with adrenaline, we dashed up and down the
sidewalk for a few minutes and then, finally, stopped.
I shivered slightly.
Sounds of trees—full of
nuts percussing the cement—
planted seeds of fear.
A couple of days earlier in the park, I watched a
single, tiny Winter Wren—whose bright voice can slice
through dark springtime woods—with quiet intent,
picking tiny flower seeds out of the soil near my feet.
October 28, 2012: One day earlier and three hours
before the NYC subways went through an “orderly”
shut down at 7 p.m. to help keep people safe during
the incoming Hurricane Sandy, I took the 1 train to
42nd Street where a group had assembled in Times
Square to take a stand, refusing to yield our imaginations to bad dreams. We would not yield our faith and
ideals—our hopes—to the numbers of the stock ticker
JULIANNE LUTZ WARREN

flashing above our heads, which glowed with undiminished brightness. We would not yield our memories
and expectations to the images shimmering above us
at Times Square; the high-resolution, gargantuan visions of girls in sexy underwear and boys with big feet
in high-performance sport shoes. These images seduce
us to dissociate from our selves, real sex, the earth beneath our feet, the actual stars in the sky, flocks of birds
migrating beyond the clouds, and the people standing
right beside us. We would resist the engulfment of our
hopes into that “sponsored dreamscape.” We would
choose to be grown-ups, standing amidst sparkling
kiosks that advertise Coca Cola (recycle), NBA2K13,
and, Rock of Ages, Annie, Book of Mormon, Wicked,
and War Horse—all against a leaden sky. It would be
that leaden sky itself that would occupy our minds.
Our message is this: END CLIMATE SILENCE.
These words were painted with black paint on
a duty-reassigned US Army-issued parachute. Just
the right number of people in a circle of hands faced
each other and held the edges of the pink fabric taut
so the message—END CLIMATE SILENCE—was clear
against the blue-painted concrete near the bottom
of the ruby-red bleachers, the now iconic structure
that cost $19 million to build despite economic crisis in 2008, where visitors have since competed with
each other in climbs to the top—a vista from which
people may experience an adrenaline-pumping dose
of simulated hope. For us, the stairs become part of
CONNECTING THE DOTS: OCCUPY TIMES SQUARE, RE-OCCUPY OUR IMAGINATION
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the backdrop and we position our message for a photo
shoot from the ground. Our photographer is hidden
above the dazzle behind the tinted glass of a nearby
hotel. Next, we shuffle around together, keeping the
parachute-dispatch level until we are in line with the
“Earthcam,” which takes in a shifting live aerial view
of Times Square. For a few minutes END CLIMATE
SILENCE competes onscreen with the bewitching,
half-naked-well-shod fantasy world environing us.
I discovered, however, that I needed help to keep
from being lured in.
Recite birdsongs. Quit
the big, flat screen. Wrinkle out
of pretend. Breathe free.
I discovered afresh my own desire to watch my disembodied self ascend into limelight to be watched and
desired by others who wanted the same thing for their
incorporeal selves. I became more interested in craning my neck to see if I could see myself on the screen
than in the message I was holding in my hands. Not a
moment too soon, the parachute-holders, some with
smiles for passersby and some with their eyes closed
as in prayer, began chanting together, at the top of our
voices, “HURRICANE IN OCTOBER, CLIMATE SILENCE MUST BE OVER.” For a dose of reality, recite
these threshold numbers published this past August in
Rolling Stone in an article by climate change activist
Bill McKibben:
“2” is the utmost number of degrees Celsius the global average temperature can rise
above the Holocene average and we still have
any expectation that Earth will maintain conditions to which we have become long adapted.
“565” is the maximum number of gigatons
of fossil fuels we can burn by mid-century and
have any expectation of staying under that 2
degree temperature limit (at current rates we
will blow throw this in 16 years).
“2795” is the still-rising number of gigatons of oil and gas in proven reserves (valued
at $27 trillion) which fossil fuel companies intend to sell to us. This means that we need to
keep at least 80 percent of that underground. 1
The 2012 presidential debates between President
Barack Obama and Mitt Romney were the first since
1988 not to include at least some mention of climate
change. The oil and gas industry donated over five
million dollars to their campaigns (Obama, $705,373;
JULIANNE LUTZ WARREN

Romney, $4,748,461), buying their silence, or worse,
their decency.2 Obama’s better decisions seemed
twisted. In an amazing triumph for the people who
had clamored against it, Obama, at the start of the
year, denied the needed presidential permit on the
Keystone XL pipeline because it would jeopardize the
health of the sensitive agricultural lands it would run
across. Romney strongly criticized Obama’s decision
because he believed that it opposed the national interest in jobs and economic growth. Meanwhile, Forbes
Magazine reported the same day that prices for crude
oil in the areas that the pipeline would serve were
“artificially low,” because major oil companies like
Exxon Mobil, British
The Earth is resilient and Petroleum (BP), and
Conoco Philips could
creative, but neither inexnot get the oil to their
haustible nor unbreakable. refineries
around
the Gulf Coast fast
enough. This was a bold complaint from an industry
that, fewer than two years earlier, had been responsible for spilling billions of gallons of oil into the Gulf
of Mexico. In June 2010, Obama said that this disaster
was as profoundly worldview-shaping as 9/11. It continues to profoundly spiral outward, sickening reaches
of the ocean, shorelines, and thousands of people (or
more) in a poisonous chain that is also cycling inland.
Nonetheless, in the second presidential debate, although Obama insisted on the importance of developing “clean energy,” he and Romney engaged in what
can only be viewed as a radically bizarre contest to
demonstrate which of them was more pro-drilling and
mining. Throughout the campaign debates, neither
candidate talked openly about climate change.
No policy discussion makes sense apart from the
reality of climate change, however, which has arisen
from extreme land-use practices encouraged in the
United States. Industrial-era land uses, particularly
“Green Revolution” agriculture and forestry, have diminished Earth’s biodiversity, which maintains the
gaseous composition of the atmosphere to which we
have become accustomed. We appropriate deeply buried, ancient, carbon-rich fossil life as fuel to burn in
order to grow food and textiles, manufacture plastics
and nylons, pave parking lots and streets, and drive
cars. This has pumped tons upon tons of carbon dioxide directly into the air. Now, Earth’s atmosphere
contains proportionately more greenhouse gases
than it has at any other point in humanity’s existence.
Amounts of carbon dioxide, the top greenhouse gas,
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are at 392 ppm and rising, already well above 350
ppm, the likely threshold ushering in disruptive or catastrophic changes in ecosystems and human societies
alike. The over-abundance of greenhouse gases has
already raised the Earth’s global average temperature
about 0.8 degrees Celsius over the past century. This
means that the atmosphere holds around four percent
more water vapor on average, which tends after evaporating from arid places, to be dumped as rain deluges
on already wet areas.
This election year is in the running for the warmest year ever in the continental United States. Extreme
drought in the Midwest has destroyed winter wheat
and corn and soybeans. Ten days before Hurricane
Sandy, I sat atop a hill in Birmingham, Alabama, where
I was attending a family wedding. I was hosted generously and comfortably behind panoramic glass windows, from where I watched dust cloud up the parched
air, blowing across from the Dakotas. While average
ocean surface temperatures have risen over one degree Fahrenheit over the past decade and a half, this
year temperatures in some areas of the mid-Atlantic
were five or more degrees warmer than average, creating conditions for hurricanes to travel farther north,
bringing more destructive winds and flooding rains.
Four months ago, I watched everything go dark as 70mph winds and downpours erupted across Virginia
during the June 2012 “super derecho,” blowing out
power and leaving my family and me without running
water for more than a week. On October 28, I—along
with millions of others—was waiting for the arrival of
what meteorologists called “the biggest storm ever to
hit the US mainland.”
As I prepared for this storm, I felt fear. But I also
felt relatively well insulated, ensconced on the second
floor of a sturdy brick building with few windows, a
flushing toilet, and drinkable water. More than a billion people don’t have clean water on a daily basis, and
those suffering most bodily from climate change are
not those responsible for bringing it about. America
makes up about four percent of the world’s population,
holds nearly 34 percent of its household wealth, and
has contributed at least 25 percent of industrial-era
accumulated global greenhouse gas emissions, which
are trapping heat in the atmosphere.3 I knew that my
lifestyle contributed to all of this. I have benefited
materially from our fossil fuel-driven Times Square
economy, a system that measures value in ciphers and
tickles, but not love. Therefore, in this hurricane, my
fear was something I deserved, for I have been benJULIANNE LUTZ WARREN

efiting from a way of life that is harmful to others and
eventually will be harmful to me as well.
I surrounded myself with bowls of clean tap water
to drink and wash with if the power went out. I realized
how fortunate and wealthy I was; the clean water surrounding me was cradled in porcelain. All I have to do
is push a lever and, carried by clean water, my waste
flows away from me to somewhere else. The clean water that surrounded me was cradled in a crystal pitcher, hand-thrown pottery bowls, and copper pots. All
I did was turn on the faucet and it flowed to me from
somewhere else. The clean water that surrounded me
at home in Manhattan on the eve of Hurricane Sandy,
and on all previous days, has flowed through pipes to
the city from reservoirs to the north, including the Gilboa Dam on Schoharie Creek on the outskirts of Prattsville, New York, in the Catskill Mountains—my family’s historic hometown.
OCCUPY THE WHITE HOUSE, UN-OCCUPY PRATTSVILLE

August 27, 2011: My husband and I, traveling from
our places of work, joined up at St. Stephen’s Church
in Washington, DC, on August 27th. We reunited for a
training session prior to taking part in a peaceful action of disobedience, during which we would be sitting
down at the White House fence in protest against the
building of the Keystone XL pipeline. We were planning, along with at least one hundred others that day
(and hundreds more over the course of two weeks of
action), to be arrested for this cause.
The 1700-mile pipeline, if built and operated as
planned, would pump nearly 900,000 million barrels
of crude oil daily through some of the world’s most fertile growing areas, situated between the boreal forests
of Alberta Canada and the Gulf Coast. The Keystone
project would mobilize strip-mining of hundreds of
thousands more acres of those vast northern forests.
It would further demolish the home of a multitude of
First Nations people and other members of the land
community, including caribou, wolves, and the 30
percent of North American birds that breed there.
The white-throated sparrow, arriving here to New
York in the fall, the only bird I know who sings tunefully through the winter, is one of them. Its numbers
have already declined 30 percent in the past 40 years.
Mining destroys the forest, fouls the soils, pollutes
the Athabasca River and other waterways, leaches
poisons into the ground water with consequences potentially rippling over years for miles. It is also a deep
graveyard of ancient fossil life, full of carbon, which,
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if killed, mined, and burned would desacralize it and
make it—in the words of NASA scientist James Hansen—“game over for the climate.”
The formal arrest action scheduled for the day after the training (August 28th), however, was cancelled
out of respect for the police and others preparing for
Hurricane Irene, who was blowing in that weekend.
Jim and I decided that we should get out of DC while
we could so that he could have safe driving conditions
home to Virginia and so that I could travel before train
service was cut off into New York. I also had to rescue
Tess, then a tirelessly playful three-month-old puppy,
and our pocketbook from $70/day boarding fees. It
turned out that she had picked up giardia while she
was held in her kennel, something I would learn while
holed up in my apartment as the skies turned greenish
that night.
It turned out that Irene’s center bypassed Manhattan. We had very strong winds and rains and it was
tough enough, but New Yorkers celebrated relief after
the storm. It wasn’t until the next day that I learned
that Irene had occupied my family’s hometown of
Prattsville, NY. A few days later, I arrived in front of
what had been the home of my father, my grandparents, and my great-grandparents.
After my grandparents died, their children had
sold their home to the Dutch Reformed Church, where
my maternal grandfather served as a pastor for a short
time. Though flooded to the second floor, the house
was one of the few structures still standing after Irene.
Gutted, the new pastor
and her family were alI believe that love for
ready working on restorthis place means to not
ing this historic monuabandon it, but to leave
ment that was built by
it, allowing it, with our
19th century architect A.
J. Downing as an Epishumble care, to reascopal manse in “Gingersert a will of its own.
bread Gothic.” Downing
had shaped it as a cross,
and it was sited across the street from another historic
home, the country mansion, and now-dedicated museum of Colonel Zadock Pratt, who had also helped
fund the old manse’s construction. Pratt was, by all
reports, an industrious, ambitious, rich, patriotic, and
generous man.
Born in 1790, Pratt worked at odd jobs and trained
in the tannery business until 1824, when he had carefully saved enough capital to open his flagship tannery, full of his own innovations, along the Schoharie
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Creek in the Catskills. In addition to the tannery, he
also built his own town. As he worked, Pratt partnered
with some of the biggest names in the tannery business, congregated in an area of factories and shoe
stores called “The Swamp” in Manhattan. This area
was located between what are now Gold and Pearl,
and Frankfurt Streets, some of the richest streets in
the city, steps away from Tammany Hall. Pratt, among
others in the19th century leather tanning business,
became elected Tammany members and influential in
politics as well as in the military and finance.
Pratt succeeded in establishing himself as a leader.
His Prattsville tannery was one of the world’s largest
and most productive tanneries. Hides from Buenos
Aires, furnished by “Swamp” men and tanned in Prattsville in 1844, were the first to be proudly shipped
from a New York harbor to Europe. In the winter of
1847-48, when the Mexican War stimulated demand
for shoe leather, Pratt loaded up his belongings in a
very large sled, and drove it all the way from Prattsville
downstate to the “Swamp,” behind four proud, irongray horses, to help fetch his load’s highest price. Contractual arrangements and commissions between hide
and leather merchants and tanners meant that the
tanners owned the capital gain only if the leather was
sold in the market for more than the merchants paid
for it. This involved not only the value-adding process
of tanning, but also knowing when to buy and sell the
leather. According to Frank Norcross’s The History of
the New York Swamp, Pratt was skillful at both activities and kept excellent records to boot. His gains on
tanning at the Prattsville factory started at about 20
percent and rose to over 79 percent. With $100,000
of his profits, Pratt established “Prattsville Bank” in
1842, and, collecting on good-judgment loans, he doubled its assets in ten years.
For generations, Americans have imagined that
the Earth, particularly North America, is inexhaustible, thereby justifying the activities we believe will
fulfill our dreams. But it turns out this belief is harmful
because it is wrong. The Earth is resilient and creative,
but neither inexhaustible nor unbreakable. Moreover,
many of our desires have been downright greedy. Giving others a helping hand from time to time, or even
a foot up doesn’t, in both moral and prudential terms
(which turn out to be indistinguishable in ecological
terms), begin to justify our expropriation of more than
what we need. Many of us have had too much confidence in our intellectual and physical powers even to
overcome unintended consequences of our activities;
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we think that we can get away with taking things from
the Earth, increasing productivity, or finding replacements for things that run out. We can’t. Our dreams
of progress have been misconceived; their hope is a
scandal.
Our riches came from the wealth of the land, including its indigenous people. Before Pratt arrived, earlier
settlers had rid the area of Mahican people, wolves,
and others. In order to make use of the Schoharie
Creek water for his Prattsville factory, Pratt dammed
the creek. For convenience, he built Main Street, cutting off a big bend
in the river and
I believe that we need
crossing the rivfresh, creative dreamscapes,
er’s elevated flood
plain. When the
grounded in the realities of
hemlocks he used
the beautiful, fertile ground,
for tanning were
of where and what homegone after 30
years, he turned
towns should be.
model
farmer.
He convinced his
neighbors to follow his lead in grazing cows on cutover
lands and fields to profit from highest quality butter
production, further tapping the soil’s fertility. Furthermore, Pratt’s “Swamp” tannery business in Manhattan contributed to an industry that polluted the island’s freshwater creeks and the gleaming, spring-fed,
60-foot-deep Collect Pond, turning the area into the
notoriously disease-infested Five Points slum. This
sickening led to the innovative design of a system of
aqueducts, beginning in 1842, to deliver clean water
from elsewhere. Elsewhere would eventually include
the Schoharie Creek, which would be dammed again
to create the Gilboa reservoir downriver past the big
bend that Main Street cuts across in Prattsville.4 Pratt
also served two terms in Congress in the 1830s and
’40s, where he originated the bill establishing the Department of Interior, which, among other things, was
charged with constructing the national capital’s water
system in Washington, DC, and surveying and developing the biological and mineral resources of the West.
Pratt also founded the National Bureau of Statistics, a
ledger recording the country’s profit, but ignoring the
diminished treasure of nature—the soil’s fertility, the
water’s biodiversity, the land’s capacity to renew itself,
and eventually the town’s people themselves.
Before his death in 1871, Pratt boasted that there
were no poor in Prattsville; however, for a complex of
economic, social, and ecological reasons, the town’s
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prosperity was not enduring. In my lifetime, I watched
the town dwindle to about 700, becoming increasingly poor (with an average per capital income less
than $20,000) and run down. Each of my grandparents’ four children left the town to work and raise their
families elsewhere, as did many others. Many of Prattsville’s old Main Street houses began turning ramshackle. Church attendance also declined and businesses disappeared, leaving the bare bones: a grocery
store, a hardware store, an insurance office, a couple
of diners, perpetual yard sales, a bar, a video store,
and a gas station. Indeed, the land is resilient; bright
fall maples and sober oaks now swathe the mountains,
growing in the thinned soils. The people, too, are resilient; church potlucks and local organ concerts continued to grow friendships out of a thinned society.
But the land community, over generations, had been
weakened. The community’s shared capital of fertility
had been overdrawn by demanding land-uses for almost two centuries before Irene hit.
Founded upon an elevated floodplain, Prattsville
has a history of flooding. Lore says Pratt’s specially
imported hemlock coffin was washed away in a flood
before he could be buried in it. My great-grandmother,
knowing what high waters of the Schoharie behind the
house could bring, became so fearful at times of spring
snowmelt and summer rainstorms that my grandfather would drive her to the next town for safekeeping.
Irene came in the fall, and she was of uncommon power. Five hundred miles across, the storm blew in with
over 50-mph winds, shedding more than a foot of rain
within 24 hours.
Several factors loaded the situation for historic disaster, including the native mountain geology and season; complications to stream flow created by the Gilboa Reservoir just downstream (and Blenheim-Gilboa
hydroelectric dam four miles farther down); and the
history of deforestation and grazing, with lag effects
even after generations. Eroded soil, less organic matter, and less vegetation holding the soil in place means
that land generally soaks up less rainfall so more runs
downhill, filling waterways. Soils with less vegetation
also tend to erode downhill into waterways, changing
streambeds over time and destabilizing stream equilibrium, sometimes for generations. These factors may
have increased the likelihood of intense flooding of the
creeks that flow into the Schoharie and the Schoharie itself. Moreover, land uses that disrupt and expose
soils, by removing mature vegetation and degrading
biodiversity, also tend to release more and store less
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carbon dioxide. These extreme land-use changes repeated across landscapes—along with increasing use
of fossil fuels—have created climate change, warming
the Earth, including its oceans. Areas of the Atlantic
were several degrees (Fahrenheit) warmer than average in 2011, making a storm like Irene more possible.
All of this led to the historic moment in 2011 when the
Schoharie river channel expanded into the valley in a
raging torrent five feet above the previous record flood
level (which occurred in 1996), that washed away a
town, my town.
Irene swept away houses and other buildings,
like the iconic O’Hara’s gas station, leaving no visible
trace of them, except a couple of lilac bushes planted
on either side of doorways no longer present or a set
of front steps leading nowhere. Irene also swept away
the soil itself; in places, it subsided under the force of
the water, leaving gaping pits. Most of the homes still
standing were sentenced with white papers reading
“Condemned.”
In front of my aunt’s former—now condemned—
home was an old Better Homes and Gardens issue on
landscaping, upside down in the mud. I noticed that
under the layer of silt deposited by the flood, a few zucchini survived in my grandparents’ former backyard,
gnawed on by some small animals. I remembered
finding Easter eggs hidden in that garden and eating
its spring peas cooked in milk and sweet butter. I remembered how much I loved my grandparents; I was
grateful to them and missed them a lot. I remembered
that when we cleaned out the family’s barn a few years
back, we discovered a long pair of tongs and a wooden plunger, tools of the nineteenth-century tanning
trade, sitting side-by-side with a huge slab of hemlock,
my great-grandfather’s feed store receipts, and a gasdriven Model-T car starter key. I cannot hide from my
own family’s legacy of chasing the American dream, of
gaining riches by means of industrial, capitalist, fossilfuel-driven land uses, by which I have been privileged.
This dream eventually led to the demise of the land
community and our own hometown, contributing too
to climate change sufferings of neighbors as close by
as next door and as far away as the other side of the
world, including children and those yet-to-be-born.
A FEMA tent was set up across from Pratt’s house,
advertising help in accessing government resources.
The Huntersfield Christian Training Center was feeding people, and its members were aiding neighbors
in mucking out homes that people wanted to save. In
fact, there were volunteers from all over the country
JULIANNE LUTZ WARREN

here to help out. White faces and black ones as well,
a racial diversity I had never seen here before. But
what stands out most vividly in my memory of those
few days after Irene are the ceaseless, grinding noises.
Drowning out all else were the roars of generators and
industrial vacuums, and the huge vehicles being used
to haul away debris. The impression of the destruction and the accumulated noise level of the machinery throbbed in my head, and I started feeling sick. I
walked up the street to the edge of town and climbed
up Pratt Rock from the top of which is a panoramic
view of the valley and the Schoharie carving through
it. This is an iconic place where Pratt had arranged to
have his memorial history carved in the stone cliff—
figures of hemlock trees, work horses, a scroll symbolizing the National Bureau of Statistics, a big arm with
a hand curled around a sledgehammer.
I could still hear the machinery from the top of the
cliff as I looked down over the river, which was still
torrential and dark with soil, though mostly withdrawn now from the valley plain, leaving swaths of silt
behind in which new things might grow. Town Supervisor and gas station heir, Kory O’Hara, responded to
reporters in the aftermath of the storm with his own
fist raised, pumping in defiance of the weather. He intended to rebuild. In spite of this can-do zeal; in spite
of New York Governor Cuomo’s promise that the government would make it possible to rebuild Prattsville
“better than ever before;” in spite of all the grief of the
souls who had lived through the storm and who had
stuck with this town through thick and thin and were
planning to do so now; in spite of my own broken love
for this place, I do not believe that this town should
continue growing on this floodplain valley as it has,
nor do I believe that it should have ever developed
here as it did. I believe that love for this place means
to not abandon it, but to leave it, allowing it, with our
humble care, to reassert a will of its own.
At the top of the cliff, I turned away from the dramatic vista. Tess, as disoriented as I was, seemed relieved to gnaw restfully on a tree branch and scuffle
around for acorns and pebbles. I laid my face down
under a huge oak tree and closed my eyes. I turned my
ear to the ground to listen to its older, quieter, wiser
voice until it overcame the hum of the equipment below and the nauseous pounding in my own head. My
sorrow had turned wildly defiant. I smelled the decomposing leaves atop the red-brown post-glacial soil,
comforting, like warm bread. I wanted to howl against
“progress.” I wanted to howl for authentic hope that
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desires true love. I believe that we need fresh, creative
dreamscapes, grounded in the realities of the beautiful, fertile ground, of where and what hometowns
should be.
OCCUPY LIBERTY PARK, WALL STREET RE-OCCUPIED

October 29, 2011: Strangely, another October 29th.
Around 12:30 p.m., exactly one year to the day before
Hurricane Sandy’s arrival, I visited the Occupy Wall
Street tent town established September 17, 2011, in
Liberty Plaza Park (a.k.a. Zuccotti Park). It so happens
that my timing corresponded with another historic extreme-weather event in Manhattan and other portions
of the Mid-Atlantic—an “unprecedented early-season
winter storm,” according to the National Weather Service Reports. The meteorologists stressed that it was
“the first time a winter storm of this magnitude has
ever occurred in October.” This storm helped make
2011 the third wettest year on record for Central Park
(the wettest was 1983). More than a foot of heavy snow
fell. Higher-than-average ocean water temperatures,
over 60 degrees Fahrenheit, kept the precipitation as
rain across Long Island. But just slightly farther inland, temperatures were cold enough to support snow,
along with gusts of up to 63 mph in some places. The
trees in Manhattan in October were still full of leaves,
which sagged under the weight of the snow. Branches
and entire boles cracked apart and collapsed, as did
hundreds of power lines, leaving a vast number without those things we now depend on electricity for—
heat, light, communication, comfort, security, and the
rest. Several people died during the storm.
It was Tess’s first snowfall. We were up very early.
The doormen had not shoveled yet in this privileged
neighborhood; snow on the sidewalks was pristine,
without shoeprints, not yet yellowed or oily. The puppy was grinning ear to ear, free to kick up her heels
in the now-muffled valley between the towering apartment buildings and the American Museum of Natural
History where we then lived. As the day unfolded, conditions became less pleasant on the streets. As for the
people who had slept in Liberty Plaza all night in their
Eureka tents, I don’t believe that they were kicking up
their heels; they were doing whatever they could to
stay warm and to keep their fabric homes from collapsing under the icy storm.
There were police vans and policemen along the
fringes of the Park, and members of media with cameras, as well as tourists and city people passing by
to have a look or looking away. Across this seeming
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boundary, I felt as though I were peering through the
backlit windows of a family’s private residence, but I
understood that this was a community open to all. I
stepped into the maze, where no one made me feel as
if I were trespassing nor did anyone insist that I join
them. Some of the tents for sleeping were actually private residences, other tarps were sheltering a comfort
station distributing clothing, blankets, tampons, soap
and the like. There was a food station, which smelled
warm and spicy; a first-aid table; and a library. There
was an area called the Think Tank, where anyone could
meet in an orderly manner, respectfully, to speak, listen, and share diverse opinions about anything from
anarchy to xenophobia. There were two information
tents where I found greeters happy to share stories.
Standing just outside one of the open-sided information tents, I shared my sagging umbrella with
another seeker as the fierce winds competed with the
weight of the wet snow to overtake the occupiers. One
of the resident greeters in Liberty Plaza was a young
man named Justin, who was shivering under his bright
orange cap, happy to share some of his thoughts. In
response to recent criticisms that Occupy lacked solid objectives, he replied that the purpose of the tent
town was to build community; though, he admitted,
if someone donated some sheltered space, that could
be okay, too. Justin explained how, when he was unemployed, he had relied on government aid and then
fell into the hands of a dentist who had taken advantage of that resource. The dentist had him return for
various procedures, which, rather than promoting his
health, had harmed him. Justin lost both the enamel
on his teeth and his trust. He explained to me his understanding of how money power had breached Wall
Street well before 9/11. After the terrorist attack, trading had become increasingly electronic and international. This makes the actual locale less of a potential
direct target for terrorists and reduces concern over
it shutting down amidst natural disasters. Justin believed that this change was already unfolding anyway.
In any case, it was easy to think about 9/11 and to feel
my own erosion of trust and confidence in the old
world—in the former America that so many of us have
grown up with—standing there in the absence of the
World Trade Center Towers. It was also not difficult
to be wary of the nature we’d whipped up as the fastmoving hull sheers of granite clouds heaved waves of
icy water in our faces.
The now-gaping pit of the former twin skyscrapers are one diagonal block northwest of Liberty Plaza.
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The New York Stock Exchange is southeast, two blocks
away. Wall Street—named for a walled river-connecting path built by 17th century Dutchmen in an unsuccessful effort to keep Lenape people and unwanted
others out of their settlement—runs east and west, two
blocks south. The former Collect Pond-turned-FivePoints-Slum is about ten blocks due northeast, now
overtopped by City Hall and Foley Park among other
structures extending into presentIndividual self-interest has
day Chinatown—
gotten us into this mess…
Canal Street, the
and it can’t get us out. On the
spine of Chinatown, runs along
other hand, moral outrage
a canal originally
might drive us to finally work
dug to enhance
together
the outlet stream
of Collect Pond. It
was used to drain the waterlogged mess of the filled-in
pond area and to carry sewage and other waste into
the Hudson River. This pattern of dumping would
soon turn miles of the river poison. From Liberty
Plaza, the glass-gleaming architectural masterpiece
of Chase Manhattan Plaza is due southeast about one
block. Chase Manhattan bank started out as a ruse for
a water company in the wake of the tanners and others
who left behind the sickening Collect Pond and moved
their activities over to the “Swamp.” The innovative
proposal of former US senator and soon-to-be Vice
President of the United States, Aaron Burr, was chosen by the city of New York and received funding in
1799. His written plans involved piping water through
hollow logs from an untapped source north of lower
Manhattan.
What Burr’s newly established Manhattan Company actually did was pipe water from a contaminated well under the Collect Pond to a reservoir on
Chambers Street, in front of where the Courthouse
now stands, and from there to homes in lower Manhattan, for a fee. In fierce competition with Alexander
Hamilton, whom he later killed in a duel, Burr used
the money he saved on actually providing clean water
to New Yorkers to break up Hamilton’s Bank of New
York monopoly by founding the “Bank” of the Manhattan Company, housed at 40 Wall Street. In 1955,
more than a century after Burr allegedly conspired to
start his won country out West and was arrested for
treason (but later acquitted), his Bank of Manhattan
merged with Chase Bank, becoming the second largest
financial institution in the nation, scraping the sky to
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help revive the financial district.
Not long before this merger, in 1946, the Chairman of Chase Bank, a member of the famously wealthy
Rockefeller family, was appointed on behalf of the
World Trade Corporation, just authorized by the New
York State Legislature, to explore the feasibility of a
World Trade Center to be situated in lower Manhattan. The initial aim was to encourage port and maritime activities, though that mission would shift to
housing wealthy financial service companies. In 1958,
another Rockefeller, the then-vice chair of Chase
Manhattan Bank, announced the master plan for the
complex. The New York Stock Exchange was one of
its earliest tenants. Sited near the Hudson River and
resting within a deep “bathtub” foundation specially
prepared to keep out groundwater, the World Trade
Center was dedicated in 1973. The redoubtable twin
towers, though soon overtopped, debuted as the tallest
buildings in the world. By 1987, the World Trade Center began generating a profit of $187 million a year. In
the summer of 2001, the World Trade center was sold
to a private owner, Larry Silverman, for over $3 billion, the largest real estate deal in New York history.
Just six weeks after Silverman’s purchase, two
commercial passenger jets, hijacked and flown by men
waging Islamic holy war, flew into the World Trade
Center Towers. The first hit the north tower at 8:46
a.m., the second hit the south tower sixteen minutes
later.5 The 9/11 World Trade Center attacks ruthlessly
and senselessly annihilated thousands and sickened
countless other souls—all loved by others and loving
others—but did not annihilate America’s civilization,
which seems to have taken on a life of its own. The
New York Stock Exchange closed, undergoing its longest hiatus since the Great Depression/Dust Bowl-era
banking crisis of 1933, and did not reopen until September 17 (ten years to the date before Occupy Wall
Street would be born). On that day, firefighters, police,
and public officials were there to ring the opening bell
on the trading floor.
Liberty Plaza Park, owned by Brookfield Properties, had been buried by the Towers’ collapse under a
pile of rubble. It became a parking site for emergency
vehicles and was reopened in 2005 with freshly planted locust trees and tulips, renamed for Brookfield Corporation’s chairman, John Zuccotti. A zoning agreement with the city, allowing Brookfield to build extra
square feet and, in return, requiring Brookfield to welcome the public into its outdoor space, arguably made
the OWS tent town legal and open to scrutiny.
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The spirit of openness is antithetical to Wall
Street’s historic economic culture, which, from the
seventeenth century to the present, has been rooted
in senses of entitlement, protectionism, and secrecy—
and unhealthy doses of selfishness and greed. The
early Wall Street path, joining the banks of Manhattan’s two major rivers, quickly became a thoroughfare for businesses, warehouses, churches, indeed,
even America’s first National Capital (now Federal
Hall), where George Washington was inaugurated as
its first president in 1789. In 1792—around the time
the Five Points slum developed with rising thousands
clamoring for clean water and dying from waterborne
diseases—twenty-four wealthy stockbrokers secretly
congregated around a buttonwood tree (i.e., Sycamore) outside at 68 Wall Street to discuss how the few
of them could control the financial securities business.
This exclusive group of twenty-four men agreed to
a minimum rate of a quarter percent commission on
the value of any traded security giving, as they wrote
in a jointly signed compact, “a preference to each other in our negotiations.” Others would later join in the
negotiations by paying in. In 1817, the buttonwood
group wrote their first constitution, establishing rules
for buying and selling bonds and shares of companies,
thus creating the New York Stock Exchange. In 1893,
about a generation after Pratt’s 1871 death, a group of
mostly New York “Swamp” businessmen established
US Leather as one of America’s largest corporations.
The new company specialized in hemlock-tanned sole
leather, controlling 75 percent of its manufacture at
the time. In 1896, “US Leather preferred” became one
of the original twelve companies comprising the Dow
Jones Industrial Average, which began publicly monitoring the ups and downs of stocks; in other words,
collectively monitoring “the market.”
Convincing people to invest in growing companies’
wealth meant luring them to compete for stocks and
bonds and to trust brokers, bankers, and all others
who profit most from managing finances. This system
leads to transactions that are distanced from money
owners’ consciences, the sources of actual materials
being manufactured and sold, and neighborly community relationships. This meant building a system
that would prey on people’s hopes and dreams, digesting them into the flesh of an economic body that could
never be satiated. It meant creating modern dreamscapes that separate people not only from their own
capital, but also from the land they depend upon.
The call that has fueled the courage of people to
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build the OWS community has been to “fight back
against the corrosive power of major banks and multinational corporations over the democratic process,
and the role of Wall Street in creating an economic collapse that has caused the greatest economic recession
in generations.”6 Occupy stands up for alternatives to
dangerous dichotomous thinking—merely a choice between the “free market,” which ordains a few as the
worthy rich and the many as their poorer workers, or
economic jahiliyya that condemns those stepping outside that global corporate economy to shame and brutality. What those alternatives are remains a question
that must be answered in multiple, overlapping ways,
informed by social and climate justice (which ecologically and morally, turn out to be the same thing). “Another world is possible,” the friends of OWS call out,
“We are the 99 percent! We will no longer tolerate the
greed and corruption of the one percent.” It is that one
percent who currently control around 40 percent of
“global assets,” and who dominate the industries and
large-scale activities that are pushing atmospheric
carbon dioxide above 350 ppm, which is leading everyone—the 100 percent—toward catastrophe.
Fossil-free, market-free, self-renewing power is
what makes the voices of the OWS/ climate-justice
movement audible above the din of the dominating
system’s machinery. A group gathers that is too big for
a lone human voice to encompass or in an area with
too much noise to be transcended by a single person’s
speech. The words of a speaker are repeated by those
nearby who can hear them. This amplifies the sound
both outward to the crowd and inward to the individual. When you repeat someone else’s words, they
tend to penetrate your mind in a deeper way. Because
most of our minds can only remember accurately a
few syllables at a time, maybe seven or so, an effective
people’s mic orator ends up creating a sort of street
poetry of punchy rhythm, resonant decibels, and thick
meaning that invites everyone into belonging. In certain assemblies, listeners may “twinkle,” that is, wave
their fingers up in agreement or down in disagreement, communicating to all an immediate read on the
group’s disposition. Because OWS ideas of justice include listening respectfully to others, the mic is open to
all. Those who want to speak get on “stack,” and each
person in line generally is expected to yield the floor
to the next within a few minutes. In contrast, on the
historic trading floor of the New York Stock Exchange
over wires and air waves, voices shout to be heard, and
numbers shimmer in finger-tip competitions above all
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to win, to conquer, and to be the one who leaves with
the most money, faster, more and more money.
“Mic check! Mic check! Rain
and snow won’t make us go! Rain
and snow won’t make us…”
This is what the people of Occupy Wall Street recited on October 29, 2011, at Liberty Plaza Park, and
it didn’t. However, the City’s government and police
force were becoming increasingly ready to do so. At
1:00 a.m. on November 15, coordinated with the FBI
(designating OWS as a terrorist threat), Department
of Homeland Security, and big banks,7 Mayor Michael
Bloomberg, acting on charges of health and safety violations and complaints from neighbors, commanded
the New York City police to make a secret raid on
the OWS community, supported by Brookfield security officers. They violently cleared the park of people,
arresting around 200, trashing tents, tossing away
sleeping bags, books, food, clothes, bicycles . . . everything, except the new dreams themselves and a raft of
friendships.
OCCUPY SANDY, OCCUPY OUR NEIGHBORHOODS

October 29, 2012, continued and beyond: Almost
a year later, while a few of us held out our END CLIMATE SILENCE message in Times Square, keepers
of the New York City Stock Exchange barricaded its
entrance with sandbags in preparation for Hurricane
Sandy. The storm, part Nor’easter, part cyclone, was
officially re-graded to “Superstorm Sandy” as she hit
the Mid-Atlantic states. Sandy was massive, spanning
hundreds of miles, sustaining record low barometric
pressure, and generating winds of around 80 mph
gusting as high as 100 mph. Whatever she was, she
was every bit as fierce as we all feared.8 Weather models were remarkably accurate in tracking this storm
and some of the consequences it could bring to New
York City.9 A few days earlier, Sandy’s 110-mph winds
and rain demolished island swaths in the Caribbean
and Bahamas, including parts of Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, and Cuba, where there were more
people already living on an edge more precipitous
than many of our poorest poor. A high-pressure cold
front (perhaps related to record Arctic sea ice melt this
year altering jet stream patterns and ocean warming)
to the north of Sandy turned her north to northwest—
an extremely rare turn—and created havoc in Florida
and on up the coast. The eye of the storm finally came
ashore near Atlantic City, NJ, around 8 p.m. on the
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29th. Not long after, Sandy’s winds pushed seawater
toward the coast, which was already experiencing a full
moon high tide cycle and sea levels historically high
due to climate change. Past records and the built environment along the shore were smashed by the storm
surge. Water surged into lower Manhattan at nearly
14 feet (almost four feet above the former 1960 record), salty, polluted water flooding subways, electrical power stations, natural gas vaults, businesses and
apartment buildings, streets and parks. Trees crashed
down, branches cracked off, and in some places, fires
that could not be reached or fought engulfed entire
neighborhoods.
Tess and I went out again just before Sandy’s landfall. With the rain and wind whipping us, I tried to
imagine the well being of the birds, hopefully.
Wren, tiny flower
seeds eaten, wind-winged away.
Quiet. Sparrow hid.
We were all in this together as Central Park tossed
in the gusts, Brooklyn and Queens were pummeled,
and Manhattan’s “Battery” was battered. Thousands
lost homes, begging for conversation to begin about
immediate and future restoration of these flood-prone
areas. The death toll is not yet counted. For millions of
survivors, the power blinked off across the storm area,
including service to hundreds of thousands in lower
Manhattan and most of my undergraduate students
at New York University, where classes were canceled.
Those in high rises lost not only lights, but also freshflowing water for drinking and bathing, as well as sewage disposal. Some cell phone transmission networks
also went down. Ground Zero, the bathtub of the stillgaping site of the former World Trade Towers, received the raging Atlantic. Wall Street was breached—
occupied by Sandy. For the first time since the blizzard
of 1888, which had helped convince New Yorkers to
start burying transportation and other communications and power systems underground, the New York
Stock Market closed down for more than a day due to
weather.
Those of us living farther north in Manhattan and
on higher ground farther inland again reaped privilege on top of privilege. We lost nothing much tangible
that night. Though I was tense listening to the howling
wind and crashing outside my window, I mostly slept
(albeit fitfully) during the night that Sandy made landfall. Though the Greenwich Village Halloween parade
was cancelled for the first time in its 39-year history,
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on Halloween day, the Stock Market reopened. And,
though deserted of people, with its pavement soaked
through the storm, the sparkling kiosks in Times
Square never dimmed, the stock ticker kept ticking;
the advertisements flashed without interruption: Coca
Cola (recycle), NBA2K13, and, Rock of Ages, Annie,
Book of Mormon, Wicked, and War Horse against
a still-leaden sky. Many Broadway shows indeed reopened. And tree-chippers, repair machinery, police
officers, and firefighters seemed to annex the streets,
their lights flashing and sirens blaring.
Meanwhile, that same day, Exxon and Shell announced that they made a whopping $16 billion in the
recently concluded third quarter. While awaiting the
Department of Justice’s decision on trying them for the
2010 Deepwater Horizon Gulf of Mexico oil spill, BP announced a “better-then-expected” third-quarter profit
of $5.4 billion. This success made BP stock rise more
than 3.4 percent in London trading. BP also boasted of
its plans to “substantially increase exploration drilling”
around the world and a new 19.75 percent stake in the
Russian national oil company. Meanwhile, elsewhere,
the Northeastern Atlantic seaboard awoke to storm
devastation intensity, made more likely thanks to
historically-Western-dominated-greedy-capitalisticindustrial-economic-growth-free-market-land-andwater-abusing-widespreading-mass-biodiversity-devastating-fossil-fuel-driven-global-climate-change.
And these factors are spreading virtually unchecked.
Exxon, BP, Gazprom, Chevron, Conoco Phillips,
Shell, Rosneft, Syncrude, Enbridge, TransCanada,
Citgo, Peabody Energy, Arch, Alpha, Cloud Peak,
CONSOL. The list of members of the “rogue” fossilfuel industry goes on. As Bill McKibben put it without
mincing words, they are “reckless like no other force
on earth.”10 He also pointed out that this industry
has been subsidized by governments and banks, by
Wall Streets and Main Streets supported by investors
and beneficiaries of all sorts—farmers, universities,
churches, small businesses, families, and each person
who hews to the status quo of the “sponsored dreamscape” that tickles us out of a reality that is accelerating
into a nightmare. If even just a few of these fuel companies burn just their current reserves, they alone hold
the power to carry Earth quickly over the two-degreeCelsius threshold rise of global average temperatures,
creating a world for all that is un-imaginable.
Individual self-interest has gotten us into this
mess, McKibben stresses, and it can’t get us out. On
the other hand, moral outrage might drive us to finally
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work together effectively against this common enemy.
Moral outrage might give us courage to do what is
right, if we remember, as another bold climate author
Naomi Kline puts it, “GREED IS GROSS” and “I CARE
ABOUT YOU.” Moral outrage may carry us toward a
better world that may be possible, as long as we remember, in Klein’s own words, that “[i]n the rocky future we have already made inevitable, an unshakable
belief in the equal rights of all people and a capacity
for deep compassion will be the only things standing
between humanity and barbarism.”11 And in an ecologically interconnected, evolutionarily co-adapted
world, deep compassion for the whole community of
Earth’s life is the only good that produces pure outrage
of the moral sort that does not harm, but heals.
Consider the following thought experiment: Let’s
say something so big finally happens, say, for example,
a sweeping drought wipes out agriculture in America’s
heartland. Say, for example, an extreme hurricane
swamps Manhattan. Say both happen at once. Say
many howl with sorrow as they wake up with bruised
trust, or worse, in a world they cannot deny is no longer
normal. Perhaps then, McKibben dreams, “even the
political power of the industry [would be] inadequate
to restrain legislators, who manage to regulate carbon.” If that were
In a true democracy, in a to happen, then
those fossil fuel
just and compassionate soci- reserves would
ety that cares about our chil- be worth a lot
dren, and inseparably our less, and industry stocks “would
planet, we must all be leaders.
tank.” That hasn’t
happened yet, but
in New York during the week of Superstorm Sandy,
Governor Andrew Cuomo, Senator Chuck Schumer,
and Representative Jerrold Nadler—who warned that
there “will be a storm of this magnitude again”—spoke
out publicly to say that climate change is real. And on
November 1st—five days before the 2012 presidential
election—Mayor Michael Bloomberg surprised everyone when he stepped off the fence from which he
had been sharply criticizing both candidates to endorse President Obama’s 2012 re-election. The reason: Bloomberg believed Mr. Obama was the better
candidate to tackle climate change. “Our climate is
changing,” the mayor wrote, and “while the increase
in extreme weather we have experienced in New York
City and around the world may or may not be a result
of it, the risk that it may be—given the devastation it
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is wreaking—should be enough to compel all elected
leaders to take immediate action.” In his acceptance
speech, Obama, breaking his dangerous silence, declared: “We want our children to live in an America
that isn’t threatened by the destructive power of a
warming planet.”
In a true democracy, in a just and compassionate
society that cares about our children, and inseparably
our planet, we must all be leaders. This is why McKibben and Klein at the end of 2012, toured 21 US cities with their “Do the Math” campaign to stoke love,
which leads us to recognize abuse and respond with
the power of moral outrage, thoughtfully concentrated
in a strategic, already nation-wide action of fossil-fuel
industry divestment, “Fossil Free.”12 They have ignited
an effort to non-violently cripple the rogue terrorists of Earth, to send a message, while strengthening
bonds between neighbors. Superstorm Sandy may
have helped END CLIMATE SILENCE, even as she
has generously given us a preview of some aspects of
our alternatives to Times Square, “the market,” and
holy wars. Clinton Hill, Sunset Park, Brighten Beach,
Broad Chanel, Staten Island, Coney Island, Rockaway,
Lower East Side—these are the names of places where
“Occupy Sandy,” a coalition of volunteers including
Occupy Wall Street and the climate solution group
350.org, are meeting, intent on helping each other
help each other. There was no official decision to form
this coalition. It just happened because, in the words
of one volunteer, “This is what we do already.”
I visited the Lower East Side’s Chinatown this past
November 1st. Though suffering less dramatically
than some of the more coastal areas, in this neighborhood the power had been out since Sandy’s landfall
three days earlier and would likely remain out for a
few more days at least. With subways down, loaded
with bags of water, I negotiated from my apartment
one hundred and some blocks south via foot, taxi, and
bus, running for no charge, to the office of CAAAV—
Organizing Asian Communities—at Hester Street and
Essex, which was on Occupy Sandy’s list of volunteer
meeting sites. There was a stern-faced police officer
watching over the never-shortening, two-block-long
line on the sidewalk out front where water, food, batteries, flashlights and the like were distributed. There
were police everywhere. Some were directing the light
street traffic because none of the traffic lights were
working; others were patrolling the streets and sidewalks. I could hear lots of sirens for reasons I couldn’t
see. None of the businesses in the area were open, with
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the exception of a few corner stores selling basics in
the dark for cash. Cell phones didn’t work well because
of some storm-related transmission troubles. Schools
were closed and so children were at home. There
were a few generators roaring, but in general, people
weren’t watching television or playing video games. It
was chilly that day, but not freezing or raining, and
there were people spilling outside into common areas
where they were talking with each other, playing street
games, reading, or just sitting around. Other people
were unable to leave their buildings, particularly those
who were elderly and immobile or sick.
More experienced volunteers wearing orange vests
gently guided me to form a team with two others. One
was a young man from Madrid named Jose, a recent
Columbia University MBA whose Internet startup
company office was in the neighborhood. The second
was Lai, a young man from Brooklyn who spoke Mandarin. We three headed over to a tall apartment building at the corner of Bayard and Bowery, rising out of
ground which, 200 years ago, had been the sparkling
Collect Pond turned into the Five Points slum area, to
check on people who were stranded and to figure out
how to get them things they needed.
Walking past the temporary doorman, we found
our way beyond the sealed elevators to the black stairwell. There were no windows in the stairwell or in the
maze of hallway on the 8th floor where we knew that
there was at least one elderly couple needing help.
We had a small flashlight. I went up first, then Jose,
then Lai followed shining the flashlight upwards for
all of us. It was a bit intimidating at first, but soon we
were laughing at how I kept wending the wrong way—
into the wall instead of the next flight. Correcting this
problem, we met an elderly man on the fourth floor
who was having trouble with his next step, but seemed
in friendly spirits. I touched him to put slight pressure
on his back while Jose gave him a hand forward. Lai
kept his spotlight shining on us all. The man seemed
to regain his momentum and we all congratulated ourselves on making the most of our new exercise regime.
I was shocked by the light flooding in when the first
door was opened by the older couple. I already had forgotten it was daytime. It was easy to imagine, though,
what it must be like up here when the sun went down.
And these people, unable to manage the stairs, had not
been out since the storm. The husband, a man with an
intelligent but illness-twisted face, wearing red sweatpants and leaning on a cane, had suffered two brain
surgeries. He needed water in order to take medicine,
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and he and his wife also could use a new 9-volt battery
for their radio, he said. Also, their flashlight wasn’t
working. Jose asked if this couple knew how their
neighbors were doing. They weren’t sure about most
of them, but they knew there was a single woman next
door. Perhaps she could use a hand. We knocked on
her door next. She peeked out cautiously. We quickly realized that people were more likely to answer to
strangers if they heard a friendly female voice. So my
job was to be that voice. Jose was excellent at reading
need. Lai, with Mandarin, broke the culture barrier
and earned trust for us all.
As we canvassed the floor we saw glimpses of material lives lived side-by-side, including everything
from a crystal chandelier and all the furnishings, to
nothing but a single mattress on the floor and two
baby strollers. As Jose voiced for all three of us, we felt
most worried about those who might be behind the
doors that were not opened. After knocking on the last
door, we headed back down the stairwell with our list.
We found one of those dark-but-open corner stores
and, splitting the cost among us, spent $27 cash on
a 9-volt battery, a small flashlight, and 35 bottles of
water shipped from springs in Maine, which we carried back up the stairs to four families. This time those
doors we knocked on opened to us immediately. When
we left, the neighbors remained in the hallway talking
with each other, and Jose and Lai and I had become
friends. And we knew that this work was only a beginning.
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Aldo Leopold: Reconciling
Ecology and Economics
By QI FENG LIN

A

ldo Leopold (1887-1948) was an American conservationist, forester, and wildlife
ecologist who was deeply concerned about
the speed and impact of industrialization
on the natural world and human-nature relationships.
Since human agency in the modern world is so profoundly shaped by economics, Leopold knew he would
eventually have to come to terms with the premises
and consequences of economics in order to address
modern environmental challenges. In Leopold’s mind,
economics did not have a satisfactory way of handling
concepts like wilderness or beauty or land health,
things that Leopold cherished. Writing in 1938, he
noted that “[i]t seems likely that the present muddle
[in the pursuit of conservation through public ownership of land] arises from the fact that the conservation problem involves a new category of economic
phenomena; one with which economists are unaccustomed to deal.”1
Leopold’s response to economics is best understood in the context of the broad history of conservation, ecology, and economics in the U.S., especially the
developments that led to the emergence of the University of Wisconsin as a center for innovative approaches to land economics. This was the institutional and
intellectual environment in which Leopold responded
to society’s trend towards simplistic economic growth
and land degradation. His thinking on economics and
the human-land relationship would mature over his
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career and would eventually lead him to articulate his
land ethic in A Sand County Almanac.
Aldo Leopold came of age at the height of the Progressive movement as a force in American society and
government. The Progressive era in the United States
from 1890s to 1920s marked a period of social reform as the country sought to address the conservation problem of how to reconcile a finite and diminished endowment of natural resources with a growing
population and economy. University education and
research blossomed during this period, and scholars
applied themselves to the country’s problems. In the
fields of political economy and forestry, the intellectual
heritage could be traced back to Germany, where several key figures received their training. They included
Richard Ely, Bernard Fernow, and Gifford Pinchot,
all of whom made major contributions during this period of intellectual ferment. With the creation of the
American Economic Association in 1885, the field of
“political economy” gradually became “economics.”
It would remain a pluralistic discipline until just after
World War II.
Ely’s tenure at the University of Wisconsin at
Madison from 1892 to 1925 led to the creation of the
Wisconsin School of Institutional Economics. Its focus was on a topic’s historical and sociological context
and relevant institutional structure. This school of
economic thinking gave rise to two economic sub-disALDO LEOPOLD: RECONCILING ECOLOGY AND ECONOMICS
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ciplines at Wisconsin, land and agricultural economics. Economists who were trained at Wisconsin were
hired by the federal government to direct agricultural
programs during the inter-war period and played an
instrumental role in the New Deal’s agricultural programs during the 1930s.
The historical and institutional conception of economics at the University of Wisconsin made it possible for Leopold, then professor of game management (later wildlife management), to participate in
well-informed economics discourse. The tendency of
economic forces to lead to environmental deterioration—and the potential of an alternative economics to
address such degradation— prompted him to reflect
on conservation economics, under the influence of
such thinkers as George Wehrwein and William Vogt,
author of Road to Survival (1948), an important precursor of contemporary ecological economics. The human relationship to the land must rest, not on mere
economic expediency, Leopold argued, but on ethics,
aesthetics and a mutually beneficial state of ecological
resilience and integrity.
After World War II the pace of human development quickened. The expeditious rate of economic and
technological transformation in the 1950s and 1960s
produced severe stresses on the environment, which
led to the emergence of an environmental movement
amidst a larger context of cultural self-examination.
As part of an expanding discourse on issues of population, consumption, and limits to economic growth,
there came thoughtful challenges and alternatives to
the simple economic-growth paradigm. These in turn
lay the foundations for more recent (and more sophisticated) explorations of sustainability.
The themes that Leopold had struggled with in his
work dominated environmental discourse during the
1960s and 1970s. Like Leopold, a number of concerned
intellectuals such as Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (author of The Entropy Law and the Economic Process
[1971]) and Herman Daly (author of Steady-State
Economics [1977]) recognized the need to rethink human activities in a broader, integrated, and ecological
worldview instead of the standard, narrow economic
worldview. Leopold’s discussion of the tension between private and public interests and the difficulty of
achieving conservation goals through economic laws
alone anticipated the growing issue of the “tragedy of
the commons” and the management of common resources during the 1960s and 1970s.2
The goal of the field of ecological economics as it
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emerged in the late 1980s is similar to that of Leopold
in the 1930s and 1940s, namely, to rethink the foundations of economics in light of emerging ecological
principles. After selling modestly in its early editions,
A Sand County Almanac became influential with the
rise of the modern environmental movement. Leopold
contributed to the birth of ecological economics both
indirectly, through the popularity of his book, and
directly by inspiring prominent and influential ecological economists, such as William Rees and Richard
Norgaard.
Leopold’s views on and contributions to economics
have been explored by several scholars. Gerald Vaughn
provides an overview of Leopold’s thoughts in economic policy with regards to conservation. Craufurd
Goodwin describes how
Leopold went from being
In Leopold’s mind,
influenced by a utilitarieconomics did not have
an economic perspective
a satisfactory way of
to eventually discarding
it after realizing its inadhandling concepts like
equacy in handling enviwilderness or beauty or
ronmental issues. While
land health…
Leopold’s land ethic focused primarily on the
impact of economic production on the land, Douglas MacCleery points out that today’s consumptiondriven economy suggests that Leopold’s land ethic
needs to be supplemented by a “personal consumption ethic” for it to be efficacious. Donald Snow notes
that the economic phenomenon to which Leopold was
responding would be better understood as “commercial determinism” in present-day parlance. Bill Shaw
reviews the development of environmental policy and
the efforts to reconcile environmental consciousness
with neoclassical economic concepts before discussing how Leopold’s ideas represent a new paradigm.3
Building upon these studies, we can find new insights
by examining the personal and professional foundations of Leopold’s ecological-economic worldview.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF LEOPOLD’S ECOLOGICAL ECONOMICS

Academic study in the United States developed
rapidly in the mid-nineteenth century. This period
was marked by the professionalization of academic
research, allocation of resources to academic institutions, overseas graduate study by the first generation
of scholars (particularly in Germany), curriculum reform, and a sense of academic activism in addressing
social issues. The origins of the American Association
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of the Advancement of Science (AAAS) can be traced
back to the founding of the Association of American
Geologists in 1840. The organization was renamed
two years later to include naturalists and was finally
renamed the AAAS in 1848 after chemists and physicists proposed to join. The late nineteenth century saw
a steady growth in membership of AAAS, with meetings held annually (except from 1861 to 1865, due to
the Civil War). The Morrill Act of 1862 provided significant momentum for moving university education
forward to include subjects with a more practical bent.
Under this legislation, funds generated by federal
grants of land were allocated to each state for the purpose of establishing and maintaining institutions that
would training in agriculture, the mechanical arts, and
the applied sciences. The result was the creation of an
American system of land-grant universities.
During this period, economics in the United States
was a nascent field struggling to establish its curricular status in academic institutions. Political economy, as it was known then, had to operate within the
constraints of the university curriculum, which was
dominated by classical subjects such as Greek, Latin,
literature, theology, and moral philosophy. This traditional curriculum structure was based on a European
model. Prior to the 1870s, political economy operated
as a subdivision of other subjects, and the instructors,
who usually taught other subjects, were mostly selftaught since economic instruction was limited and advanced training was unavailable in the United States.
Economic courses, numbering only one or two at each
university, were offered on an irregular basis.
In the 1870s, young American students who wanted more than a nominal education in political economy turned to Europe, especially to Germany, a trend
that was reflected in almost all disciplines. Advanced
academic training in Germany was well-established,
rigorous, and highly regarded throughout the world.
Political economy was held in high esteem in Germany, and its academic economists exercised strong influence in both industry and government.
Although the English had begun the classical economic tradition with the publication of Adam Smith’s
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of
Nations in 1776 and had, by late nineteenth century,
developed a formidable theory of economics with contributions from foreign scholars, a different kind of
economic thinking took hold in Germany. The German historical school of economics advocated the application of academic study to social problems from an
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empirical, inductive, and historical perspective. This
was in opposition to the dominant English school of
economics, which was deductive, individualistic, and
oriented towards the laissez-faire economy. The German historical school was especially influential in the
U.S. during the 1870s and 1880s. American scholars
adapted the attitudes of the German historical school
to the country and developed new realms of application in such areas as public finance, infrastructure,
and agriculture.4
Among the Americans who studied in Germany
during this period was Richard T. Ely (1854–1943),
who graduated with a Ph.D. in political economy from
the University of Heidelberg in 1879. In 1881, he took
up the first professorship in political economy in the
United States at The Johns Hopkins University, which
was founded five years earlier. During his eleven years
there, Ely exerted considerable influence in the social
sciences through his publications and through an impressive roster of distinguished students
who later became
leaders in their own
social science disciplines, including
John R. Commons in
economics, Frederick Jackson Turner
in history, Edward
A. Ross in sociology,
and Woodrow Wilson in political science.5
Economics
as
a discipline slowly
gained recognition
in the 1880s and 1890s through the presence of professional organizations. At the 1882 AAAS meeting in
Montreal, the different academic disciplines represented in AAAS were divided into nine sections, with
Section I being Economic Science and Statistics. In
1885, the economists formed a national organization,
the American Economic Association. Ely played a key
role in its founding by authoring its original statement
of purpose and serving as its first secretary. The term
“economic” was chosen over “political economy” because the latter was considered too popular and unscientific. The economists were seeking to distinguish
their field from the other social sciences.
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In 1892, Ely was recruited by the University of Wisconsin in Madison to head the new School of Economics, Political Science, and History, which was founded
to advance the social sciences at the university. Ely
moved quickly, bringing three of his Johns Hopkins
students with him to Madison and expanding course
offerings in political economy, resulting in Wisconsin’s rapid rise to national prominence in the subject.6
Over time, Ely’s school was split into individual academic units, following reorganization
The themes that Leopold at the university. In
had struggled with in his 1903, Ely’s title was
work dominated environ- changed to chairman of the Departmental discourse during
ment of Political
the 1960s and 1970s.
Economy. He continued his illustrious
academic career at
Wisconsin, helping to develop agricultural economics
and making important contributions to land economics. Students at Wisconsin included Henry C. Taylor,
Benjamin H. Hibbard, and George S. Wehrwein, all of
whom became distinguished scholars in agricultural
and land economics.
These scholars were activist-intellectuals who
sought to link thinking with social action, following the “Wisconsin Idea” that the university should
be devoted to public service to the state and its citizens. The contributions that they made to the government and citizens included serving in office, offering
informed advice about public policy, developing and
sharing technical skills, conducting research directed
at solving social problems, and engaging in outreach
and extension activities.7 The economists sought a
“middle ground” between state socialism and unbridled capitalism, employing an old-fashioned approach
to economics that was historical, statist, ethical, and
applied. Together with the sociologist Ross, they comprised the so-called Wisconsin School of Institutional
Economics. 8
The Wisconsin School constituted a part of a
broader institutional orientation in social science,
which, in turn, was a part of the rich plurality of economic thinking during the years between the two
World Wars. This was especially palpable during the
New Deal period, when economists offered contrary
advice, and economic policies were not dominated by
a particular, consistent mode of thinking.9 As a faculty
member in the university’s agricultural economics deQI FENG LIN

partment, Leopold worked within this academic environment.
In retrospect, it seems inevitable that economics
would give Leopold much to ponder. Leopold’s intellectual curiosity was unbounded—later in his life he
wrote, “there are two things that interest me: the relation of people to each other, and the relation of people
to land.”10 Chief among his interests were outdoor recreation activities such as hunting fishing, and camping, which led him to an interest in forestry as a career.
Moreover, economics was beginning to play a central
role in the new social order that emerged with industrialization and the Progressive era. At the same time,
government at all levels was beginning to pay more attention to the economy and economic planning. Conservation in its early period, from 1890 to 1920, aimed
primarily to produce efficiently a sustained yield of
products to support the country’s economy. Although
grounded in the natural sciences, it was largely uninformed by ecology, just then an emerging science in an
inchoate state. Leopold’s expertise in ecology and his
experience with on-the-ground conservation efforts
would later lead him to criticize the simple utilitarian
stance of economics in natural resource management.
The themes of preserving wilderness lands, sustaining organic resources, restoring land health, reinterpreting ecological facts, and evaluating the concept
of economic growth and progress resonated throughout Leopold’s work. He held that human beings can
maintain a high quality of life on the land only if their
economic system worked with and not against the
characteristic diversity and dynamics of the land. The
environmental complexity that ecology was beginning
to reveal meant that human action, which had been
driven primarily by short-term economic policies,
would need to be more measured and circumspect
than before.11
CONSERVATION ETHICS AND CONSERVATION ECONOMICS

At the beginning of the New Deal era, Leopold
published two important papers, “The Conservation
Ethic” and “Conservation Economics.” In them, he
discussed the key issues that hampered conservation
at the time. The interaction between people and land
had been dominated by economic expediency, leading to environmental degradation. Conservation, conceived as a response to this outcome, was relying on
public ownership, on the one hand, and the imposition
of laws and regulations on the private landowner, on
the other. While both methods were efficacious and to
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some extent necessary and appropriate, they were insufficient. Moreover, a strict distinction between the
private and the public sectors was confounding conservation efforts and Leopold, by contrast, addressed
the issue of reconciling private economic interest with
the public good. After analyzing the prospect of conservation within the context of the economics and social thinking of the time, Leopold concluded that deep
changes in the human-land relationship were needed.
In “The Conservation Ethic,” Leopold placed economics and conservation in the greater context of history, the ecological realities of natural resources, and
human purpose, thus inviting the reader to reflect
upon the ethical aspects of conservation.12 The central
thesis of “The Conservation Ethic” is that conservation
efforts had failed because humanity’s relationship to
land had been dominated by economic expediency:
“The land-relation is still strictly economic, entailing
privileges but not obligations” (p. 182). Society was
obsessed with economics and gadgetry (then, as now),
and was relegating the land, and the plants and animals it sustains, to an afterthought. This was exemplified by the way in which conservation efforts focused
on the recovery of abused land instead of preventing
abusive practices in the first place. Leopold argued that
in order to preserve both human society and the land,
this relationship would need to be expanded beyond
the economic realm to include ecology, ethics, and
aesthetics. Land use could be practiced in a way that
combines utility and beauty. Given that the success of
a civilization depended on how well it adjusted to its
resource base, Leopold felt that society would need to
change its callous attitude towards land and cease letting economic law, what he described as “that sacred
variety of chance,”
hold sway in decisions
concerning the land.
He wryly summed up
the irony of the technological age when he
observed that land-use
decisions were dependent on capricious
economic conditions
and society’s resolute
commitment towards
technology development: “[t]o build a
better motor we tap
the uttermost powers
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of the human brain; to build a better countryside we
throw dice” (p. 189).
Leopold recognized the limits of public ownership
in achieving conservation. Public ownership was an
important and helpful option addressing such issues
as wildlife protection and recreation, but its reach was
inherently limited. The problems of soil erosion and
forestry, Leopold stated, are “coextensive with the
map of the United States. How far can we tax other
lands and industries to maintain forest lands and industries artificially?” (p. 187). Public ownership is only
a means to a greater end: “a universal symbiosis with
land, economic and esthetic, public and private” (p.
188).
In “Conservation Economics” Leopold articulated
his thoughts on the New Deal approach to conservation, drawing from his experience in several of the
projects at the time.13 One problem with the New Deal
approach, he argued, was an over-reliance on public
ownership in solving conservation issues. Conservation goals involving forestry, soils, game, and recreation require a minimum land area and connections
across the landscape, something that public landownership alone cannot achieve. The conclusion, then,
was that conservation requires conscientious use of
the entire landscape. While public ownership of odd
parcels of abused land would help advance conservation to a certain extent, he challenged the assumption
that “bigger buying is a substitute for private conservation practice” (p. 196). Public ownership might even
encourage land abuse in a perverse way, fostering expectation that the government would bail out the destructive private landowner. Leopold summed up the
problem as follows:
The thing to be prevented is destructive private
land-use of any and all kinds. The thing to be
encouraged is the use of private land in such a
way as to combine the public and the private
interest to the greatest possible degree. If we
are going to spend large sums of public money
anyhow, why not use it to subsidize desirable
combinations in land use, instead of to cure, by
purchase, prohibition, or repair, the headache
arising from bad ones? (p. 200)
A second problem with the New Deal approach
was the lack of coordination among the disparate
programs, each dealing with a single aspect of landuse. From his experience in the American Southwest
in 1933, Leopold saw how conservation efforts were
contradicting one another, and in some cases the
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confusion was compounded by a tangle of legislative
acts. For example, a crew would cut a grade along a
clay bank, roiling the trout stream that another crew
was trying to improve upon with dams and shelters.
These “crossed wires,” as Leopold called the situation,
seemed inevitable: it was the first time complex conservation needs were being address on such a large
scale using a top-down approach. Moreover, the enthusiastic technicians leading the work were schooled
only in their respective specialties. However, Leopold
has another, alternative model in his experience: the
Coon Valley watershed conservation project in Wisconsin, which Leopold had participated in, managed
to avoid these setbacks. There, Leopold writes in 1935,
“not only soil conservation and agriculture, but also
forestry, game, fish, fur, flood-control, scenery, songbirds, [and] any other pertinent interest were to be
duly integrated.” 14 Although the field of ecology was
developing rapidly at that time, it had not, according
to Leopold, influenced the early New Deal efforts. Leopold recognized the difficulty of achieving conservation by government agency.

Leopold would continue to ponder the role of the
private individual in achieving conservation and the
tension between individual and public interests. In
particular, Leopold considered pursuing research to
follow up with the themes highlighted in “Conservation Economics” after it was published. Although primarily occupied with establishing his university program in wildlife management, from 1934 to 1938 he
drafted four research prospectuses for a conservation
economics project. The research objective was simple
but broad: to study the reasons for the failure of private landowners to practice conservation and identify
what needs to be done to reverse the situation. In the
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last draft, written in 1938, Leopold argued that conservation can only be achieved by the “foresight and
ingenuity” of resident operators of land, not absentee
ones. Private landowners who believe in conservation
and possess the technical know-how are best placed
to bring about conservation. The government is inherently an absentee operator; it cannot be a resident operator unless it buys the land, but it cannot buy all the
land.15
The heart of the problem was how to encourage
private landowners to engage in conservation, which
yielded public benefits but perhaps little
economics was beginor no private econing to play a central role
nomic benefits. Acin the new social order that
cording to Leopold,
the legal and ecoemerged with industrialnomic structure in
ization and the ProgresAmerica was transsive era.
planted from Europe, where the land
was more resistant to derangement and developed before the advent of mechanical power and industrialization. The terrain in America was less resistant; when
subject to destructive use, it had led to the escalating
disruption of the workings of the land’s diversity and
function. America would need to develop its own social and economic structure that would be suitable for
its particular circumstance. In 1934 he wrote, “What
we need is a positive inducement or reward for the
landowner who respects both [the private and public]
interests in his actual land-practice… What should this
reward or inducement be? What is a practical vehicle
for it? These are the two basic questions in American
conservation. An answer seems to require the collaboration of economists, jurists, regional planners, ecologists and esthetes. I here plead for a joint search for an
answer.”16
The Great Depression and the corresponding New
Deal interventions brought into contrast two broad attitudes towards economics. The first was a reaffirmation of laissez-faire thinking, which holds that markets
work best when they are unencumbered by artificial
restrictions, such as quotas and taxes, and when the
government’s presence is kept to a minimum. This
was exemplified by the vigorous economic activity that
lasted from the Gilded Age of the late nineteenth century to the beginning of the Great Depression around
1930. The second was the statist, technocratic approach of economists, including those from the WisALDO LEOPOLD: RECONCILING ECOLOGY AND ECONOMICS
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consin School of Institutional Economics, who helped
to develop the New Deal programs. They viewed government planning and intervention as instrumental to
the proper functioning of the market. The Depression
gave these economists an opportunity to apply their
economic thinking in the hope of improving the economy. However, despite the economists’ best efforts,
they did not find the New Deal a successful experience.
The economists, including institutional economists,
shared in the failure of the New Deal.17
For Leopold, both economic philosophies were inadequate in terms of the available conceptual resources and the facilities needed to address “the conservation problem.” Conventional economics, regardless of
creed, was built on the two pillars of private property
and the notion that social welfare is to be achieved
through the pursuit of private welfare. This foundation resulted in social customs and thinking that were
impeding conservation efforts in the country. In other
words, the concept of conservation confounded modern economic thinking. Leopold observed that “the
economic cards are stacked against some of the most
important reforms in land-use.”18
Yet government intervention was also limited in
its ability to achieve the necessary reforms. Leopold
was largely disillusioned by the New Deal. Large-scale
heroic measures by the government masked society’s
inability to promote conservation among private landowners and consumers. The New Deal’s conservation
efforts, consisting of public ownership of degraded
lands and scattershot resource improvement projects
that sometimes contradicted one another, meant well
but were primarily remedies and did not address the
prevention of land abuse by private landowners (or, for
that matter, public agencies) in the first place. Neither
could they point the way toward positive inducements
for actions that restore land health and diversity and
thus serve the long-term public and private interest.
Leopold’s ecological thinking matured during the
1930s, stimulated by the 1931 Matamek Conference on
Biological Cycles, an international conference of biologists in Labrador, Canada, where Leopold met Charles
Elton, a leading expert in animal ecology and Professor
of Zoology at Oxford University. Elton’s ideas on ecology would begin to influence Leopold’s thinking on
wildlife management specifically and on conservation
more generally.19 In early 1935, Leopold purchased a
worn-out and abandoned farm on the Wisconsin River
in Sauk County, Wisconsin. The farm would become
the weekend retreat of the Leopold family and was
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later nicknamed “the shack.” Crucially, the shack gave
Leopold an opportunity to practice land stewardship
and became the focus for his affection of land, in turn
shaping his thinking on conservation.
In the late
1930s Leopold
shifted his focus from game
management to
wildlife management.
He
revised his earlier
thinking
on
predators
of game species,
viewing
them as an integrated part of
the landscape
that should be
respected, not
exterminated.
In his 1939 essay, “A Biotic View of Land,” he conceptualized land—consisting of soil, water, plants and
animals and plant species—in a holistic way. In this
“biotic view,” land was not a mere economic resource,
but a living community, best represented as a “biotic
pyramid,” with soil at the base, plants and herbivores
in the middle, and carnivores at the top. Energy from
the sun is channeled from the base to the apex. At the
end of an organism’s life, the nutrients in its body are
returned to the soil through decomposition. Accordingly, the tendency of the pyramid—the vast and intricate circuit of food chains—was to become more complex over time through evolution.20
The traditional concept of economic utility now
appeared deeply problematic: ecology revealed “a biota so complex, so conditioned by interwoven cooperations and competitions, that no man can say where
utility begins or ends” (p. 267, emphasis added). Leopold reflected on the implications of this for conservation: “It seems possible...that prevailing failure of
economic self-interest as a motive for better private
land use has some connection with the failure of the
social and natural sciences to agree with each other,
and with the landholder, on a common concept of
land” (pp. 272-30). In Leopold’s mind, the standard
economic view of land as a collection of resources to
be managed separately for short-term economic gain
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was inconsistent with ecological reality or conservation needs. It was undermining the prospects of life,
human and non-human, to thrive.
These emerging concepts in Leopold’s ecologicaleconomic worldview directly challenged the foundations of mainstream economic thinking (regardless of
school). Mainstream economic thinking in America
built upon the Enlightenment’s emphasis on individualism and rational thinking as guides to human
action and progress. The end result was a dominant
disciplinary doctrine of coordination through competition—the pursuit of rational private self-interest by
individuals would lead to well-functioning markets
and maximize social welfare. The social order gradually emerging from this period was one that revolved
primarily around economic activity, pursued by private producers and consumers, with a democratic and
secular government facilitating the process by enforcing laws and property rights. Subsequently, scientific
inquiry and technological development led to industrialization, thus furthering economic growth and development.
While free-market economics brought forth new
energies and activity in society, the strict dichotomy
between the private and the public sectors, industrialization, mass production, trade, and modern transportation led to a general trend of increasingly extensive environmental degradation. With larger scales of
production, competitive pressure, and goods being
sold in distant markets, the tendency for producers
was to overlook environmental and social (e.g., labor)
concerns while pursuing private profit. Consumers
generally lacked information on the decisions made
during the production process and the resulting impacts, which they could not recognize until the environmental and social transgressions became too serious to be ignored.
The pursuit of material well-being gradually became the central concern of society and transformed
the people’s relationship to the land to one driven by
economic expediency. The ironic result of this chase
for material abundance was the divorcing of people
from the ultimate source of wealth in the land, which
was being degraded at an alarming rate. “Nothing
could be more salutary at this stage than a little healthy
contempt for a plethora of material blessings,” wrote
Leopold in A Sand County Almanac.21
As economics gradually came to occupy the center of modern society, economic competition became
a fact of modern life—with faith invested in the workQI FENG LIN

ings of Adam Smith’s famous invisible hand. Competition among countries, companies, and individuals,
led to an expediency of action marked by unscrupulous haste and the need for economic survival. The
“environment” became seen as merely a resource and
a sink to be utilized, and consequently it became severely damaged. Leopold was aware that the economic
mechanism that was generally assumed to manage
resource consumption through resource-scarcity and
high prices had failed to materialize. He noted that resources were still being drawn down and rising prices
had in some cases led to substitution instead of cropping or conservative management.
The failure of economics to properly value and
preserve the land and all its interwoven organic components, including its human communities, affected

Leopold so deeply that he constantly reflected on the
situation, trying to come up with possible solutions
to this predicament. He recognized the economic assumptions, premises, and practices that were detrimental to conservation and sought to propose straightforward and pragmatic solutions.
To Leopold, human action in the land as dictated
by modern economics was based on a utilitarian attitude towards land. He traced this thinking back to the
Judeo-Christian tradition, noting that “[f]or twenty
centuries and longer, all civilized thought has rested
upon one basic premise: that it is the destiny of man to
exploit and enslave the earth. The biblical injunction
to ‘go forth and multiply’ is merely one of many dogmas that imply this attitude of philosophical imperialism.”22 At issue here is how the worldview of Western
civilization has been deeply influenced by what Leopold has described as a conqueror mentality towards
land. However, this worldview was becoming increasingly untenable in view of human population growth,
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the increased power and efficacy of human technology,
and ecological findings on the interdependence in the
land as a community. Conservation was a response to
an overly simplistic economic worldview, but its success, Leopold realized, would depend on whether society was able to revise this worldview. The dominant
economic worldview would need to be reconciled with
an ecological understanding and ethical treatment of
what we now call the biosphere.
One of the main flaws Leopold noted in economic
behavior was a tendency for economic activity to continue unabated even after the overall outcome of the
activity had begun to show signs of detriment. The
ethos of society, as mentioned earlier, facilitated economic expediency, resulting in an unquestioning
general commitment to the simple goal of economic
growth. The rapid pace of industrialization led to
growth in material wealth but also placed a tremendous burden on the land.
This concern was evident
a strict distinction
in many of Leopold’s writbetween the private
ings from his commentary
and the public secon the booster’s drive to
increase his town’s status
tors was confounding
and population to his obconservation efforts
servations of the prevalent
trend toward “slick-andclean” farms that left no space for wildlife.23 Moreover,
Leopold held that the idea of continuous growth in
economic activity, essentially an exponential phenomenon, contradicted ecological principles. “We learn, in
ecology at least,” he argued, “that all truths hold only
within limits. Here is a good thing—the improvement
in economic tools. It has exceeded the speed, or degree, within which it was good.”24 In economics the
scale of economic activity is determined primarily by
the concept of economic efficiency, which does not
take into account the social and environmental context of the activity.
The pressure of economic expediency had always
been immense and much had been sacrificed in its
name. An uncritical devotion to the idea of economic
growth and the resulting environmental deterioration
led Leopold to describe economic growth as a “Juggernaut.”25 He frequently used a phrase from Shakespeare’s Hamlet to describe the results of exponential
growth—a population may “die of its own too-much”—
to invoke the potential harm of excessive human interference of the ecological processes of the land.26
Industrialization had been one of the main drivQI FENG LIN

ing forces behind economic development in modern
times, resulting in a general fascination with machinery in society. The availability of mechanical power to
work the land, urged on by competitive pressure from
economics, resulted in what Leopold called “violent”
changes in the land.27 Leopold, as revealed in his voluminous writings, was not against industrialization
per se, but was concerned about excessive degrees
of industrialization and the blind manner in which it
was pursued. In addition, industrialization, together
with the trend toward urban living, had the profound
impact of masking the presence of nature in everyday
life, thus diverting the attention of the people away
from land. This was a formidable obstacle for conservation efforts.
While he was aware that the pursuit of self-interest by private economic actors was hindering conservation efforts, Leopold was also cautious about not
swinging over to a more traditional socialist position
and inflating the role of the government. He was disturbed by the rise of militarism and oppression in Germany that he observed first-hand when he visited the
country on a study trip in 1935.28 In the United States,
the inability of New Deal conservation programs to coordinate and deliver successful results made Leopold
realize the shortcomings of government-directed conservation.
Leopold was prodded on in his thinking on conservation and economics by a few close associates. In
1944, Leopold received a letter from Douglas Wade, a
former student, on this subject.29 Wade wrote: “I believe that you have sensed this pull [towards socialism and national planning] and have battled against
it. In other words you have wanted to be a ‘liberalist’
but have been unable to conclude many of your essays because they point in the direction of socialism
or national planning; at least this is what I seem to get
from some of your essays…”30 In a short reply, which,
he noted, was not to be taken as his proper answer to
this important question, Leopold wrote:
As far as I know the thing that is lacking in my
papers arises from my realization that nothing can be done about them without creating
a new kind of people. Rules and recipes are
useless for those who can’t understand what’s
behind them.
I am not aware of a conflict between liberalism and social planning in my mind because
I am thoroughly convinced that social planning
in the degree apparently favored by me is thorALDO LEOPOLD: RECONCILING ECOLOGY AND ECONOMICS
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oughly no good. Things that are done wholly by
government are really not done, because any
decent land-use is worthwhile, not only for its
effect on the land, but for its effect on the owner. If the owner is an impersonal government,
nobody is benefitted except the government
employee.31
The problem of reconciling personal freedom with
the need to coordinate human action on the land,
which is usually thought to be achieved through coercive state-directed efforts, would become a recurring
theme in environmental discourse during the environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s—and up to
the present.
Leopold’s conclusion here that “a new kind of
people” was needed effectively transcended the entrenched dichotomy in economic philosophy. This
no doubt stemmed from his recognition that collectivist economic models essentially pursued the same
economic goals as the free-market economic model.
In 1933, he observed that capitalism and its alternatives—socialism, communism, fascism—were all concerned with the “distribution of more machine-made
commodities to more people, or, in other words, “salvation by machinery.”32 The competing political ideologies at that time all rested on industrialization,
differing only in how factors of production were organized and how goods were distributed.
By the 1940s, the lack of progress on conservation
seemed dire to Leopold. The dark experience of World
War II made Leopold less optimistic. The “juggernaut” of industrialized economic growth and the resulting environmental deterioration seemed unstoppable, especially as new war-time technologies were
unleashed in the civilian economy. Leopold became
convinced that a solution for conservation would not
come from within economics. Sensing that change at
a deeper level was needed, he focused on ethics, as he
had done earlier in his 1933 essay “Conservation Ethics.” In the 1947 essay “The Ecological Conscience,”
Leopold noted that conservation efforts thus far had
not touched the psyche of the nation: “No important
change in human conduct is ever accomplished without an internal change in our intellectual emphases,
our loyalties, our affections, and our convictions. The
proof that conservation has not yet touched these
foundations of conduct lies in the fact that philosophy,
ethics, and religion have not yet heard of it.”33 Leopold
used the phrase “ecological conscience” to describe a
general awareness of the dependency of all life, includQI FENG LIN

ing that of humans, on ecological processes. He gravely observed that this awareness was sorely lacking in
society.
The juggernaut of economic development had
proved relentless in a society that tended to equate
“bigger” with “better.” Conventional economics was
seemingly unable to relate economic activity to the
ecological and social context and society therefore was
unable to moderate its own
economic activity. Leopold
conservation efforts
sought a moderating force
had failed because
outside of economics. In
humanity’s relation1947, Leopold composed
his essay “The Land Ethic,”
ship to land had been
which would eventually be
dominated by ecopublished in A Sand Counnomic expediency
ty Almanac. At the heart
of Leopold’s conservation
thinking was an emphasis on the importance of personal stewardship on the part of private landowners
that would be ultimately based on values and beliefs
that defy economic pressure. In the essay he proposed
that human beings view themselves as “plain members
and citizens,” and not conquerors, of the land community. He then proposed that economic expediency be
supplemented, perhaps even preceded, by other considerations: “quit thinking about decent land-use as
solely an economic problem. Examine each question
in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as
well as what is economically expedient. A thing is right
when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it
tends otherwise.”34
In the end Leopold concluded that both the profit
motive and nostalgia for a more “natural” past were
inadequate to bring about conservation. Leopold’s
land ethic combined the emotional, the practical, and
the intellectual.35 It implied that only by exercising all
these aspects of our minds and our experience could
we realize the full potential of our humanity, while
sustaining the health of the land. Leopold’s criteria
for successful conservation—respecting the “integrity, stability, and beauty” of the land—constitutes a
balancing force against the commonplace utilitarian
mindset that is driven by the growth “mania” of economics.
Plainly, Leopold’s land ethic did not propose a facile kind of social change. It represented a shift from a
rational, mostly quantitative system of beliefs to a synthesis of profound, difficult, and subjective concepts
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for guiding human behavior in an ecologically complex world. Leopold himself noted that his was not the
last word. “Nothing so important as an ethic is ever
‘written,’” he wrote at the end of A Sand County Almanac, noting that ethics can only evolve “in the minds of
a thinking community.”36 However, he felt that social
discussion on conservation would be expedited if everyone shared a “common concept of land” that ecology helps to provide. “We might get better advice from
economists and philosophers,” he believed, “if we gave
them a truer picture of the biotic mechanism.”37
Leopold’s thinking on the nature of human-land
relationships could be interpreted as an attempt to establish the ecological and aesthetic aspects of the individual self in society. If establishing a harmonious
human-land relationship would require “a new kind
of people,” then his land ethic was perhaps an attempt
at articulating the constitutional basis of this kind of
people. It can be seen as a way of reconciling the need
to recognize the ecological realities of the landscape
we inhabit while preserving the exalted individualism
spirit of the country. Hence, Leopold’s emphasis on

personal stewardship on the land could be seen as the
foundation of an alternative to both unbridled and unprincipled economic capitalism and a socialist economy with a paternalistic government presence.
The fact that mainstream economics still has not
been touched by ecology (and the natural sciences
generally) in a meaningful way reflects the formidable impediments to change imposed by economic and
political expediency. This only highlights, in turn, the
need to develop a deeper and more integrated understanding of the human-nature relationship in society.
The work of Leopold demonstrates what a gifted and
industrious individual could accomplish in this enormously challenging enterprise and provides guidance
and inspiration for later generations.
Qi Feng Lin is a doctoral student at the McGill University Department of Natural Resource Sciences and School of Environment, and
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Right Scale, Resilient
Watersheds:
Managing Complexity
through Nodal Networks
By KATHRYN PAPP AND JANIS ALCORN

W

hat does the group of Wall Street traders focused on banks of computer
screens have in common with the watershed communities of South America’s Gran Chaco, the second largest ecosystem on the
continent; the priests of Bali, where some of the earliest evidence of irrigation used in rice cultivation is
found; the Arctic Circle’s indigenous communities of
herders and hunters; and National Heritage Areas? A
great deal.
They all (1) evaluate information in much the
same ways (scale, timeliness, credibility, action, risk,
and uncertainty); (2) act both tactically and within a
large-scale vision; and (3) serve others outside their
own group.
However, the Bali, Arctic, and Gran Chaco groups
go further in considering the outcomes of their management practices because any mistake they make will
have direct consequences for their individual lives and
for the lives of their communities.
Bali’s large-scale rice production system has produced high yields with low inputs for nearly 1,000
years. The Arctic indigenous peoples’ resource man-

agement system has operated sustainably for countless centuries. In the Gran Chaco, the rivers’ shifts
have fostered complex, cooperative behaviors that are
organized to benefit multiple communities.
In contrast, traders in the global financial system—another large-scale, complex system—have
crashed routinely with devastating consequences for
both themselves and far too many of those served. The
transferable management lessons learned from the
Gran Chaco, Bali, and the Arctic could be highly consequential for global financial markets. Fundamental
survival can be a great motivator when developing superior life-support systems. It is here that indigenous
peoples excel. They use shared values.
Let’s explore. In the Gran Chaco, the Guarani and
others see great value in social network systems that
link the energy of diverse people and cultures across
landscapes.1 Their management methods are continuous observation and data exchange, and are often embodied in “case studies” featuring principals like Fox
Walker. Fox Walker is a survivalist who shifts shape as
readily as any serious investor in a turbulent market.
Who walks like the Fox? According to the Guarani
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peoples of the Gran Chaco’s Parapeti and Pilcomayo
River basins, he is an ideal manager and culture hero
because he is astute, intelligent, and stalked by danger but never conquered. His principal scene of action is the present world; his role is that of a survivalist adapting to the moment, capable of reading and
writing, riding horses, hunting birds, stalking the jaguar, and using GPS. He is a radical transformer, rule
breaker, and commander of frontiers. He fractures
norms and patterns while simultaneously reinforcing
them. Sometimes, if need be, the Fox is an audacious
liar. He bridges time and space in ways that evoke risk
and uncertainty. He is a clever adaptive manager.
The Fox of today is fulfilling his role as ideal manager and cunning survivalist by trying to maintain
the Parapeti ecosystem’s state of equilibrium. When
adapting to new towns, outside developers, investors,
or new settlers and their alien ways, he does not lose
his identity but goes forward like the unbounded and
smart rule breaker and maker that he is. One can see
Fox Walker both successfully running the rapids of the
winding, shifting, elusive rivers of the Gran Chaco and
Bali, and coursing through the channels of Wall Street.
What follows is management advice from the Gran
Chaco, Bali, and the Arctic, where co-management of
resources based on right scale and widely shared systems of thinking and acting—if pursued—benefit both
the wily and the wise.
SCALE: RIGHT SCALE

Successful natural-systems management means
operating at right scale, where the best boundaries are
defined by direct observation, rapid networked information exchange, flexibility in response, and transparency among all agents. Often this equates with
recognizing and operating within natural-systems
boundaries such as watersheds, mountainsides, and
high plains areas.
This type of management, recently named network governance, is done highly effectively in Bali, in
the Arctic, and with growing ability in the Gran Chaco.
It can be observed in the success of National Heritage
Areas in the United States as well. It relies on a set of
operating nodes located within the boundaries of natural systems that bring together for comparison the
latest information from highly experienced observers,
time-tested evaluators, and open forums with an acute
willingness to solve the problem in the most respectful way possible. This does not eliminate conflict but
does make it much less severe. Analyses of incoming
KATHRYN PAPP AND JANIS ALCORN

real-time data are assessed against historical empirical knowledge of the river systems’ behaviors in regularly scheduled and highly nuanced dialogues.
According to Innes and Booher, there are four key
aspects of network governance:2
1. Reciprocity: sustained collaboration results
from collective dialogue, in which the relationships themselves are the incentive to
act in concert with others.
2. Collaborative not competitive behavior: the
relationships aid multifaceted problem definition.
3. Opportunities for learning: relationships
with actors in multiple sectors result
throughout the system unlike in a more controlled, hierarchical top-down approach.
4. Creativity and flexibility: networked local
governance encourages information richness, especially when managing complex
natural systems like watersheds.
Let’s look more closely at some examples of rightscale resource management using network governance nodes. On an island of 5,633 square kilometers,
the Balinese have constructed a dense and redundant
network of “managing” temples that are strategically
placed at each level and node of the watersheds’ complex irrigation systems. These have provided farmers
with an information platform on which to coordinate
three key variables: cropping patterns, water flows,
and pest management. Farmers are organized into
subaks, Balinese farmers’ associations, with leaders
who represent them at the temple. This compares to
the Gran Chaco knowledge-network systems across
the 261,000 square kilometers of Pilcomayo and Parapeti River basins in southern Bolivia and northern
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Argentina. Currently, the mix of outside, inside, local,
and global knowledge about these vast river systems
remains uncoordinated and therefore impossible to
use in the same way that both the Balinese farmer/
priests with their rice output and Wall Street traders
with their revenue generation do to maximize their efforts.
This nodal coordination in Bali has been accomplished by leaders who form a core of managers who
are embedded in temples and who have acted as scalefree nodal points since the eleventh century. At the
temples, collaboration and negotiation are disciplined
and routine, consolidating results of regular meetings
of subak farmers, which represent the filtering of detailed direct observation. The planning process finds
subak heads meeting once a year to decide on a highly
changeable yet coherent cropping pattern—adaptive
planning at its best.
There was and is no central control of this Balinese system. It is not dictatorial, linear, or hierarchical. Each subak and temple manages its own irrigation works, taxation, and labor force with intensive
communication among the networked actors. This
institutional arrangement of farmers’ water temples
facilitates coordination and yet needs no formal enforcement power (such as the threat of force or ostracism) or strong central authority. Each cooperating
farmer has maximum yield as an incentive to seek and
therefore to follow whatever advice and feedback is
collectively determined; however, the temple system’s
tight cooperative relationships does not mean that it
functions as a free-market system.3

In the vast ecosystem that is the Gran Chaco, this
type of intricate understanding of shared resources
and watershed management is just emerging. There,

local peoples realize that it is their active participation
in gathering and sharing information among themselves and with the public and government that will
help ensure their long-term control of the river system
they rely on for life and livelihood. For example, in
addition to their environmental indicator monitoring
work, a ninety percent participation level in gathering
socioeconomic data in the Upper Parapeti has helped
to make the population’s livelihood patterns and their
dependence on the natural river and forest more comprehensible to the government and others.4
Similar to Bali’s farmers, Gran Chaco’s indigenous
peoples are intimately connected to the river’s behavior. For example, as soon as the seasonally dry riverbed fills with water, the leaders of river communities
meet to determine how principal irrigation canals will
be cleaned. These meetings are particularly important
for the Isoso tributary because they involve families
of Upper and Lower Isoso and thereby celebrate the
community’s enjoyment of life together, while they
also remind everyone of the rules, oppositions, and
shared origins of the Isoso, which unite them.5
The local NGO Yangareko has nurtured nodal relations between the flat territory downriver in indigenous Isoso and the upriver territory of rural farming
communities in the sharply dissected Andean foothills, where the Parapeti begins its journey. Upriver,
Yangareko shared technical information and assisted
in organizing communities to consolidate their own local watershed committees. This NGO is now working
with those local civil society committees and the fourteen local governments (counties) with jurisdictions
along the Parapeti to form the Parapeti Watershed
Management Group that will share local information and encourage management up and down river.
This cooperation will ensure that this valuable local
resource continues to be available to everyone living
along the river. The details of collaboration across the
fourteen counties are being explored through discussions among the parties as they adapt to the changing
policy environment in Bolivia.
The ongoing professional assistance of small
NGOs like Yangareko is producing small networked
systems of rural people whose confidence in assessing
and communicating local conditions to governmental
decision makers and outside investors is beginning
to act to prevent further impoverishment and other
threats to biodiversity in Bolivia and Argentina. The
small local NGOs that are learning from each other include Yangareko, AgroXXI, Fundación para la Gestión
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e Investigación Regional (FUNGIR), Gran Chaco, and
Proteger. (For more information, see http://www.
cuencadelplata-granchaco.org/.) Similar collaboration between small NGOs and peoples’ citizen associations grounded with local roots can be found in Nepal, India, Indonesia, Peru, Colombia, Mexico, Kenya,
Tanzania, Ethiopia, Namibia, Cameroon, and other
countries. However, unlike large international NGOs
that actively seek publicity, these smaller NGOs tend
to operate beneath the radar. While limited and in
need of replication at key water-management points,
these ad hoc successes have created a starting point
from which to create a wider network of linked management nodes that could transform river basin management in the magnificent Gran Chaco ecosystem.
TIMELINESS: DIRECT OBSERVATION AND RAPID RESPONSE

The intricate management systems highlighted in
the last section show relationships that are intelligent
and have evolved to work to the best interest of those
operating within natural-systems boundaries. Rates of
response to observed changes are rapid, and, as with
the fabled Japanese quality assurance approach, incontrovertible change is immediately shared for wider
understanding and application. This same pattern of
rapid response and action also characterizes trading
operations around the world.
For the past seven years, indigenous observations
from a timely, sophisticated, and comprehensive river-monitoring system composed of more than sixty
local monitors in the
Gran Chaco have
Fundamental survival been consistently encan be a great motivator tered into a GIS syswhen developing supe- tem and overlaid on
to satellite imagery of
rior life-support systems.
the Pilcomayo River
It is here that indigenous during different flood
peoples excel. They use stages. This enables
highly accurate and
shared values.
well-timed updates
to the GIS ecosystem
model, which is used to project flooding patterns from
the Pilcomayo River tributary network. The Gran Chaco’s communities call on more recent technological
tools and partners available through FUNGIR, which
serves as the articulator, assisting in interpretation
and projection of future scenarios.
These local managers are also joined by people
working for the national weather services of ArgenKATHRYN PAPP AND JANIS ALCORN

tina, Bolivia, and Paraguay; the Trinational Commission of Pilcomayo; the Argentine and Brazilian Space
Agencies; United States Geological Survey and National Aeronautics and Space Administration; and the
Formosan provincial water authority. This creates a
new scale, expanded both horizontally and vertically,
that, in a sense, models the smaller nodal network
seen in Bali.
This type of highly effective use of network systems
and governance is also employed by many Arctic indigenous peoples. Constant observation of landscape,
animal movement, and plant appearances are embedded in routine conversations that culminate in timely
major regional decisions made at routine larger gatherings. These occur at least once a year and, depending
on urgency, up to four times a year. At the same time,
meetings with representatives from international institutions, national agencies, and other groups have
been systematically undertaken, incorporating the
advice and observations from the Arctic indigenous
peoples’ traditional systems into outside bodies. Attentive and astute explanations are filtered through a
local lens for relevance before being passed on.
It is difficult to deny the similarities to the Wall
Street traders who are engaged in constant, intensive
monitoring across a variety of inputs, using sophisticated evaluation systems, and relying on information
from a host of outside sources. But the highly contextual, nuanced changes in localized settings are simply
not available for review and analysis. Even adding
data from local market monitors can be in error when
compared with farmers’ directly observed and intense
experiences.
CREDIBILITY: TOOLS AND TRUST

In recent times, the resilience and strength of the
ancient Balinese system has been demonstrated twice:
once, when the Dutch attempted to combine the originally separate irrigation and taxation systems, resulting in conflict and reduced revenues, and, most recently, with the Green Revolution’s forced program of
prescriptive rice varieties and chemical inputs, rather
than reliance on the time-tested intrinsic value of
farmers’ network governance.
Any top-down control—whether from the inside or
the outside—has not improved on the Balinese system
of rice production. This was the case with both Dutch
colonial bureaucratic controls and the green revolution’s imposition of untried, outside seed varietals.
Long-term farmer “testing” and proven indigenous
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system that resulted in the flexible, multi-scale food
security system allowed a nuanced understanding of
the intricate interplay of water flows and pest management—the two key elements affecting sustained high
yields.
The wave of European colonization in the nineteenth century urbanized land and commercialized
production of several Balinese cash crops including
rice, tea, and opium. Because rice was a large source of
government income, the Dutch were moved to try to
improve the flexible Balinese system by imposing their
own comparatively rigid bureaucracy on the management of water, rice, and taxation. This simpleminded
imposition of an outside system of irrigation did not
recognize the complexity of the sociobiophysical systems of rice production.

The rice production system destabilized when the
Dutch colonials mismanaged the overlay of irrigation and taxation networks. Under the outside Dutch
authority, village heads had nominal authority over
both irrigation and agriculture, and collected agricultural taxes through the temple system. But since ancient times, the irrigation systems and water temple
networks typically extended beyond the boundaries
of village administrative units and were a much more
accurate measure of total water availability. This mismatch of water, rice, and taxes created a great deal of
conflict and was corrected only when the brief colonial era ended, at which time village heads lost any administrative role in irrigation and became responsible
solely for collecting taxes.
This institutional framework allowed the Dutch to
transform rice into a cash crop and begin exportation.
When Bali gained its independence in 1950, the country continued on a path toward development based

on the bureaucratic capitalism of their colonizers and
did not return to the decentralized ways of the precolonial era. Consequently, the irrigation bureaucracy
that altered traditional Balinese society provided an
accommodating framework within which the Green
Revolution could operate.
Paralleling what the Dutch had attempted many
years earlier, the Green Revolution was an attempt to
convert rice from a subsistent crop into a cash crop.
However, the engineers of the colonial age had little
technology to offer, whereas the Green Revolution offered new agricultural technology such as chemical
fertilizers, pesticides, and new breeds of “miracle rice”
in a fifty-four-million-dollar modernization scheme
for Balinese water temples. This large-scale development project began at the International Rice Research
Institute in the Philippines and was implemented in
Indonesia in 1967. The program, known as Massive
Guidance, furnished new agronomic practices to farmers.6 In Bali, the Bali Irrigation Project was launched
in 1979 by the Asian Development Bank in order to
improve the performance of irrigation systems while
disregarding the practical oversight and coordination
role of water temples.7 J. Stephen Lansing writes:
The Green Revolution approach assumed that
all agricultural information was purely technical and that production would be optimized if
everyone planted high-yielding varieties of rice
as often as they could. In contrast, Balinese
temple priests and farmers argued that the water temples were necessary to coordinate cropping patterns so that there would be enough irrigation water for everyone and to reduce pests
by coordinating fallow periods.8
The bureaucratic procedures that changed irrigation patterns and cropping cycles undermined the
water temple system of Bali, which led to the demise
of this outside, top-down program. While the first few
years brought greater harvests, Massive Guidance
quickly led farmers’ rice production into ecological
collapse. The lack of crop rotation and natural planting
cycles resulted in less productive fields and the use of
chemicals and pesticides backfired as the insects that
controlled infestation of the brown plant hopper were
killed and hundreds of acres of rice crop were lost.
Besides this agricultural destruction, there were
sociocultural consequences of the exclusion of the water temple system as managing agent. The temples’ inherent social organization, which combines farmers,
priests, village heads, and others, actively maintains
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rice terrace ecology. Sustained high rice yields are final proof of the temples as nodes that synchronize the
productive activities of very large numbers of farmers.
It was this combined force of people from the water temple nodal network who convinced the Balinese
government that their subak system was superior to
the management system of the Green Revolution. Not
only did the outside system reduce yields, it also increased costs to farmers by requiring repeat purchase
of hybrid rice, pesticides, and fertilizers, along with
new machinery. Two additional dire outcomes were a
loss of self-generating seeds, whose genetic material
cannot be replaced once lost, and the loss of wildlife in
the paddies, which is a good indication of soil decline.
Finally, using specialized hybrids means breeders are
faced with constant replacement as long-term production declines; this has been documented in all Green
Revolution sites around the world.9
In South America, the peoples of the Gran Chaco
are now rapidly moving toward interlinked management of their river systems. The Gran Chaco peoples
have both practical and technically documented experience with their shifting rivers. This experience takes
into account the difficulty of fully controlling both the
topography and changeable water flows, as well as the
annual flooding that enables fish migration upriver
and dumps silt downstream as the water spreads out
on to the plains to create valuable wetlands where fish
grow to maturity. The people’s flexibility in responding to movable landscapes has been nurtured by their
unique resilience to flood and drought conditions.
Once again, as in Bali, this fluid shifting is done with
little cost to either regional trade or local economies.
Like Fox Walker, the peoples of the Gran Chaco are
survivalists who shift shape as the rivers’ waters require.
Going beyond those in Bali, these indigenous peoples have at their command high-tech reporting tools,
as well as more traditional methods of reporting. In
addition to GIS and satellite systems, they have zoning plans and maps; analyses of vegetation, hydrology,
soils, topography, and climate data; and socioeconomic data gathered at the household and community levels. This kind of detailed demographic information is
gathered directly from families, then discussed by the
community, and then shared with the government;
without the families’ efforts it would not be available.
But unlike the case in Bali, the resulting guidance is
not imposed through an outsider’s massive guidance
program; this citizen-generated information has been

used in discussions with the national government on
forest policy and in land-use definitions with the Argentine Supreme Court.
As a result, not only do we have credible, technically based recommendations to clearly show the
kinds of impacts possible, but these are often projectable system-wide in the newly shared language of indigenous communities, local landowners, and global
development and technical professionals.
Like the priests of the Balinese temple system,
NGOs in the Gran Chaco “accompany” local communities and governments as they make decisions but do
not act as executors of the projects; instead, they act as
distant advisers, encouraging communities’ continuous learning, as well as providing on-demand technical backup for their decisions. This skillful approach
ensures that local peoples’ keen observations and insights are recorded as perceived by them and not in an
outside and, perhaps, less nuanced way.
In 2003, FUNGIR began acting as a critical node
by training local environmental monitors who were
networked to each other and able to engage the government, while at the same time assisting local communities improve their livelihoods and enabling them
to access assistance for ecologically appropriate development activities. For example, socioeconomic information gathered
by monitors in
small networked systems of
Salta
province
rural people [are beginning]…
was useful to the
Lhaka Honat into prevent further impoverdigenous orgaishment and…threats to bionization and the
diversity in Bolivia and Arcriollo ranchers’
gentina.
organization in
their territorial
negotiations with the Salta provincial government.
These negotiations were facilitated by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights intervention with
Lhaka Honat and the Argentine government. By acting on a stepped-up scale but still at the local level,
more conceptual decisions emerge. Divorced from the
fine observations of natural resource fluctuations and
not affecting individuals, this neutral but grounded
process lowers the noise level of high data input. Essentially, the years of experience offer a filtering node
to make effective and fast decisions.
This type of decision making for natural resource
management does have its downside. As we are seeing
with the melt of permafrost across the Arctic Circle,
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radically new land and water changes can disrupt food
production and migratory patterns. Massive blocks of
ice that thrust up to the surface are destroying houses
and pasture lands. New freeze patterns are making it
difficult for grazing animals to get food. Local people
can no longer rely on past observations of weather or
plant and animal appearances to guide their planting
and harvesting cycle. Where these problems arise, new
technologies and outside information can help with adaptation.
The Gran Chaco also experiences this type of new
dysfunction, except that there the evolved resilient
behavior is in peril because of infrastructure development and loan projects that have not taken into account issues like the costs or benefits of highly productive established algarrobo groves. Algarrobo are very
deep-rooted trees that provide household fuel and
high-protein seeds, as well as shade for useful understory plants. Reliance on local communities’ highly detailed and credible data on river management has been
overridden by incentives from agro-industry project
funding and by loans that continue to proceed on the
basis of the lender-government relations and external
advisors’ assessments in regions where local people
have long occupied lands that are officially classified
as fiscal lands. Local people do not have land tenure
rights; this leaves them vulnerable to resettlement if
the government encourages outside investors to buy
fiscal lands for investment. One thinks of the Balinese
government’s recognition and trust in its own farmers’
customary rights and rice production methods that reversed the impact of a forced agricultural system from
outside the country. This recognition is even more important in the Gran Chaco, because even with the careful balancing of natural local resources, high poverty
levels and a tenuous subsistence economy prevails in
these intricate and idiosyncratic river systems. This
combination of naturally tenuous landscapes, maintained with low disturbance of natural forest but without strong tenurial security, makes these wild river
ecosystems even more vulnerable to outside forces that
can exploit the lack of public information for their own
interests.
It is up to the nations and regions sharing the rivers of the Gran Chaco to listen to the nodes of local
people who live upriver and downriver along the rivers’
courses and who understand the intricacies of the watershed’s management in order to temper and wisely
apply the benefits of outside intervention and rightscale network governance. Enabling more NGO-local
KATHRYN PAPP AND JANIS ALCORN

organization nodal networks is a critical step in the
right direction. Creating more nuanced local-level understanding can help prevent incremental loss—something long recognized as perilous to land change and
biodiversity loss. We have proof of this from 2,000
years of successful nodal systems management in Bali.
This system of information management is replicable
throughout the world.
Whether or not this could work for the global capital management system’s impact on natural resource
utilization is questionable. Traders at their computer
terminals are caught short when manipulating critical
phases of resource management because of long supply chains that begin with local resource extraction or
industrial farms and then move through diverse and
often energy-intensive production processes to global
consumption. The end result is mostly a blind management process at the top. Capturing true cost in this
system is probably close to impossible, and trading
futures contracts becomes riskier than it should be.
Despite remarkable computer-based tools, recurring
market crashes have generated little trust. It is the position of this paper that crashes of systems (ecological or financial) result from the multiple incidences of
actions that individually might not cause harm, and
are not necessarily monetized, but that carry severe
financial and ecological impact when combined without deliberation over feedback among nodes as these
decisions are made. Unlike mortgages, the unique
and beneficial indigenous peoples’ knowledge trade
exchanges are highly nuanced, place-based, and not
always comparable; they cannot be bundled for even
regional-level trade. This alone may be a significant
advantage in maintaining a stable, large-scale trading
system.
ACTION: PROMPT AND EFFECTIVE

One of the most distinctive features of Balinese watershed management is the vibrant exchange among
watershed farmers that drives prompt action on highly efficient flows and allocations to farmers; this is often accomplished through small volume releases. Pest
outbreaks are quickly reported and immediate action
taken to restrain their spread. Any farmer at any time
has access to the nodal temple system, where with the
aid of a “priest,” reports can be logged and disseminated to those who need to know, whether to farmers in
adjacent fields or those controlling downstream flows.
In Bali, the construction of boundary-crossing
water channels and tunnels provided an impetus for
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the development of irrigation societies that are largely
autonomous from other social institutions.10 This has
created a double-scaled local management system
that operates as a feedback loop to control the risk of
crop loss. Videotaped records of monthly inter-subak
meetings show the lively discussion of key issues. For
example, we find that the perceived threat of pest
invasion is strongly related to the willingness of the
heads of upstream subaks to synchronize cropping.
In years of high pest damage, more synchronization
is observed, while in years of light rains, less cooperation happens.11
This high information flow among farmers
and subaks sustains high-yield harvests, which are
achieved by the subaks’ coordination of irrigation and
cropping schedules to reduce losses from pest infestations or to mitigate watershed-wide water shortages.
These societies are just one level up from individual
farmers. Importantly, the subaks are still highly accessible to the farmers so that the small, incremental losses that might go unnoticed and untreated in a
thinner or less extended observational system do not
occur because they are seen by those who are highly
motivated to fix them.
Resilience is further enhanced in this watershedmanagement system by exempting some water sources from irrigation society control, which deals only
with the flow in major canals. Because of the length,
complexity, and fragility of Bali’s canals, downstream
subaks suffer losses from percolation and evaporation.
Consequently, it is difficult to control the real supply
needed for downstream subaks. Therefore, downstream subaks routinely take advantage of the excess flows from upstream neighbors and local springs
and seeps. These small-scale water sources are vital
for most downstream subaks to make up the deficit
caused by percolation and seepage losses in the canals.
In effect, they are localized buffers against short-term
shortages. They are not always needed but are there as
backup and used at the discretion and for the need of
individual farmers. They are good for densely populated, intensively cropped, and biologically diverse
systems.
In the Gran Chaco, the progressive movement toward systemic watershed management has just begun
with the identification of responsible “agents” who
produce highly relevant scientific and socioeconomic data. These agents are comparable to Bali’s subak
managers and engage with people’s cultural self-definition; they are bound together by a shared narrative,

such as that of Fox Walker. The combined thrust of
readily shared and understood data and key agents
throughout the watershed is a first step toward establishing a key nodal system. An important difference is
that the information is generated through new technologies and promoted by means of videos, photos,
and participatory theater. These visual aids serve to
build and transmit not only numerical data but also
the more pungent and visceral historical memories of
the people themselves, while strengthening the local
watershed associations and binding communities together.
This use of information is highly promising for
building complex and responsive watershed management for the Gran Chaco rivers by making the entire
system more resilient and less vulnerable to outside
interference. But until governments within the river
system cooperate to achieve a much deeper knowledge
of the Gran Chaco’s ecology and respect for indigenous
peoples’ intimate understanding of the shifting river,
long-term health and well-being of this second largest ecosystem in South America will be increasingly at
risk. Successful adaptation and the new understandings that are taking root will be eroded by outside
forces—both economic and through new agro-industrial expansion. These already have increased poverty,
sometimes to a severe extent, in the indigenous and
rural communities.
Unlike the Gran Chacoans and Balinese, Wall
Street traders frequently have no knowledge of how
their trading actions affect on-the-ground resources.
Despite immediate dataflow changes at their fingertips that report daily and often critical changes to territories affected by local weather, water availability,
disease, and population shifts, without recourse to
comparison and negotiation among widespread local
agents dealing in the same commodities and financial
products, these traders are blind. And it is here that
farmers’ management systems, expertise, and experience make them the superior players. They both reduce risk of failure and incorporate tested, short-term
adaptive responses.
Traders’ risk of mistakes is heightened by their
inability to operate as full-scale, planetary coordinating agents with the ability to correct novel mistakes.
Instead, errors of any size escalate rapidly, making
corrective interventions nearly impossible. We’ve
seen what a small human error can do when cascading through a planet-sized trading network, sweeping
through the global financial organism, slowing it, and,
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increasingly, at times choking it to a halt. The cost of
repair can be significant and sometimes includes significantly reduced rewards for those doing the trading.
It is arguable whether the present group of traders is
equipped to view and respond to the relatively small
and vital changes to the many diverse natural resources reported on their screens. As with any information
system delivering large-scale, globally aggregated
numbers, the observed but frequently uncounted losses at the local level aren’t detected until they reach a
critical accumulation. No algorithm to date can analyze the many tiny changes inherent in intricate planetary systems.

By the mid-1980s, the highly desirable ecological
impacts of Bali’s water temple system—misperceived
in official reports of the time as a “rice cult”—were
slowly recognized by government officials. This stable,
double-tiered local system with its persistent balancing of water, rice variety, and coordinated planting to
manage pests contrasts sharply with the uncertain rice
production of the Green Revolution’s modern methodology. Once farmers reinstituted temple-based coordination, despite resistance from outside consultants
and those officials supporting the modernization program, risk of failure once again became manageable.
In fact, the utility of a separate water-management
system was recognized as early as the ninth century,
when the term water tunnelers was found on a list of
professionals
labor
The lack of crop rotation whose
and other costs
and natural planting cycles re- were paid by
sulted in less productive fields those who exand the use of chemicals and pected to profit
from the flow
pesticides backfired
and who had no
connection to
the elite courts
or village administrations. The breakdown of the longstable Balinese ecosystem during the Green Revolution clearly showed that without farmers’ constant
monitoring and linked-temple node management, the
crop losses (and ultimately lower aggregate output because of exploding pest populations) would have gone
unreported. More critically, without this event’s interpretation by local actors, it likely would have devolved
into total system failure. This might be expected because the Balinese water temple networks have ex-

tended themselves throughout the watershed through
many local initiatives and intermarriages that produce
a kind of internal budding process. While even budding can destabilize from the bottom up, water temple
agents intuitively know that a local budding process
can present a potential challenge to the overall expansion of the rice irrigation system. Modeling has shown
that repeated shocks to the system could potentially
push it outside the parameter space where good rice
harvests can be sustained, and poor harvests could
make further expansion economically unviable.12 In
2000 years of real life, this has never happened.
This stability is in contrast to growth through elite
sponsorships that operate off political or economic,
not biogeophysical, mechanisms. The most destructive of these can be outside economic forces that often
do not find corresponding partners at the local production level. Frequently they operate as opportunistic free agents to destabilize ecological and social systems. But it is the highly individualized and uniquely
local “budding” that has reinforced the stable watershed landscape by acting as a risk-mitigation mechanism for the larger scale irrigation systems. It acts as
a kind of safety net for the already well-synchronized
common-pool management network. Only recently
documented, it is this understanding of the resilience
of the natural resource base of Bali’s watershed that
has made long-term, stable, low-risk rice production
a reality.13 Critically, the Balinese government now
recognizes and supports the water temple network,
which needs no herbicides or insecticides for pest control, and does not require continual repurchase of seed
varieties that do not replicate. Such capacities allow
this network to avoid numerous costs throughout the
value chain.
As in Bali, the Gran Chaco ecosystem is under
threat of destabilization from both regional and outside financial agents in the form of investment-driven
development for roads, channels, and new soy production areas. The situation is also becoming more unpredictable in actions and timing because the rivers’ behavior is affected by the annual cycle of rains that are
changing due to climate change and because off take
and channeling of the water downstream for irrigation and industry are affecting fish migrations moving
upstream. People have traditionally adapted to these
risks of unpredictability through livelihood strategies that mix hunting, fishing, gathering of algarrobo
seeds, and farming—the dominant pattern before European conquest through 1960—and free-range live-
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stock; cattle and goats were added in the 1800s. A new
level of risk is being added by new titling programs
that are being used to alienate lands from local knowledge-bearers for use by agro-industry. This increases
the likelihood that the system could be flipped once
the institutional elements that maintained resilience
are removed.
Poor project design is also affecting fish migration and changing annual flood patterns. In short, the
imposition of outside development will in the Gran
Chaco, as in Bali, disrupt a complex, sustained natural
waterway and impose potentially costly and destructive changes to food production and the health of all
species. As in Bali, risk of famine is increased as indigenous forecasting models for food production must be
changed and no new reliable production estimates are
available. Additional ecological stress is incurred with
the failure of naturally cleansing river services that
slowed and mitigated pollution from upriver oil and
mining extraction.
The increased stress is attributable in large part to
imposing outside generic financial schemata on highly
specific local trade and management systems. It would
be more beneficial and productive to carefully tailor
the generic financial schemata of outside agencies to
reflect the unique and complex biogeophysical systems they hope to harness for widespread economic

increased [ecological] stress is attributable in
large part to imposing outside generic financial
schemata on highly specific local trade and management systems.
gain and to create a nodal management system similar to Bali’s. For example, monitors from indigenous
communities, funded by the European Union (EU)
to identify critical sites that needed to be taken into
account for planning future interventions along the
Pilcomayo, demonstrated that the Gran Chaco indigenous peoples have better knowledge of the specific
biogeophysical dynamics of the river than many of the
technical specialists from hydrology offices. A key difference was that the indigenous monitors’ proposals
did not try to create generic and homogenized projects
into which everyone would have to fit. At this point
in their development, because of indigenous input,
the resulting project proposals were based on highly
specific, nuanced, local knowledge of biogeophysical
systems behavior as well as the social particularities of
KATHRYN PAPP AND JANIS ALCORN

different families in each community.
However, this indigenous input and the resulting
project proposals ultimately had little influence on
the EU-sponsored Pilcomayo Trinational (Argentina,
Bolivia, and Paraguay) Master Plan recommendations in 2007. It could be surmised that this resulted
from EU specialists’ ignorance of the Balinese experiences of imposed outside forces: the colonial Dutch
watershed management interference and imposition
of GMO-based rice cropping. In the Gran Chaco, local participation in the Master Plan was subverted by
using approved workshop participant lists, and other
tactics were used to narrow the perspectives of the
participants. Importantly, these actions also critically
narrowed the range of insights, outcomes, and management devices that the outside specialists needed
to consider. This continues the tradition of failed donor-driven Pilcomayo Master Plans that began in the
1970s.
Significant and prolonged outside stresses impinging on a long-term resilient watershed can result in
dangerous mismanagement when separate and new
data elements and interrogative methods do not speak
to one another. Lessons from resilience literature document the consequences of this failure to articulate at
many levels and for biological, chemical, and geophysical systems. While the resilience lens offers up ways
for both indigenous and outside systems to function
together, it also brings cautionary lessons to bear.14
As we’ve seen in the above examples, water flows,
fish reproduction and availability, and common-pool
celebration sessions are all affected so that the socioecological system is being affected. And yet the ecological system still displays the capacity to both withstand
shocks and surprises and to rebuild itself. In contrast,
the Gran Chaco indigenous and local communities
seem less able to withstand and recover from outside
stresses, such as economic or political disruptions and
their resulting impact on communities’ food production. As Alcorn and colleagues have written elsewhere:
“In the past decade, efforts in the Gran Chaco have
been made to reconnect older governance structures
and knowledge with the modern state apparatus. The
national and provincial regulations and laws appear
good in principle, but they are poorly implemented.
The challenge is to develop a robust, cross-scale, institutional or network governance system.”
LOCAL STABILITY EQUALS LONG-TERM RESILIENCE
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ity of human communities to withstand and recover
from stresses such as environmental change or social,
economic, and political upheaval—has played a powerful role in maintaining a stable, healthy, and productive environment. It is resilient societies that uphold
the space needed to broker novel human responses to
change.
Again, Stephen Lansing offers a cogent example from Bali. There are factors in Bali that tend to
enforce social resilience through subak cohesion, and
indeed, survey evidence suggests that farmers believe
that key economic outcomes are closely tied to those of
fellow subak members. In particular, given the proximity and low mobility of individual farmers within a
given subak, individuals have very long-term interactions with one another across a variety of social and
economic realms, ranging from agriculture to marriage, in an environment where individual behavior is
easily observed by others. In such a world, the long
shadow of the future, multiple ties, and easily available information tend to promote very high levels of
cooperation.15

The Gran Chaco communities, although in an earlier stage of regional evolution, also reflect this style of
cooperation. The local leaders understand the watershed concept in relation to the wider geographic and
cultural space implied by their upriver-downriver connections, and the interdependency of communities using the same resources. Discussions and exchange visits among indigenous peoples in these large-scale river
systems have raised conversations about the respectful
coexistence with others and have yielded knowledge
of the cultural and economic diversity of everyone living in the watershed, as well as different perspectives

on how to use and protect the environment. The small
NGO Yangareko facilitated the signing of local agreements between different populations in the Parapeti
watershed to demonstrate commitment to the overall
well being of all the populations, and their good intentions to work together. FUNGIR, another small NGO,
has also generated shared knowledge that has contributed to a nascent nodal network along the Pilcomayo.
These activities also strengthened the local representative associations in each community to further enhance the network that already binds the communities
together.
These many Gran Chaco community discussions
are also important because they provide an occasion
to reflect on the long-term impacts of land use. (This is
something that can easily be overlooked in daily activities such as protection of both the water itself and the
forested riverbanks to prevent silting and subsequent
flooding.) These conversations renew knowledge
and commitment to long-effective practices. Unlike
with the EU process, along the Parapeti River, local
knowledge-based documents have been developed
with the communities’ input. These documents have
been printed and distributed to the fourteen county
governments so that they now have a highly nuanced
and thorough range of information available to them
for land-use planning decisions at individual, community, and county levels. Moreover, the very existence
of this documentation helps to protect the land. A very
important role of the NGOs is constructing local ownership. They do this in part with the help of documentation by raising the profile of these local, ecologically
sustainable land uses so that the provincial (Argentina), departmental (Bolivia), or national governments
cannot readily claim that these lands are unused or
unproductive and therefore available for others to introduce short-term, often destructive land uses.
These same long-term and large-scale information
exchanges among local peoples are common in the Arctic. Whether through making traditional, regularized,
annual rounds, attending annual gatherings, or sitting
in meetings with representatives from international
institutions, the goal of traditional natural resource
management systems is to yield fruitful outcomes for
coexistence. Major regional decisions continue to be
made at larger gatherings that occur at least once a
year and as needed—sometimes as often as three to
four times a year.16 The Arctic peoples of the studies
consulted equate being knowledgeable with being experienced. Arctic indigenous leaders express this by
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thinking of others’ ideas and interpretations and envisioning (forecasting) outcomes when faced with immediate new problems or circumstances.17 Once again,
demonstrating the regularized capacity and practice of
adaptive management.
The important stories of Yamozah (a mythical
leader of Arctic peoples, who helped establish traditional laws and respectful relationships) and other
key leaders tell how they listened to the concerns and
problems of the people before providing a solution
and action for the people to follow. And, if the problem
was more widespread so that it affected other nations
and indigenous communities, leaders listened to the
situation, and the solutions taken by their neighboring
nations.
As a final note, the United States National Heritage Areas (NHA), first established in 1996, exhibit
many of the traits of resilient, indigenous resource
management systems and function similarly to “collaborative complex adaptive networks”18 or “complex
adaptive systems.” According to Booher, as with the
river systems of Bali, these systems tend to be highly
dynamic; they diffuse information across actors within
the system, and they rely on some degree of randomness and probability between actors. These systems
also continuously explore possible response options to
opportunities or challenges and exhibit a constant interplay of top-down and bottom-up processes. Taken
on their own, they form a new geography of shared information.
MORE ALIKE THAN DIFFERENT: IT TAKES AN OPEN MIND

of certain disciplinary and institutional methods,
collaborative research of the kind undertaken by the
small NGOs with indigenous and local peoples of the
Gran Chaco and the more practiced and refined nodal
information networks of Bali’s water temples can offer
a new way forward.
We have immediate recent experience of the limitations and high risk involved in high-level and largescale management of global financial systems, and we
also have abundant evidence of how equally, if not
more, complex systems have been successfully described and sustained through changes that defy abilities to forecast. It would benefit everyone if our best
understanding of indigenous methods of describing
and manipulating both social and ecological systems
were more widely and deeply shared across disciplinary boundaries and with global thought leaders and
policymakers.
Bali’s nodal temple network is not an accident. It is
a paradigm that is worth repeating in as many places
as possible. There is already indication that replicating
it in the Gran Chaco has gained traction—this initiative
simply needs greater support to build a more extensive network and many redundant connects through
the enormous ecosystem that it represents.
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program featuring resilience and adaptation. It was a global, multidisciplinary, watershed program using indigenous contributions and

Before going out in the Gran Chaco, the Fox dressed
himself well—with new shoes, jeans, new watch, a stylish mobile phone, dark glasses—and converted into
the “other.” He is easy to recognize and admirable
in how he walks. He navigates between two different
worlds and reads the nuances of tiny changes in the
complex ecological system in which he is immersed. In
this sense, the Fox is like the traders who glide across
their global screens to avert imbalances and appear on
the scene arrayed in Gucci, Blackberry, and bespoke
suits, calling up the arcane language of symbols that
invoke the magic of markets, at times lost in the euphoria of herd psychology.
As Henry Huntington notes, the wealth of knowledge available from indigenous and local people can
be locked in place by outsiders’ research regimes that
narrowly focus on technique rather than on productive and high-value insight.19 To avert the limitations

human health measures.
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All Sorts of
Healing:
Nature and Psyche
Together
By LAURA SEWALL

T

he fact that nature provides benefits and is
healing to the human soul has never been
a surprise to me. I grew up climbing trees,
fishing, and mucking around in swamps. I
was mostly on my own and happy to be outside, despite the dysfunction that blazed and simmered inside
the family home.
Over my early adulthood, I discovered that whenever I strayed too far from soft ground and growing
things, I’d become somehow troubled and then heartsick. Each time, I’d find myself simply having to change
course and head back outside, wherever that might be.
It became a pattern that I eventually recognized when,
rather absent-mindedly, I charted a large life-line with
a thick felt pen across a length of butcher-block paper. The pattern was obvious. With time plotted on
the x-axis, my life followed sine waves showing my recovered joy soon after returning to the woods, or to a
kayak and a tent.
Some would insist on knowing, as exactly as possible, how nature does this for us. But perhaps such insistence points to the wrong question. Perhaps greater
health and wholeness happen when we go outside simply because what’s alive and mostly whole (as in landscape, cycles, patterns, flocks, and trees) is what we
experience, or ingest, as it were. James Hillman would
say that wholeness is “on display,” by which he meant,
richly available to the human senses and psyche. In
healthy places, signs of wholeness are visible in every
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direction. But whatever it is—that difficult-to-articulate display of functional systems—slips easily through
our object-oriented, modern minds. The flux of natural reality—the non-linearities and chaos—is no doubt
hard to grasp. But when we study what can be measured, we too often miss the overall experience. In the
end, we do not give proper attention to whatever it is
that is so slippery. In the context of nature and healing, it is as if we lack faith.
So perhaps the more relevant question is, “How do
we get there—to healing—from here?”
What follows is a woven, interdisciplinary comment on the mutual healing of self and planet. It is an
adaptation of a presentation given at the Center for
Humans and Nature’s annual Forum on Ethics and
Sustainability in 2012. It is both story and critique,
and although somewhat disguised, it is also a pragmatic plea for committing our dwindling resources to
land preservation—so that, for our health and well-being—we will be assured of robust green-growing places where we might find a fresh wind or a bit of silence,
where we might take our children, see a wild thing,
and reflect on more than self and human artifact.
A STORY

The Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, in southern Utah, is nearly two million acres of
protected mountains, plateaus, canyons, rivers, desert
country, and varied forests. The geology reveals some
ALL SORTS OF HEALING: NATURE AND PSYCHE TOGETHER
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200 million years of earth history. I recently taught a
college course there, entitled Nature and Psyche, with
Tom Fleischner, a conservation biologist and natural
historian.
Tom introduced us to the deep history displayed
in the cross-bedded Navajo Sandstone, in the austere,
red walls of the Wingate, and in the striped Chinle Formation. We learned a language to describe the uplifts
and folds we found, the monoclines and synclines that
define the region and landscape; we learned about the
seas that washed over Utah during the Jurassic period,
and about the dinosaurs that walked where we stood.
We learned about Aeolian dunes, sedimentation, the
incredible power of erosion, and unimaginable scales
of time and place.
We walked into long, winding canyons, discovering
waterfalls, hundred-foot arches, and mysterious pictographs; we waded into rivers, climbed on eighty-foot
rock towers called hoodoos, and flopped into pools. All
week long, I heard the students say, “Oh my,” “holy
cow,” “holy shit,” and “wow.”

thoughts are free to roam here,” and “it’s natural to be
part of all this and so it’s a kind of returning to ourselves, isn’t it?”
Others said: “I understand myself to be in it and I
never knew that I could see so much,” and “a sense of
duty develops, a sense of passion …we need it to counter our despair.”

A psychology student said, “A lot of individual pathology could be healed with this.”
Sweet Natalie said, “My dad is anxious; I’m getting
him a field guide.”
Big, tall Matt said, “It’s the rhythm that matters.”
He meant sunrise, mealtime, look time, playtime, and
sunset. Then he said, as if out of the blue, “Stretch,”

robust green-growing places where we might
find a fresh wind or a bit of silence, where we
might take our children, see a wild thing, and reflect on more than self and human artifact.
As a visual psychologist, I taught perception and
other psychological facets of our relationship with the
natural world. In particular, I led exercises designed
to enhance sensory awareness and develop our skills
of attention. It was an easy task in a country so vivid
and mind-boggling.
By the end of our week in the backcountry, we
were radiant—all of us thriving and flourishing. From
where I sat (gazing upon my metaphoric flock), every
student demonstrated the healing power of nature
and the primacy of direct experience. So I asked them,
How does nature heal?
Some said: “The land pulls out my emotion,” “my
LAURA SEWALL

and he looked up to high clouds: “I see clouds and
ridgelines and I don’t trip over rocks.” Then, as if
tuned, he said, “Freeing my mind, the internal hard
drive in my own head is ready now.” “Sigh,” he said,
“I’m never ready in the city. And out here, I don’t trip.”
Utterly beautiful Lauren said, “There are no mirrors out here. No reflection, and I feel more. It’s
grounding, I’m closer to the ground, closer to life under my feet; it’s in the bones.”
In class presentations, we heard that the cottonwoods shading us are good for swollen joints and indigestion; that the Utah juniper berries hanging nearby
heal bladders and kidneys, that they are analgesic, and
ALL SORTS OF HEALING: NATURE AND PSYCHE TOGETHER
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useful as a diuretic and for birth control; and that globe
mallow, blooming everywhere at our feet, is good for
the intestines and the stomach.

In snatches of conversation around camp, I heard,
“I was the cold water, I was the sky…” I heard, “My curiosity soars…” I heard laughter and someone saying,
“…so much curiosity that my wonder couldn’t keep
up.” I heard, “…there’s depth in thin air out here; we’re
swimming in it.”
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Hollister, the Idaho rancher’s son with the long,
red dreads and penetrating questions asked, “What if
the big ideas come from the land?”
While heading home in the van, Alex said to me,
“Outer attention brings a new perspective; it’s fresh,
and it keeps me fresh. When looking at stars, it draws
my wonder." He paused and then turned to look me in
the eye, saying, “I crave the feeling. There’s no replacement; only wild is wild. It takes a while to let go the
grasp …” He means of screen and cell and text. “It’s
illusive,” he said. “This feeling wild is illusive. It lurks
in the shadows, and I feel crave, like starting a fire with
flint.”
Later he said, “It’s like unraveling heady spaghetti,
and I get receptive and find it all out there, and I’m
there, too, gaping. There’s no thought or thinking.”
We then asked, Why is the practice of natural history important?
Iza, the brilliant gal from New Mexico, said, with
no doubt, no fear, just fact: “Natural history is carnal
knowledge.”
Together what they said in various ways was: People get beyond themselves—it’s an antidote to narcissism; it helps us be attentive and to care; it’s good for
mindfulness, and its fun.
Chelsea said, “It feels good to see plants and animals for who they are. I’m finally giving them respect,
and I feel my own heart rise up. I’m just wowed by
what’s possible for a life, by the range of manifestations.” I think of the range of adaptations and solutions, and then she says, “Watching how others sense
the world re-minds me that all of us animals depend
on sensing for everything. That’s good to know.” Correct, I said.
Then we asked them, Why is paying attention imALL SORTS OF HEALING: NATURE AND PSYCHE TOGETHER
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portant? They said, I can see more! (And they meant
hear more, feel more, and care more, too.) And in so
many ways, they also said, I’ve been sad about the
world. When paying attention, I’m curious. I forget
myself, and my sadness, too.
Molly, with the pigtails and deep intellect said,
“Paying attention almost heals my sadness.”
By then we were speaking for one another: “It
changes the brain,” said someone. And Nicole, forgetting her shyness, said, “I would have stepped all over
the crypto-biotic crust and peed on it.” And then, exasperated, she said, “I would have destroyed it.”
Natalie said, “Our ancestors would have died without it.” By then we all knew that it was the plants and
animals that made us curious and shaped our incredible skills of attention, that honed our acuity and gave
us memory. It was the others—not the humans—that
made us who we are. And so, we came to know that we
humans are part of something very old and very much
larger than our solo or even human selves. And so we
were joyous, and laughed to hear that Gary Snyder
says that we are just “crazy, sexy clowns” whose job is
to entertain the animals.
But this is a story, mere anecdote.
THE RESEARCH

The reference list for a twenty-page paper recently published by Howard Frumkin, Dean of the
School of Public Health at the University of Washington, is eleven pages long. The paper refers to research
demonstrating the ways in which contact with nature is healing to humans.1 In summary, the research
claims that
• The “wilderness effect” is real: people experience a sense of renewal, an increased
sense of aliveness, efficacy, and energy, and
a sense of awe when in the back country for
a few days or more.
• The capacity to pay attention is restored
with even a little exposure to natural scenes,
to “fascinating stimuli”—meaning photographs of natural scenes, windows, or driving on scenic routes.
• Hospital patients heal faster when they have
a natural scene to look at.
• Prisoners with a view of a natural scene
need less medical care.
• People are happier and live longer with pets
and plants.
Although there is a good deal of such research,
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Frumkin claims that it has limitations. He notes problems with experimental design and small sample sizes,
and suggests that, as a result, the evidence is not always strong. He also suggests that a lack of mechanistic understanding of the
benefits of contact with
Seduced and disnature makes it hard to
tracted we may for- structure effective studsake our natural ies. More specifically,
selves—forgetting Frumkin claims that important aspects of what
our
long-evolved, happens with “nature
potent selves of contact” are unquantifiquick acuity, won- able. For example, the
awe and sense of renewder and curiosity.
al that are hallmarks of
what some call “wilderness rapture” are immeasurable. Because of these concerns, we could call for more research, as is our habit.
No doubt, data is useful. But our lack of direct experience in nature is, in my mind, the most significant
limitation here. Furthermore, I am convinced that if
we wait for more data, for ironclad certainty, our most
natural inclinations will be lost still further to a manufactured world, dulled by mediocre entertainment and
lowered to common denominators like hunting for the
“lowest price ever.” Such debasing influences are ubiquitous. Seduced and distracted, we may forsake our
natural selves—forgetting our long-evolved, potent
selves of quick acuity, wonder, and curiosity.
Forgetting, we might further forsake nature herself. Forgetting, we could allow our public lands to be
further drilled and pumped. It would be easy to do so;
thousands of drill sites are currently approved, and
tens of thousands more are in the planning phases.
We could allow mountain tops to be further blasted
and reduced to rock rubble, filling streams and killing
all aquatic organisms in addition to the insects, birds,
and mammals that once, and always, lived there. We
could allow Pennsylvania to be further fracked and
torn asunder, allowing water supplies to become
grossly polluted, and to burn at the tap.
This is not hypothetical. We have allowed such
utter disregard for nature and the natural order, reflecting our wide-scale withdrawal from the living and
en-souled world beyond ourselves. From an eco-psychological point of view, this in turn reflects a deep,
dualistic divide in our ways of thinking about, perceiving, and behaving toward whatever is not-human, or
not-human-created.
ALL SORTS OF HEALING: NATURE AND PSYCHE TOGETHER
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In author Andy Fisher’s words, our alienation from
the rest of nature and our dualistic habits of thought
have produced a “cosmos that is now perceived as flat,
literal, soulless and dead.” This has left us without our
wonder—perhaps “flat and soulless” ourselves. And,
I would argue, without our full capacities to see, and
hear, and feel—or to fully embody our experience.
Those sensory capacities were demanded by the
circumstances of living dependently within place, by
hunting and gathering for upwards of 95 percent of
our human history. Now, I would suggest, those same
sensory abilities are atrophied and dormant. We may
not easily recognize this, but we do seem to know that
we are missing the mark with respect to realizing our
inherent human potential, just as we know that we are
colluding in large-scale environmental devastation.
And so, far from “the peace of wild things,” we
find ourselves with skyrocketing levels of anxiety and
depression: The National Institute of Mental Health
claims that 18.1 percent of the US population over
eighteen years of age is clinically anxious. A 2011 Harvard study shows a 400 percent increase in anti-depressant use between 1998 and 2008, and according
to the federal government, one in ten Americans use
prescription anti-depressants.
This could be a matthe lack of sensory
ter of better diagnostics
(as has been repeatedly
and sensual engageclaimed) or the pharmament with the natuceutical push for profit
ral order of things,...
(as has been approprigreatly amplifies a
ately suggested), but is
there also a link between
non-relational apthe rise in mental illness
proach to the rest of
and our distance from
creation—and that
nature, and between
our uncertainty, anxiis what most needs
ety, depression, and the
healing.
horrific scale of humancaused environmental
degradation and destruction? From my point of view,
the more appropriate question is, how could there not
be?
I am not suggesting that academic or scientific
inquiry is the culprit here. But I do think the burden
of proof presumed by academic and scientific modes,
when applied to the fraught relationship between
modern humans and nature, is also symptomatic of
the divide between ourselves and the rest of nature,
and, by extension, between our domesticated and natLAURA SEWALL

ural selves—the selves that value and trust our own,
direct experience in the out-of-doors. By extension,
I am also referring to the long-evolved human selves
that naturally hold faith with what is fundamentally
organic.
I am suggesting that the lack of sensory and sensual engagement with the natural order of things and
the consequent lack of a deepened appreciation of our
psychological, social, and spiritual interdependence
greatly amplifies a non-relational approach to the rest
of creation—and that is what most needs healing.
I could be talking about the way nature heals attention deficit disorder, or lends itself to healing
obesity or heart disease. I do not doubt that it does.
But I’m more concerned with the ways in which our
wounded collective psyche continues to inflict itself on
the natural world. Together, we are perpetrating and
amplifying cycles of environmental degradation and
nonsense. We are fouling our own nest across innumerable and differing scales, and, as a consequence,
we experience widespread variations on the themes
of shame, despair, and anxiety—both in ourselves and
one another.
All of this is “of a fabric”: Our modern malaise, our
anxiety, dis-ease, and dysfunction arise from culturally induced alienation from the larger organic order
and from our own deeply embedded natural selves.
So, my issue with the reams of research is different
from Frumkin’s; mine is a paradigmatic issue.
The research Frumkin cites does not address this
fundamental split between nature and ourselves.
These studies are about our healing; they view nature
as a resource for healing humans, but not as itself a
subject in need of healing and care. There is no reciprocity represented here. It seldom seems to cross our
academic minds, and again, from an eco-psychological
point of view, that’s the fundamental problem.
Numerous thinkers on this issue argue that this
largely unconscious yet hyper-dualistic divide dates
back some 10,000 years, to the beginning of agriculture when fences began dividing the wild from the
domesticated, and when newly agrarian communities
built settlements, stored grain, and developed commodities by which social stratification was created.
Others point to the influence of Plato and Descartes
or to the age of reason, the printing press, gunpowder, the compass, and the mystery and fear of the
black plague raging through Europe that drove a need
to know, to have control over “nature.” Some suggest
the fatal rejection of sensual knowledge emblazoned
ALL SORTS OF HEALING: NATURE AND PSYCHE TOGETHER
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in the European psyche by the burning of some nine
million natural healers and pagans.
Certainly, there are numerous events and conditions that shaped the modern, Western mind. Cumulatively, those events and conditions have wounded
the modern psyche. The diagnosis is habitual, divisive
ways of thinking and perceiving—a form of dualistic
presumption in the modern mind—and a kind of hubris and fundamentalism that has proven to be destructive.
THE REMEDY

The remedy is undivided experience. Think: “I was
the water, I was the sky.”
What if nature and psyche are “always already” together, entwined in the moment of perception? What
if our senses keep us inescapably tied to our environment, and what if we are entirely dependent on the
signals we receive? What if the “rivers of our senses”
are both signal and sensation?
If so, dualistic ways of thinking become no more
than an illusion of the human mind. Consider the
case of vision: millions of photons of light bounce off
surfaces and stream into us in every look. From that
perspective, the distinction between in-here and outthere quickly blurs—or rather, our radical embeddedness becomes clear.
And then, what if healing occurs because our sensory systems are changing continuously in response
to those incoming streams of environmental information? Neuroplasticity refers to the changing connectivity between neurons as a function of experience. It is
a fact of science, and the essence of how and why we
learn, have memories, and have a quick eye. I think
of neuroplasticity as a wondrous example of both selforganization and daily adaptation.
Evolutionary psychologists tend to claim that our
brains evolved in a world that no longer exists—the
world in which we were hunters and gatherers—and
that as a result, we are maladapted to current conditions and, by extension, doomed. Alternatively, I
would argue that our evolutionary history has given us
a highly adaptive brain, a learning system capable of
changing its structure, patterns of neural activity, and
functionality in response to relevant information.
The brain’s functional structure is a matter of synaptic strength—the degree of connectivity between
neurons, and the strength of those connections, which
is a function of activation, use, and experience. In other words, if you look at something often or repeatedly,
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the neural networks that serve as substrates of that
perception will fire away again and again. As a result,
the connections within the network become strengthened, facilitated, and streamlined, like well-trodden
trails.
There are a couple of key points here. First, more
highly connected neurons require a lower threshold
for firing or for making a connection with the next
neuron, and signals take this path of least resistance.
In functional terms, this means that well-connected
networks fire off with a hint of electrochemical signaling, like a flutter of wings.
In the visual realm, facilitated networks mean that
we readily see whatever our eyes have been trained
upon—as in practiced, conditioned, or attended to.
With a mere glance, we see what is familiar and expected—or, in visual cognitive science, most consistent with our “perceptual set” or schema. For example,
with a practiced eye, we see warblers when others see
only a tangle of bushes.
Second, adult plasticity—or the changing degrees
of connectivity between neurons—requires the activation of neural mechanisms responsible for
By paying attenattention. Our focus
tion we begin to savor of attention thus decomplex patterns, and termines not only
in so doing we further what we see in any
given moment (by
strengthen the neural selecting certain signetworks subserving nals), but also what
becomes most readour appreciation.
ily seen in the next
moment (by altering
neural structure). What we attend to becomes a facilitated view, a familiar and ready view. Attention (and
our intention behind it) is consequently a very big
driver in a feedback loop with much reinforcement or
amplification. This, I believe, is how perceptual habits
form and why they become sensory assumptions and
projections. It follows that what we attend to repeatedly shapes our sensibilities and constructs our worldviews.
Given our dualistic habits of mind and our alienation from non-human nature, all of this begs the
question: how might we cultivate a relational sensibility? By this, I mean a readiness to recognize the ways
in which we are so deeply embedded in, and dependent upon, the natural order. I’m looking for an ecological worldview.
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greater sense of coherence and relatedness, of meaning and hope. Desire trots close behind, and then we
glow.
WHAT’S PRACTICAL

Our sensory predilection for contrast draws us to
patterns and then leads our eyes from one coherent
form to another. There is a wholeness and order in
patterns, and a kind of reassurance and meaning to be
found. With an eye toward natural patterns and lifeforms like butterflies and birds, we see slices of planetary diversity and begin to appreciate the incredible
range of adaptive solutions. We see patterns linking
lives to places and come to understand the notion of
niche, gaining an enlarged sense of wholeness, and
of belonging. These are embodied concepts. They develop when the sensory body encounters the natural
world. These ways of knowing are associative, deeply informing, immeasurable, and innumerable. One
might say that they create an inner depth of field.
By paying attention, we begin to savor complex
patterns, and in so doing, we further strengthen the
neural networks subserving our appreciation. Looking
again, we begin to see and recognize still more. Soon
we find ourselves looking for beauty, too—why not?
What’s beautiful resonates. It feels good, as if our best
selves—our own organic vitality—rise up to meet the
beautiful other, and as if our brains hum in recognition. This is hard to quantify.
Scott Russell Sanders suggests that resonance
is the sympathetic vibration we feel when beholding
beauty. And something is beautiful, says Sanders, because it gives us a glimpse of the underlying order of
things, and that natural beauty—as in cosmos, as in the
order of the universe—reassures us that we are exactly
and wonderfully made for life on this glorious planet.
This affinity and sense of belonging is healing.
With such reassurance, we relinquish our defenses
and modern personas and are generously offered a
flood of sensations. With the wholeness and beauty of
the natural world more deeply embodied, we gain a
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E.O. Wilson advocates a consilient worldview, one
in which various bodies of knowledge, borne of differing methodologies and differing lines of evidence,
are unified in the interest of understanding complex
realities. Consilience is the convergence of evidence,
and, in Wilson’s approach, it is science-based. Here
I am asking that we consider a network of ideas and
experience, a form of consilience that includes not
only quantifiable knowledge but also ways of knowing
that represent the rich, qualitative facets of life on the
planet.
I am asking that we make it our work to develop
an ecological worldview by cultivating a relational
sensibility—and I am suggesting that such a sensibility might serve to recover much of what is lost to
the modern psyche. I am suggesting that there are all
sorts of healing to be had if only we turn again toward
the natural other, attentive, and letting our thoughts
roam, our curiosity soar.
From a pragmatic point of view, this requires prioritizing land protection—or conserving natural and
wholesome places. There’s mutual interest here. From
an inclusive and interdependent worldview, this is
enlightened self-interest. Nature and psyche heal together.

Laura Sewall, PhD, is Director of the Bates-Morse Mountain Conservation Area and the Shortridge Coastal Center at Bates College in
Lewiston, Maine.

NOTE
1 H. Frumkin, “Building the Science Base: Ecopsychology Meets Clinical Epidemiology,” in
Ecopsychology: Science, Totems, and the Technological Species, ed. P. H. Kahn Jr. and P.
H. Hasbach (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012), 141-172.
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Nature’s
Nurturing and
Healing Impact
By MARTHA TWADDLE

I

recall a particular late morning in my garden,
one of those late fall days when the sky is vivid
blue and cloudless; the air holds the crispness of
impending winter around the envelope of sunny
warmth. The image still so vivid in my mind was a rose
bud—still tight in its emergence with the petal tips
deeply blushed with pink. With more warmth and sun,
this bud was so full of potential to be a fragrant blossom. Yet the hint of frost on its green collar was the
harbinger of another destiny, of unrealized fullness, a
life cut short. This image was particularly powerful for
me at that moment, as my student, our Fellow in Palliative Medicine, had been on the journey of a complicated twin pregnancy and had delivered just a few days
earlier. One of her twins, Isabella, died within hours of
the birth: such potential, beauty; such life unrealized,
unable to blossom. That fragile rose bud crusted so
lightly with frost gave expression to my grief, became
of metaphor and a way of “making sense” of suffering.
My awakening to the power of the garden and
gardening as instruments of healing occurred rather
abruptly. Almost 75 percent of my grandparents had
been raised on farms, so having “dirt on my hands”
was hardwired into my very substance. Many early
memories, particularly of my maternal grandmother,
Beulah Matson, were nested in the garden. Grandmother Matson spent more of her adult life as a widow
than married, raising three children on her own. Her
garden was clearly her sanctuary. I can see her—standMARTHA TWADDLE

ing close to 5’1” when she inhaled mightily, with her
wide-brimmed crownless hat and well-worn gloves
(which she frequently did not wear), gowned in culottes with an apron—in
It was not until I
her garden. My engagement ring was willed to
started my work with
me by her—it almost
the dying that I diswasn’t, as she accidencovered that the best
tally planted it with the
tulips one year. The day
way…to review the
lilies in my garden (and
story of lives lost was
before that, my mothon my knees and with
er’s garden) were those
dirt on my hands.
she
hybridized—she
did this as a novice, but
also as a botanic explorer of sorts who loved plants. In
my college years, my studies in biology and biochemistry at Purdue were heavy in botany; plants and green
hideaways were always where I sought to be when I
needed “sanctuary.” Any important papers I needed
to write, including my applications to medical school
and the personal statement for medical residency programs, were written in a garden. And yet, through this
time, I was unaware of what drew me and of my inherent need to be among the sounds, smells, textures—
the soothing and healing aesthetics of a garden.
It was not until I started my work with the dying
that I discovered that the best way to process these
journeys, to unpack what I had witnessed, to review
the story of lives lost, was on my knees and with dirt
on my hands. I could somehow make sense of death in
the cycle of the garden, reclaim hope in the emergence
of tender plants, grieve the losses with a trowel, shovel,
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and rake—feel my body alive and physically healthy.
Perhaps this was a needed reassurance in witnessing
so much illness and death. The epiphany—the connected meaning—occurred one day when I had gone to
a funeral home to sign the death certificate of a woman
named Dorothy, for me
Healing involves the a needed observance
restoration of wholeness: if not ritual of closure.
Dori had been my pathe physical, emotional, tient for several years,
intellectual, social, and and I had been her physpiritual aspects of the sician in her diagnosis
of lung cancer, easing
human experience.
its swift and breathtaking luge ride, and supporting her through her death. I recall her on the night
she died, lying in bed, eyes closed, but with a soft smile
and a whisper: “you know, Martha, I’m really going to
miss you.” As I drove home from the funeral home
that afternoon, I stopped at a nursery and bought a
tree. And it hit me. A tree for Dori, a copper-roofed
bird feeder for Barb, a rambling rose for Chester, the
hydrangea for Kay . . . many of the losses, those rich
with relationship and love—were memorialized in my
garden through plants and garden fixtures. I shared
this realization with a colleague as I drove home—the
tree flapping through my sunroof—and his response to
me was, “Well Martha, I’m glad you have a few acres of
land—because given the work you do, you’re going to
build an arboretum.”
Gardens and gardening are known to be powerful
therapeutic modalities; horticulture therapy has been
shown to help with pain, depression, and the agitation
of dementia. Nature images in hospitals can decrease
anxiety and improve pain control. But gardens and
gardening are also modalities of healing.
What is healing? Medicine claims to be a healing
profession, and modern medicine claims the ability
to heal through its scientific approach. But in truth,
medicine, particularly Western medicine, is more
about “curing” than healing: defining and categorizing diseases and seeking to eradicate the “dis-ease”
through interventions or treatments—chemical, mechanical, radiation, and otherwise. Thus, diagnosis
and cure are the tenets of modern medicine, and the
physician’s role has very much become the “curer of
disease” rather than the “healer of the sick.” But this
was not always so. The historic roots of Western medicine, of Plato, Aristotle, and Hippocrates (and likely
some wise women with insufficient public relationMARTHA TWADDLE

ships), were foundationally holistic. Plato said, “if one
is to cure the ear, one must first cure the head and to
cure the head, one must cure the body, but to cure the
body, one must start by curing the soul—for if the part
is to be well, the whole must be well.” This definition
speaks of wholeness; the root meaning of healing literally means to make sound and whole. The root of
this word is also the root of holy, meaning that which
is spiritually pure. For centuries, there was a strong
association between healing, wholeness, and spirituality. The splitting of medicine in the time of Descartes
has led to a paradigm where modern medicine has no
true model for what it means to be whole or healed,
values the objective more than subjective, the quantitative more than qualitative, and certainly pays little
attention to spirituality.
And yet many physicians find greater satisfaction
in the biopsychosocial-spiritual model of care than the
biomedical approach alone. An article that is foundational in my understanding of my role as a physician
is “The Meaning of Healing: Transcending Suffering”
published in 2005 in the Annals of Family Medicine
by Thomas Egnew. This study was a qualitative inquiry of in-depth, open-ended, semi-structured interviews with Drs. Eric Cassell, Carl Hammerschlag,
Thomas Inui, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, Cicely Saunders,
Bernard Siegel and G. Gayle Stephens—allopathic
physicians chosen for their expertise in addressing
the topic of healing. Their perceptions regarding the
definition and mechanisms of healing were subjected

The physician-healer must practice true
compassion, that deep awareness of the
suffering of another combined with the
desire to relieve it.
to grounded theory analysis. Three themes emerged
from this research, defining healing in terms of wholeness, narrative, and spirituality. Healing involves the
restoration of wholeness: the physical, emotional, intellectual, social, and spiritual aspects of the human
experience. Illness threatens or impacts wholeness
by loss and isolation, disconnecting those who are ill
from their roles, their love ones, and their very sense
of self. A sense of wholeness can be regained, even for
the very ill and dying, through reconnection and reconciliation. Even as bodily illness progresses, healing
can occur. Healing is, in essence, a reinterpretation
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of life in the midst of illness, and oft times, because
of illness. Healing is an intensely personal, subjective
experience involving a reconciliation of the meaning
an individual ascribes to distressing events with his or
her perception of wholeness.
Physicians can be instruments of healing when
there is continuity and relationship—when the one
who is ill and the one who provides care meet not just
in a professional context, but in their humanity. This
shared vulnerability creates safety and personal connection. In this relationship, the one who is ill can lay
down their burdens and seek to make sense of their
state of being—creating a new narrative that incorporates the illness and also, many times, the physician.
The physician-healer must practice true compassion,
that deep awareness of the suffering of another combined with the desire to relieve it. The physician-healer guides the patient in reworking their life narratives
to generate meaning and to transcend their suffering.
“Suffering ceases to be suffering in some way,” Victor Frankl wrote, “at the moment it finds a meaning.”1
Shared suffering (compassion means to suffer with)
intertwines the life narratives of the one who is ill and
the healer: the healer gently guides the reconstructing
of identity, the reforming of purpose, and the revising of the life narrative towards discovered meaning
so as to facilitate transcendence of suffering and healing. The physician cannot give or prescribe meaning
and purpose, cannot always ease the anguish of suffering and loss, and certainly cannot cause transcendence; however, they can serve as catalysts in the process of healing by sensitively attending to this process
and seeking to understand the nature of suffering. As
Eric Cassell says, “The relief of suffering and the cure
of disease must be seen as twin obligations of a medical profession that is truly dedicated to the care of
the sick. Physicians’ failure to understand the nature
of suffering can result in medical intervention that,
though technically adequate, not only fails to relieve
suffering but becomes a source of suffering itself.”2
Modern medicine does very little to prepare the
physician to relieve suffering, let alone facilitate healing. Cassell emphasizes that to experience wholeness
is to be in relationship with oneself, one’s body, one’s
culture, and significant others. Wholeness requires
one to be amongst others and is experienced in connection with others. Continuity of care supports connection; trust and relationship are only possible with
continuity. Yet healthcare has deteriorated such that
physician-patient relationships are highly temporal
MARTHA TWADDLE

and location defined; patients see multiple physicians
who may or may not communicate effectively. Physicians are not trained to truly listen to their patients’
stories. Indeed, they may deliberately limit the narrative to facilitate diagnostic clarity and efficiency, and
to avoid emotions or unpleasant feelings. Some physicians resist the role of being a guide or healer, as this
role is uncomfortable if not inappropriately intimate.
And yet to truly understand and to diagnose,
Horticulture therapy
which literally means
has the potential to be
to know fully, the physician must venture
a powerful adjuvant in
more deeply into conthe care of the patient
nection and relationreceiving palliative-care
ship. “The secret of care
of the patient,” Egnew
support.
observes, “is caring
for the patient by forging connexional relationships, grounding treatment
choices in the person rather than the disease, maximizing function, and actively minimizing suffering,
physicians strengthen patients with the goal of maintaining intactness and integrity. By helping patients
transcend suffering, physicians surpass their curative
roles to claim their heritage as healers and maintain
the tradition of medicine as a healing profession.”3
My training in the healing profession of medicine
led me to the subspecialty of palliative medicine. This
discipline of medicine is committed to easing the distress of illness, to providing treatments and interventions that facilitate symptom relief. Palliative medicine physicians are experts at symptom control, and
they practice in the context of an interdisciplinary
team to provide holistic care to patients and families.
Medicare defines palliative care as “patient and family-centered care that optimizes quality of life by anticipating, preventing, and treating suffering. Palliative
care throughout the continuum of illness involves addressing physical, intellectual, emotional, social, and
spiritual needs and to facilitate patient autonomy, access to information, and choice.”4 This type of medical
care is provided alongside and concurrently with other
disciplines of medicine to promote healing, whether or
not a cure is possible. Palliative care seeks to manage
the experience of an illness, to promote the restoration
of quality of life and function.
Horticulture therapy has the potential to be a
powerful adjuvant in the care of the patient receiving
palliative-care support. The engagement of the senses
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through the immersion in the aesthetics of nature, the
therapeutic benefit of physical movement and activity,
and the therapeutic guidance to promote reflection
and find meaning in the circumstances of illness are
among the many benefits. This therapeutic modality
is not just for those who suffer from advanced disease,
but for all of those who journey with them: the families and the professional caregivers. Suffering, either
directly from illness and its impact or through compassion, requires a means and place to facilitate ease
and healing. For me, this place is to be found—most
effectively and powerfully—in the garden.

Martha Twaddle, MD, is the Chief Medical Officer of the Midwest Palliative and Hospice Care Center in Glenview, Illinois. This article is an
adaptation of a presentation given at the 2012 Chicago Regional Forum on Ethics and Sustainability, sponsored by the Center for Humans
and Nature and the Chicago Botanic Garden on October 16, 2012.
The theme of the 2012 Forum was “Healing Nature.”

NOTES
1 V. E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy (New York,
Pocket Books, 1963).
2 E. J. Cassel, “The Nature of Suffering and the Goals of Medicine,” New England Journal
of Medicine 306 (1982): 639-45.
3 T. Egnew, “The Meaning Of Healing: Transcending Suffering,” Annals of Family Medicine 3 (2005): 255-62,
4 Medicare Hospice Conditions of Participation, Final Rule, 73 Fed. Reg. 32204 (June 5,
2008).
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FINDING GROUND FOR A RELATIONAL ETHIC
By Emily Nguyen-Vo

The important attempt to broaden the scope of ethics to include nonhuman entities has been only partially successful; this project requires more attention to
cultural and social contexts and a stronger philosophical rationale. Here, the concept of “place” can make a
significant contribution. Leading scholars working on
various aspects of place-based perspectives have suggested that environmental ethics cannot successfully
abandon anthropocentric assumptions as the broader
environmental discourse continues to encapsulate a
fundamental mind-world ontological dualism. This
dualism explains our need to disengage with messy
social (and natural) contexts in order to find universal
truths—whether in science, anthropology, or ethics. As
a result of this simultaneous dualism and disengagement, our ontological grounding supports an unquestioned faith in an abstract and impersonal system of
rights and rules to govern our moral conduct. Morality
that is determined by abstract rights and rules fails to
accommodate the actual relationships that we uphold
in our everyday lives and the kind of moral behaviors
that such relationships entail.
Many scholars who aim to overcome our current
ontology propose a relational framework of environmental ethics, starting with the notion of a relational
self. An ethics of relations is sensitive to the intimate
bonds that we already have with our human and nonhuman others. Mick Smith’s An Ethics of Place: Radical Ecology, Postmodernity, and Social Theory brings
the discussion of ethics back down to the places that
we inhabit, where our senses of morality towards others are the strongest. Smith’s ethics of place supports a
relational self (which he calls an ecological self); however, his proposal does not provide specific details on
the ontological foundations. When placed within our
modern, post-Enlightenment cultural framework, an
ethics of relations becomes controversial, because it
comes into friction with two fundamental tenets of
moral thought: impartiality and rationality (as deter-

mined by the dictates of universal reason). In what
kind of world does the relational self emerge? What
sort of being or ontology does it have? And what do
human-nonhuman relations look like through a view
of the ecological/relational self? Moving in the direction of finding an answer to these questions—and
serving as a useful complement to Smith’s work—is
the anthropological lens of Perceptions of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill by
Tim Ingold. In this essay, I focus first on Mick Smith’s
critique of abstract modernist paradigms, after which
I describe Ingold’s appraisal of abstract modern ontological frameworks. I conclude that Ingold’s ontology
of dwelling provides the foundations through which a
relational self has potential to emerge.
An Ethics of Place contains both a critique of modernist paradigms and a proposal for an ethics of place.
Smith aims to uncover the social and historical contexts of our ethical debates. He argues that, like our
economic structure, governance, and pedagogy, our
moral frameworks reflect the social formations of a
particular place and time. If we can point to the underlying contexts of an unsuccessful environmental ethics, we may be able to transcend our current modes of
thinking to find a more dynamic and innovative moral
discourse.
Smith writes, “ethical debates are not simply about
the kind of world we should inhabit, but the kind of social environment we actually do inhabit.”1 And, following Ingold’s lead, we might add that such debates are
also about the particular ontological framework that
the social environment involves. According to Smith,
contemporary ethical discourses, whether they are
classified as utilitarian or rights-based, are rooted in a
particular ontological context of industrial capitalism
that he refers to as “modernity.”2 Our dominant ethical debates are invariable in the sense that they maintain the moral framework (and hence an invariable
ethical content and form) of modernity. This modern
context is one that regards a person as a bounded,
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atomistic, and autonomous individual. At the same
time, it is one that reduces morality to an abstract, formulaic set of rules and codes (in other words, an ethics
of formal rationality3). In attempting to account for
nonhuman others, contemporary ethical discourses
merely “reproduce the particular social and natural
relations pertaining to industrial capitalism” (p. 25).
On this premise, Smith suggests that the platitudinous
environmental disagreements between economics and
ethics, or anthropocentrism and biocentrism, are futile. From the point of view of their ontological foundations, these perspectives are virtually the same.
A prime example of anthropocentrism is neoclassical economics, which measures the value of nature
through a survey of human values, and even then, reduces them to a kind of market index of an individual’s or society’s willingness to pay (WTP). This form of
evaluation, without further objective substance, determines the ethically right course of action.
Although we would typically pit ethical theories—
whether utilitarian or rights-based—against economic
theory (which traditionally claims to be “value free”),
Smith suggests that, fundamentally, both are derived
from the same ontology. Both were developed within the confines of modernity. Hence, moral theories
based on biocentric holism provide conclusions that
are no “better” or “worse” or more radical than decisions based on an economic rationale. Biocentric
theories merely aim to extend our present axiology to
include nonhuman others. However, as Smith argues,
“[e]ach encloses what it regards as morality within
a codified and explicit rubric, whether this takes the
form of consequentialist calculus of benefits and losses, or of written law or predefined procedures” (p.
156). Neither a dialogue of extended rights nor one of
expanded utilities that account for non-human things
adequately transcends the moral framework imposed
by modernity’s formal rationality. Therefore, neither
reflects the contextual contingencies of our moral values.

Another important problem with modern ethical
discourse is one that Smith refers to in his description
of an “Economy of the Same.” An ethics rooted in an
unreflexive modern paradigm does not make room for
difference and diversity in moral discourse. An environmental ethic of modernity determines moral consideration and intrinsic value through an emphasis on
the bounded and atomistic self. This search requires a
disregard of difference and an emphasis on sameness,
a rationale of modern man that “reduces all others to
imperfect copies of himself” (p. 182). For example, in
an extended moral theory of animal rights or welfare,
we may discover that a cat matters morally because
the cat is sentient, just as I am. The cat’s differences
from me have no place in the discussion of ethics. In
this formulation of ethics that places self at the center
of moral considerations, an Economy of the Same not
only is shamefully anthropocentric, but also depreciates the ways in which we value and are moved by
diversity in itself. The problem with dominant environmental ethics is that they fail to account for “the
diversity and beauty to be found and experienced in
being party to the wider, natural community and of
communing with that nature” (p. 168).
In the modern era, we believe that concepts of the
good and the right must be decided in a place above
our messy social and ecological contexts. Smith writes,
“the end result of this process of rationalization is the
complete alienation of the person from their moral
potential, from the values that would make them real
rather than abstract and impoverished individuals” (p.
159). Smith’s formulation of the alternative, an ethics
of place, is based on the idea of a relational, ecological
self, rather than an abstract and autonomous self. Unlike the atomized self, the relational self requires others—both nonhuman and human—to become and to
exist: “self-formation, becoming an individual,” Smith
writes, “is inextricably caught up with the recognition
of and respect for different others” (p. 217). As a result, an ethics of place that is grounded in localities
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and messy contexts captures the relationships of care
and respect that we hold with the others. These are relationships that constitute our selves. As Smith writes,
“[e]thics is then the flow of things in desire and wonder, it is a relation that lets things be, conserving and
sustaining them in love and/or difference” (p. 184).
Perhaps the greatest weakness of Smith’s book
is that his meticulous critique of modern paradigms
is not matched by an equally coherent alternative in
his ethics of place, as intuitively attractive as it appears. However, Smith’s analysis of modern moral
frameworks leads me to question the possibility of an
ethics that transcends our existing paradigms, even
with increased reflexivity. For example, are we still
constrained within the social context of the modern
epoch? Is an ethics of place modern, postmodern, or
counter-modern? If ethics is constrained by social
formations of a particular historical and geographical context, then does it follow that we must alter our
present social formations in order to develop a more
relational ethic? What would the underlying social
structure of a relational ethic even look like?
In Perceptions and the Environment, Tim Ingold
also espouses a vision of a relational, rather than autonomous, self. As a social anthropologist, Ingold’s
analysis primarily provides a critique on cultural relativism and its persistence within our dominant ethnographic methodologies and epistemological frameworks. His arguments regarding modern ontological
frameworks mirror Mick Smith’s in many ways. Ethics and ontology join forces in these two works. In his
comprehensive analysis of the natural sciences and
anthropology, Ingold provides examples of alternative
cosmologies within non-Western hunter-gatherer societies, in which a relational self and an ethics of place
emerge. These alternatives constitute Ingold’s dwelling perspective, a view of the relational self in which
awareness and activity in and of the world are rooted
in an organism’s active engagement with the world.4
Cultural relativism and formal rationality face the
same ontological impasse, perhaps—as Smith might

argue—because they were derived from the social
structures of the same time and place. This impasse
is characterized by a discourse of disengagement from
our lived experiences in the world, in addition to an
obdurate faith in some form of universal reason that
explains reality and dictates our moral values. Ingold
writes,
The anthropological claim of perceptual relativism reinforces the claim of natural science to
deliver an authoritative account of how nature
really works. Both claims are founded upon a
disengagement of the observer from the world.
…Both claims, too, are underwritten by a commitment to the heart of Western thought and
science…the commitment to the ascendancy of
abstract or universal reason. (p. 15)
Like Smith, who argues that moralities are plural, Ingold believes that cosmologies—and their corresponding ontological frameworks—are also plural.
Western thought does not lie in a plane above other
non-Western understandings of the world; in fact, the
view that it does is itself simply one cosmology among
many. Western thought is one that divides nature
from culture, where human-environment relations
are understood as instrumental and biological, or else,
merely metaphorical. Ingold’s support of a relational
self offers transcendence from our mundane anthropological and scientific understandings of humannonhuman/environment relations. Ingold suggests,
We need to descend from imaginary heights of
abstract reason and resituate ourselves in an
active and ongoing engagement with our environments…replace the stale dichotomy of nature and culture with the dynamic synergy of
organism and environment in order to regain a
genuine ecology of life. (p. 16)
As expressed through the title of his book, Ingold
is concerned about perception. This concern lies at
the heart of his conception of a relational self in an
ontology of dwelling. Ingold’s analysis of perception
and ontology leads him to support a notion of personREVIEWSFROM
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hood in which “self is seen to inhere in the unfolding
of relations set up by virtue of positioning in the environment” (p. 261). Ingold compares and contrasts the
works of two influential anthropologists, Claude LéviStrauss and Gregory Bateson, and he ultimately favors
the relational framework of Bateson’s ecology of the
mind. Lévi-Strauss supports a mind-world dualism, in
which mind, as a “processor of information,” grasps a
world that is out there; he sees the world and the mind
as separate and bounded entities. Perception consists
of disengagement and then representation of the patterns and information gained from the outside world.
In contrast, Gregory Bateson’s ecology of the mind is
one in which the mind emerges through our entanglements with the world. Ingold describes Bateson’s theory of perception as one in which “mind is immanent in
the whole system of organism-environment relations
in which we humans are necessarily enmeshed, rather
than confined within our individual bodies as against
a world ‘out there’” (p. 16). In addition to Bateson,
Ingold was also strongly influenced by ecological psychologist James Gibson, whose notion of organism-inits-environment provides the foundation for Ingold’s
dwelling perspective.5 Like Bateson, Gibson rejected
both disengagement and duality between the mind
and the outside world. Gibson’s theory of perception
is of an organism-in-its-environment rather than selfcontained individual confronting an external world (p.
171). Perception is achieved not through a mind within
a body but through an exploratory movement of the
organism in the world.
By drawing from Gibsonian ecological psychology
and the works of prominent phenomenologists (such
as Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty),
Ingold sketches out an alternative ontological framework for an ethics of place. This alternative, relational
framework constitutes Ingold’s dwelling perspective.
In his development of the dwelling perspective, Ingold
starts from a premise that Smith failed to acknowledge: how we relate to the world is inseparable from

how we value things and act morally. An ontological
framework of dualism and disengagement would support an ethics that is vastly different from one of engagement and a relational self.
Ingold borrows the concept of dwelling from Heidegger who states, “we do not dwell because we have
built, but we build and have built because we dwell.”6
Through this statement, Heidegger and Ingold suggest
that we do not build a world in our separate and bounded mind before acting upon it; instead, building and
dwelling are the symbiotic activities of the mind and
body that constitute our being in the world. Ingold’s
ontology of dwelling is a perspective that “[takes] the
human condition to be that of being immersed from
the start like other creatures, in an active practical and
perceptual engagement with constituents of the dweltin world” (p. 42). To Ingold, “apprehending the world
is not a matter of construction but of engagement, not
of building but of dwelling, not of making a view of the
world but of taking up a view in it” (p. 42).
Before diving into the ethical implications of Ingold’s ontology of dwelling, I want to first summarize
some of the key points in his analysis of personhood
and human-ness. Ingold’s conception of a relational
self provides some interesting perspectives on what it
means to be human. Ingold rejects a perspective that
constructs the human being as constituted by two separate but complementary roles: those of personhood
and agency on one hand and of the biological conditions of humanity and animality on the other, where
personhood is “a state of being not open to nonhuman
animal kinds” (p. 48). This viewpoint starts from the
belief that humans have somehow transcended nature, overcoming the state of animality, whereas nonhumans remain merely organisms, bounded in their
animality by the dictates of biology. A disengaged
ontological framework treats human-to-human relations as social and human-to-nonhuman relations as
biological or metaphorical; this view of relations is
grounded in a premise that organisms and persons are
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distinct. Instead, he asks, what if the human is both
an organism and a person? In Ingold’s dwelling perspective, the social relationships of persons and the
ecological relationships of organisms are inseparable.
From a dualistic and disengaged Western ontology, there is an absolute division between humans, who
have agency, and nonhuman animals, who do not.
Ingold suggests that this hierarchical binary is false,
as “animals participate with humans as real-world
creatures with powers of feeling and autonomous action” (p. 52). An ontology of dwelling overcomes this
dualism through a view of humans and nonhumans as
participants in the same world, a world in which relations are simultaneously ecological and social. As Ingold argues, “the domain in which human persons are
involved as social beings with one another cannot be
rigidly set apart from the domain of their involvement
with nonhuman components of the environment” (p.
61).
This relational model of humans-nonhumans/environment leads Ingold to a discussion of ethics that
echoes Smith’s ethics of place. Instead of a perspective in which humans act upon nature, humans and
animals are fellow and equal participants in the same
world. In Ingold’s ontology of dwelling, relations between humans and nonhuman others are characterized by trust rather than domination. Ingold describes
relations of trust as combining both autonomy and dependency, where the autonomy of others (both human
and nonhuman) is recognized and retained despite our
dependency on them (p. 72). Ingold writes, “caring for
an environment is like caring for people: it requires a
deep and personal and affectionate involvement, not
just of mind or body, but of one’s entire undivided being” (p. 69). In a relationship of trust, the autonomy of
the other—whether this be livestock, plants, or other
people—is retained as we provide it with the conditions of growth, thereby allowing it to flourish on its
own (p. 86).
The ontological framework that Ingold supports in

his book extends the conversation of both place and
the relational self as discussed in Smith’s An Ethics
of Place. Ingold offers an ontology in which a relational self and ethics of place may emerge. However,
we are still left to wonder if an alternative is possible
when we are still entrapped in the social formations
of modernity. Both Smith and Ingold emphasize the
importance of reflexivity and grounded-ness in both
moral discourse and anthropological discourse; these
authors have illustrated our need to descend from
the imaginary heights of abstraction back down to
the messy entanglements of our lived experience.
Although its primary focus is anthropology, Ingold’s
book provides a captivating and comprehensive discussion of how the dwelling perspective may unfold
our understandings of hunter-gatherer societies,
memory, art/architecture, language, the metaphysics
of sensory experiences, and cartography, among other
topics. An Ethics of Place and The Perception of the
Environment supply us with interesting critiques of
our dominant moral and ontological frameworks that,
if read in succession, are complementary.
Emily Nguyen-Vo is currently an intern in the New York office of the
Center for Humans and Nature. She has done fieldwork studying
perceptions of the environment in rural communities in India and Vietnam. She plans to pursue graduate study in anthropology next year.

NOTES
1 M. Smith, An Ethics of Place: Radical Ecology, Postmodernity, and Social Theory (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001), 25. All subsequent references to this work
will be given by page number in the text.
2 Smith distinguishes between modernity as a specific “epoch or a social formation with
certain salient and distinguishing features” and modernism, which is “the dominant but
not sole ideology/narrative within that society” (p. 10).
3 A term coined by Max Weber to describe the sociology of a modern society, formal
rationality refers to a form of reason encapsulated within universal rules and regulations
(often bureaucratic ones). Formal rationality relies on calculation, reason, and reasoning in
contrast to personal insight, emotions, or myth.
4 T. Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill
(London: Routledge, 2000), 5. All subsequent references to this work will be given as page
numbers in the text.
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5 J. Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1986).
6 M. Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 148.

THE WORLD IS AGING
By Michael Gusmano

The world is growing older. During the past century, life expectancy has increased by nearly 30 years. By
2050, one-third of the world’s population is expected
to be age 60 and over, and between 2000 and 2050,
the percentage of people age 80 and over is projected
to more than double.1 These changing demographics
are predicted to create a “surge” in demand for longterm care.2 In the U.S., about 70 percent of people age
65 and older will need at least some long-term-care
services before they die.3 A study published in 2012
estimates that, despite declines in severe disability,
aggregate spending on long-term care among people
age 55 and over will increase 56 percent between 2007
and 2030.4 Despite these remarkable figures, policy
makers at the federal level have done little to expand
access to long-term care. At the state level, there is a
great deal of activity concerning policy, though most
of this interest is aimed at efforts to limit Medicaid
spending on long-term care.5 In the absence of comprehensive policy reform, the U.S., like most other
developed countries, relies on a patchwork system of
formal and informal care. The majority of this care is
provided by women and, among paid caregivers, many
of these women are from lower-income countries.
Lisa A. Eckenwiler’s book Long-Term Care, Globalization, and Justice both describes and evaluates
the global system of care work. Eckenwiler uses “ecological thinking” to explain the “increasingly transnational connections that organize and constitute longterm care” (p. 3). Beyond description and explanation,

the book seeks to use the ecological perspective to
guide long-term-care policy and assess the ethical
implications of the “interdependence among particular policy sectors, places, and people” (pp. 3-4). She
argues that describing these connections helps policy
makers understand how the existing system generates
global injustice and can guide policy solutions.
In the first section of the book, she documents the
growing need for long-term care and describes the limited and fragmented nature of long-term-care policy in
the U.S. In recent years, there has been a shift from institutional care to more home- and community-based
care, but formal home-care services are usually provided by workers with little training and very low pay.
There is a lack of integration and coordination among
different kinds of care, and the “trend in long-term
care since the 1980s has been toward decentralization,
privatization, and informalization” (p. 19). Furthermore, most people who need long-term-care services
in the U.S. receive it, not from this fragmented formal system, but from “informal” caregivers—family,
friends, and neighbors. Caregiving, as Eckenwiler explains, “lacks social standing and garners little respect
in many countries, and is not typically seen as work,
or in economic terms, as productive” (p. 22). This attitude further undermines support for public spending
on long-term care.
Review of Lisa Eckenwiler, Long-term Care,
Globalization, and Justice (Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2012)

There is, of course, a vast literature on working
conditions of paid caregivers. In 1991, Deborah Stone
noted that the low wages paid to personal assistants
and home health aides “only shift[s] the unacceptable economic burdens of family care onto strangers.”6 Eckenwiler builds on this idea and highlights the
transnational flow of nurses and other care workers.
She argues that neoliberal economic policies may well
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be the greatest contributor to the modern-day movement of care work around the world. She claims that
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF)
policies have encouraged countries in the global South
to shrink their public sector. These policies have, in
many cases, reduced employment in the healthcare
sector. Coupled with immigration and labor policies
in host countries, they have encouraged women to
seek employment in the U.S. and other countries in
the global North. A great strength of the book is Eckenwiler’s discussion of how policies in a host of seemingly unrelated domains helped create the conditions
under which paid caregivers from the South have become an important source of formal long-term care in
the North.
Indeed, Eckenwiler focuses our attention on global
inequalities produced by the “structures and processes
that organize long-term care labor and connect people
around the world” (p. 70). She argues that the global
system of long-term care creates “structural” injustice in which there is a “systematic contraction of opportunities for some as the opportunities of others
expand” (p. 72). Older people who require long-term
care services and supports in the U.S. are vulnerable,
but less so than those in “source countries that have
care worker shortages. Family caregivers in the North
struggle. . . . But they are better situated than emigrant
care workers” (p. 72).
But what criteria should we use to assess these
global inequalities? Eckenwiler builds on the ideas of
“justice as enablement” and the capability approach
developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum to
articulate her own concept of justice. The capability
approach argues that judgments about social justice
should depend on the extent to which policies and
practices provide opportunities for people to lead lives
they have reason to value. She argues that the focus
on capabilities is appropriate, but the work of scholars who focus on capabilities places an “emphasis on
the self in articulating the ideals of global justice” and

thereby “serves to obscure our interdependence and
need for caring relations” (p. 78).
The realization that capabilities must be understood in the context of interdependence is important,
to be sure, but it does not address some of the more
fundamental questions about the capability approach.
It helps to advance the conversation about responsibility and the degree to which people in the global North
have responsibility for the situation of caregivers from,
and those still living in, the global South. It ignores,
however, difficult questions about how to assess capabilities. Which capabilities are most relevant? Should
we try to articulate a universal list of morally relevant
capabilities or should these vary from society to society?7 Because she is silent on these issues, Eckenwiler
does not offer a precise set of criteria that could be
used to evaluate justice in long-term-care policy.
Another important shortcoming of the book is its
limited discussion the literature on U. S. long-termcare policy and of feminist scholarship.8 In the first
chapter of the book, Eckenwiler quotes from a study
by Edward Miller and colleagues in which they assert
that “long-term care is ‘no longer viable’” (p. 2). She
claims that, despite the growing need for long-term
care in the U.S., there is a “policy void” (p. 2). Indeed,
one significant new policy initiative, the Community
Living Assistance Services and Supports (CLASS) plan
that was part of the Patient Protection and Affordable
Care Act, has been delayed indefinitely by the Obama
administration. It would have provided modest funding home- and community-based long-term care. Eckenwiler does a nice job of discussing the consequences
of this policy void, particularly the implications for
global injustice, but she pays inadequate attention to
the issue of gender and how this helps to explain the
existence of the void. Feminist scholars argue that the
failure to develop adequate financing for long-term
care, the failure to recognize the value of informal caregiving, and the perpetuation of low wages for the work
of paid caregivers are due to the fact that this work
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is done primarily by women. As C. L. Estes explains,
“the cumulative economic disadvantages of both unpaid caregiving and wage inequality for women largely
explain why there is an overall retirement income gap
of 56% for women compared with men. . . . A significant limitation on old age policy is that the dominant
power group, white men, does not share equally with
women the benefits of the longevity revolution.”9
These omissions notwithstanding, Long-Term
Care, Globalization, and Justice is an important book
that raises critical questions for scholars in public policy and ethics. Even though policy makers in the U.S.
seem content to ignore the issue of long-term care,
scholars in policy and ethics should continue to document the consequences of existing policies and to debate criteria that should be used to assess them. This
book contributes to those goals.
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WI L D PL ACES IN URBAN CENT ERS

Welcome to the new year of 2013, the end of
the Mayan calendar cycle. This year, instead of
setting New Year’s resolutions, I am proposing a
couple of questions to myself to help me navigate
the decisions I will make and the projects I undertake for the coming year.
More and more individuals and groups are
questioning manifestations of the modernist paradigm—our economic structure, our urban and rural planning strategies, and especially, our ethical
sense. To these questions, I would add three more:
How is it that we might re-envision the ways in
which we inhabit our places, particularly the ways
we inhabit our urban centers? How might we create places to help us move beyond our current,
and arguably unsustainable, worldview? Finally,
how might we design our urban centers to both
reflect and influence an ethic that stresses interrelationships between human and non-human others within place? In other words, how do we foster, through a new paradigm of urban planning,
what might be called “moral fields” in cities and an
architecture for the ethical and spiritual environment?
Projections indicate that the majority of the
human population over the next several decades
will reside in metropolitan areas.1 This information suggests that urban places will predominate in
human experience in the years ahead. The urban,
characterized by high human population density
and vast features reflecting advances in human
technology—automobiles, asphalt, expressways,
international airports, skyscrapers, and sprawling suburbs with extensive road systems—is often
considered to be no “place” at all, in the sense of
a setting for forming ethical interrelationships.
Therefore, it is challenging to envision how the urban experience can, in fact, provide opportunities
for developing deeper ethical interrelationships
between humans and the rest of nature. The annual vacation to Yosemite National Park, for example, is arguably an unsuccessful model for promoting such opportunities. Places encouraging ethical
ANJA CLAUS

relationships must instead be
part of the very same tapestry
of places one connects with
on a regular basis. Promoting
and nurturing places that foster such ethical relationships
within these urban centers is
therefore essential for developing deeper, more honest ethical relationships with the nonhuman other—the dragonfly,
the prairie milkweed, and the
trickling creek.
Finding places that nurture
ethical choices and relationships in urban areas might be
achieved either by enabling
places for wildness to flourish,
or by augmenting access to the
often overlooked wildness already existing in these urban
centers. This wildness might
be understood as an “anarchy
of being.” Philosopher Wade
Sikorski posits that an anarchy
of being is “not the opposite of
civilization,” but a state of being in which “…we do not strip
away earthly connections, but
rather we find a place where we
learn of life’s connections with
our earthly situation, with others and shadows we think we
are not, resituating ourselves
in the community of life we
humans have long tried to escape.”2
The standard model of a
modern American city does not
lend itself to this description. I
believe, however, that we can
cultivate urban places whose
ethos and influence support
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the development and articulation of such a community of life. This would then allow us to “reconnect a landless urban population with the pulse of
nature.”3
What kind of urban area supports such wildness or naturalness? One such alternative to the
modern city is discussed by the contributors to
a recent book, The Natural City: Reenvisioning
the Built Environment, edited by philosopher
Ingrid Leman Stefanovic and anthropologist Stephen Bede Scharper. The book explores the ways
in which a city might become a “life-enhancing
community rather than sources of environmental degradation.”4 This is a vision for a city where
planners and citizens strive toward the integration
of urban and ecological concerns in a sustainable
manner. A natural cityscape would not be seen
as separate from nature and would be part of the
solution to the environmental crisis. In a natural
city, dwelling is envisioned quite differently from
the construct of instrumental rationality in which
city planning is “no more than technical ordering
of residential, commercial, and industrial complexes, together with appropriate infrastructure”
(p. 5). The natural city is concerned instead with
restoring its relationship to ever-present ecological systems and strives to reintegrate human settlements with nature.
Such a place invites and enables sensitive encounters that re-engage us with non-human others. Such encounters create “possibilities for constructed habitats that can support a diverse range
of symbiotic relations and interwoven pleasures,”
and they “respect the architectural needs of the
non-human creature.”5 Creating such spaces involves the planning of exterior places that mimic
specific habitats and ecosystems, such as a reseeded prairie patch on park land, offering native plant
species a place to thrive and propagate seed. Such
restoration could also be replicated along the path
of monarch migration routes, creating places for
respite and mating ritual. These same places offer human engagement, from planting the seeds,
ANJA CLAUS

to smelling the native grasses,
to watching the monarch butterflies seek places to lay their
eggs. We can create places
(habitats) for non-human others through restoration and
conservation efforts, urban architecture, and various forms
of artistic expression. Such experiences are a kind of wealth,
no less valuable than other
forms of wealth so prominently on display in urban areas.
These strategies can facilitate
re-envisioning the city as a
place to satisfy the needs and
even desires of our non-human
neighbors. By relinquishing
our sense of mastery over nature and “instead opening up
ourselves and our living and
working spaces to agency, the
actions, the memories, and the
pleasures of the nonhuman, we
can dwell within abundantly
inhabited places of transformations” (p. 167-68).
Some creative ways of actualizing such places include art
installations that are designed
so as to welcome and support
animal and plant life in the city.
These projects demonstrate
key strategies for enhancing
and integrating human and
non-human needs and desires.
An excellent example of such a
project is the Butterfly Garden
in San Francisco. Filled with
native species required by butterflies to survive, the garden
also serves as a place where human visitors are encouraged to
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get down on the ground to uncover the treasures
of the undergrowth. The creators of this butterfly
haven also envision a “wildlife corridor of interconnecting green spaces designed with habitat
needs in mind. It will promote the propagation
and movement of wild creatures, and encourage
the awareness of Nature’s wonders, even within
the heart of the city” (p. 165). Another example
includes “transpecies art” where sculptures are
created for the non-human other, enhancing their
habitat. This includes the “Raptor Roost” series,
which provides perching and nesting sites for various birds of prey. Its goal is to create
…ways to allow…various nonhuman habitats
to interweave with human-built environments. The needs of particular creatures in
particular regions would affect the design,
as these creatures would be another sort of
“client” at the table. Since these particular
clients are unlikely to present themselves at
planning sessions, designers would need to
consult local environmental scientists, biologists, or environmental groups for specific
information about the architectural needs of
nonhuman creatures in the area. (p. 168)
This process of creating places for others in
our urban areas can then be taken much further
by incorporating the needs and desires of non-human others into the discourse of planning—a discourse that ideally should be focused on the practice of creating and manipulating places. We can
strategically and intentionally plan for transformation, where the non-human others become part
of our urban and regional planning frameworks.
This presents one way to give animals, plants, and
perhaps entire ecosystems a seat at the planning
table. (Although this is a problematic metaphor, it
creates a powerful ethical resonance.) Thus, urban
planning can evolve from a strictly anthropocentric endeavor, where open spaces are constructed
as mere human playgrounds. Planning instead becomes a more complex, inclusive, and eco-centric
act.
ANJA CLAUS

Ultimately, how we plan
the places we inhabit significantly affects our responses to
others and to place itself. If we
plan in a manner that is complex and inclusive, the resulting places will elicit feelings
and actions disparate from
places that are planned using
current efficiency-based strategies. In planning for places,
we plan for the type of moral
fields that we encounter during our day-to-day lives. This
is significant. Moral fields are
part of the socially produced
reality that reflects and constitutes our being in the world,
and therefore, as Mick Smith
so aptly puts it, “our ethical architecture forbids or facilitates
behavior just as effectively as
walls, windows, or doors.”6
Contemplating my New
Year’s questions this year has
led me to be guided by the idea
that care for place should include not only places of human
others, but the places of nonhuman others as well—such as
avian flyways, monarch migration routes, and wetland habitats, to name a few.
Anja Claus is program associate at the
Center for Humans and Nature and
co-directs the Center’s project on the
ethics of care and place.
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