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YVES-MARIE ABRAHAM OF THE UNI-
versité de Montréal, who was one of the organizers 
of the Third International Degrowth Conference 
held in Montreal on May 13-19, 2011, has writ-
ten that “. . . degrowth is a call for a radical break 
from traditional growth-based models of society, 
no matter if these models are ‘left’ or ‘right,’ to in-
vent new ways of living together in a true democ-
racy, respectful of the values of equality and free-
dom, based on sharing and cooperation, and with 
sufficiently moderate consumption so as to be  
sustainable.” 1 

The concept of degrowth (le décroissance; de-
crecimiento; decrescita) is currently being used in 
a way that is imprecise, deliberately so.2 I take it 
to be related to, but distinct from, economic ide-
als such as steady-state economics, social ideas 
such as decentralization and localization, and 
cultural ideas such as the contemporary agrarian 
movement. Rhetorically, one aim of degrowth is 
defamiliarization, the shock of “making strange” 
(ostranenie), as promoted by the Russian Formal-
ists of the early twentieth century.3 By directly and 
outrageously confronting the central reification 
and unquestionable assumption of the OverCity of 
contemporary globalization, endless growth, and 
material consumption, the notion of degrowth 
aims to open a new space for critique and utopian 
imagination. Thinking otherwise is a precondition 
for living and doing otherwise. Emotionally, the 
degrowth idea conveys a widespread sense of ex-
haustion and frustration with excess of all kinds—
consumptive, technological, financial—and with 
the aspiration of mastery, which is not treated as 
a narcissistic fantasy but as an accomplished fact 
that has reached the point of cultural satiation 
and disgust. Ideologically, degrowth turns the ta-
bles on the emancipation project of the Enlighten-
ment. Economic growth and human mastery over 
natural limits is not a sign of our freedom or our 
spiritual election, as Max Weber suggested, but a 
sign of our domination and entrapment, as Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno maintained.4 
The metaphor of the day here is “addiction,” a 

slippery and polysemic trope 
that one ought to be careful 
of deploying in social critique, 
but that is striking and vivid in 
its capacity to motivate aver-
sive and interventionist social 
and political responses. Those 
who believe themselves to be 
free are in fact being controlled 
and manipulated by those with 
opposing interests or by an 
impersonal system and sym-
bolic order that reduces acting 
human subjects to responding 
objects.

In short, the notion of de-
growth connotes a particular 
normative vision of an entire 
society. That said, the ques-
tion arises concerning the kind 
of political economy and gov-
ernance that would be most 
fitting and best suited to a de-
growth society.

The reality of the ecological 
limits and planetary boundar-
ies to major forms of human 
economic and technological 
activity—especially to those 
actions that are conventionally 
counted as economic growth—
poses a normative and practi-
cal challenge to governance on 
national, regional, and global 
levels. We must countenance 
the possibility that liberal de-
mocracy, as we know it, will 
not be able to meet that chal-
lenge and so must give way to 
a new structure of governance. 

It remains to be seen 
whether this transition to a 
post-growth governance will 
be done incrementally and in 

DEGROWTH AND REGOVERNANCE
FROM THE 

EDITOR
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of powers, the selection of in-
dividuals to fulfill specialized 
roles, or the enactment and 
enforcement of common rules, 
as vital as these matters are. 
Glancing toward Montesquieu, 
I would say that governance is 
not only about the letter of the 
laws, but also about their spir-
it; not about the body of law, 
but about its mind.

Heretofore in human his-
tory the shaping and direct-
ing of human agency has not 
approached (except on local 
scales) the boundaries set by 
the biophysical fact that the 
earth is an open system as re-
gards energy, but virtually a 
closed system in regard to mat-
ter. Until recently, such bound-
aries did not matter and the 
horizons of governance were 
limited only by human social 
organization, and the mobili-
zation of collective will. Today 
natural boundaries do matter 
as much, or more, than political 
ones; at any rate, they should. 
Population, technology, and 
the concerted mobilization 
of human ingenuity and eco-
nomic activity have produced 
a global exploitation of bio-
physical “resources” with his-
torically unprecedented pace, 
volume, and consequence. Hu-
mankind has entered the zone 
of planetary boundaries and 
effects. That has been the jour-
ney of growth governance. 

Moving beyond growth 
governance toward a new 
sense of normative responsi-

an orderly way, or chaotically in response to sig-
nificant ecological crisis. It also remains to be seen 
what general form new regimes of governance can 
take—how representative and accountable govern-
ing officials and bodies will be; how limited their 
power and authority will be by constitutional and 
institutional mechanisms and by norms regarding 
due process of law, justice, and human rights; how 
democratic they will be and in what sense of the 
term. 

Governance is not the same thing as govern-
ment. Governance is the overall process of coor-
dinating, shaping, and directing individual and 
collective agency. Governance is inherently nor-
mative, and at its best explicitly ethical. It sets pa-
rameters around the means and forms of human 
agency, excluding some practices (such as geno-
cide, murder, torture, slavery, rape, bigotry, and 
racism) from the sphere of social life as intrin-
sically illicit. Governance also defines the telos, 
the ends, of collective agency; stipulating worthy 
ideals and placing parameters around the objec-
tives to be intended and sought, again excluding 
some types of objectives as wasteful or unworthy. 
Finally, governance embodies the character of 
the collectivity, representing the kind of society 
an association of people aspires to be or become. 
Governance both rests upon, and enacts anew, the 
understanding of solidarity that holds individuals 
together in shared meaning and common purpose 
and mutual endeavor. Governance is an enabling 
act of mind that creates communities; its work is 
the construction of institutionalized normative 
practice and symbolic orders of meaning.

So conceived, governance is a process that in-
volves many institutions—in the economy, civil so-
ciety, and religious and cultural organizations—in 
addition to the government legally defined. Gov-
ernance is even more ubiquitous than the entity, 
also not identical with the government, called the 
state. Questions about the form that governance 
in a degrowth society should take are therefore 
not limited to structural questions about the loca-
tion of authority, the distribution and interaction 
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itarianism, ecological discur-
sive democracy, and ecological 
constitutionalism. These are 
alternatives to a failing form of 
interest group democracy, and 
I offer my assessment of some 
of the strengths and weakness-
es of each type.

Also in this issue, Jake 
Bornstein offers a complex dis-
cussion of the concept of social 
resilience in the first install-
ment of a two-part article that 
will be continued in the Octo-
ber issue. Christian Diehm ad-
dresses the question of human 
interactions with wolves, ap-
propriate conservation policies 
concerning them, and prop-
er moral respect for them. He 
offers an extended reflection 
on Aldo Leopold’s famous en-
counter with a dying wolf as re-
counted in A Sand County Al-
manac. And Peter Forbes, also 
in the course of a reflection 
on Leopold, explores the re-
lationship among democracy, 
responsibility, and a sense of 
place. He writes, “our strength, 
our affections, and our respon-
sibility to one another have al-
ways been intimately connect-
ed to our relationship to place, 
to land.” 

The Last Word in this is-
sue belongs to Aidan Donnel-
ley Rowley, a novelist, blogger, 
and daughter of Strachan Don-
nelley, founder and first presi-
dent of the Center for Humans 
and Nature. Her essay springs 
from the discovery of some 
personal effects of her father’s 

bility and political accountability consonant with 
the ecologically destructive power of humanity is 
the challenge of the future. Will we discover how 
to circumvent those boundaries, or will we learn 
how to live within them and accommodate our 
aspirations and our activities to them? No doubt 
the temptation to find technological means to 
overcome natural limits will be alluring; witness 
the incipient discourse of geo-engineering as a 
response to climate change, or the various inno-
vations in extractive techniques, such as natural 
gas fracking or tar sands oil recovery, designed to 
stave off the closing of the fossil fuel era. I have 
nothing to contribute to that discourse, and I will 
not place my wager upon it. I explore instead the 
articulation of a discourse of natural accommoda-
tion and cultural innovation. I explore a discourse 
in which growth governance is replaced by anoth-
er governance.

At the Montreal Degrowth Conference last 
year, the Center for Humans and Nature orga-
nized a panel on these issues, asking: Can liberal 
democracy lead the way to a change in conscious-
ness concerning economic interests and well-be-
ing, and concerning their obligations to civic 
communities and natural ecosystems both nation-
ally and globally? Speakers on the panel were Lisa 
Eckenwiler of George Mason University, Stephen 
Latham of Yale University, Jack Manno of SUNY 
College of Environmental Science and Forestry, 
and myself. Latham’s paper will appear in the next 
issue of Minding Nature; the other papers growing 
out of this panel comprise a special Symposium on 
Ecological Governance featured in this issue. Eck-
enwiler presents a conception of ecological per-
sonhood and ecological citizenship, and discusses 
the implications for democratic participation by 
drawing on feminist theory and theories of place. 
Jack Manno reflects on what can be learned about 
ecological governance from North American First 
Nation sources, particularly the Haudenosaunee 
(Iroquois). My own essay offers a typology of three 
modes of governance that could fulfill ecological 
imperatives in the years ahead—ecological author-

FROM THE 
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several years after his death in 2008. Letters from 
his student days, clippings, his birth certificate. 
Memories of her own childhood and her father as 
a parent are reflected in the mirror of her children 
and her own parenting now. 

Many of the essays in this issue address eco-
logical citizenship and ecological self-identity at 
a conceptual level. Here is a fine and telling mo-
ment in which such concepts come alive in per-
sonal sensibilities of past and future, place and 
relationship.

NOTES

1  Y-M. Abraham, “Little Vade Mecum for the Growth Objector,” May 2011, at 
http://montreal.degrowth.org/aboutdegrowth.html.
2  S. Latouche, Farewell To Growth (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009) and “De-
growth,” Journal of Cleaner Production 18 (2010): 519-522; G. Kallis, “In Defense 
of Degrowth,” Ecological Economics 70, no. 5 (March 15, 2011): 873-880. J. U. Mar-
tinez-Alier, F-D. Vivien Pascual, and E. Zaccai, “Sustainable De-growth: Mapping 
the Context, Criticisms, and Future Prospects of an Emergent Paradigm,” Ecological 
Economics 69 (2010): 1741-1747.
3  F. Jameson, Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century Dialectical Theories of Liter-
ature, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 373-4.
4  M. Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. T. Parsons 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s and Sons, 1958); M. Horkheimer and T. W. Adorno, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. J. Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1972).
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developed countries and with the blessing of virtually 
all major political parties, governance concentrated 
on policies designed to foster high technology-orient-
ed productivity and stimulate aggregate demand for 
products. Environmental regulations and protections 
were little more than side-constraints, acceptable so 
long as they did not interfere with profits or employ-
ment.

GOVERNANCE IN A TIME OF NEOLIBERALISM

During this period, little by little, Keynesian liber-
alism has morphed into neoliberalism and free mar-
ket orthodoxy. Today, not only environmental policy 
but even the protection and management of the post–
World War II welfare state seem to be a lost cause. 
Income has been stagnant in real terms for the ma-
jority of the work force in the developed world, while 
the ecologically harmful volume and pace of econom-
ic activity has increased tremendously.2 Inequality in 
the domestic distribution of wealth and income have 
reached levels in many countries not seen since the 
heyday of industrial capitalism in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century. Social mobility is growing 
more rigid; in much of the developed world, including 
the United States, the single best predictor of a young 
person’s lifetime income prospects is the income of his 
or her father.3 Only a few countries, the most egali-
tarian ones, have not yet succumbed to that trend. If 
one wants to live what is called by my compatriots “the 
American Dream,” one needs to move to Denmark.

In addition, new developments have arisen to 
complicate governance enormously, such as the glob-
al mobility of capital and investment that undermines 
the relative power of the nation state as a meaning-
ful policy maker and as a locus of economic leverage. 
Meanwhile, regional and global ecological problems 
have gotten much worse than they were in the 1970s—

Looking back on the environmental debates of 
the 1970s, I am struck by an overwhelming 
sense of opportunity missed then and pre-
cious time squandered since. Our political 

and moral efforts to come to grips with the limits to 
growth were feeble and inconclusive. And how rapidly 
in the aftermath of the OPEC oil embargo and falling 
rates of global corporate profits (which should have 
been seen as writing on the wall), the prevailing in-
tellectual winds shifted and returned public attention 
back to the more familiar economic issues. In 1979 
President Carter dared to speak some inconvenient 
truths (avant la letter), and Ronald Reagan made him 
pay the price.1 Political courage and leadership in the 
United States never recovered. The normal agenda of 
the growth-oriented political economy of liberalism 
was reestablished with remarkable ease and virtually 
without any commentary on the implications that this 
extraordinary failure of political nerve was going to 
have for the future.

Arguably the most important debate of the late 
twentieth century was not so much decided as termi-
nated, and a shift from egalitarian liberalism to mar-
ket liberalism took place with remarkably little real 
opposition. Instead of rising to the occasion of this 
historic challenge posed by the limits to growth, liber-
al governance just shrugged its shoulders and quickly 
reverted to the conventional goal of “trickle-down” af-
fluence through growth. Since the 1980s in virtually all 

Governance in a  
Post-Growth Society: 
An Inquiry into the 
Democratic Prospect

By BRUCE JENNINGS
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cratic regime with new nondemocratic power centers 
will emerge from that crisis. A future authoritarianism 
does not necessarily entail a military dictatorship or 
police state. Coercion alone, even if ethically justified, 
cannot sustain behavioral compliance across a large 
population and govern complex networks of econom-
ic activity under modern social conditions for a sus-
tained period of time. Popular commitment and vol-
untary consent, not coercion, are the key to modern 
governance, certainly on the national level, let alone 
on larger scales than that. Hence whatever effective 
form of governance emerges in a future degrowth so-
ciety, a new form of social contract will be needed as 
its foundation: a transformation within the political 
culture that will produce voluntary consent to the new  
forms of governance and to new reach of political au-
thority.

Such commitment is brought about in one of two 
ways: by purchase or by persuasion: by deploying fi-
nancial incentives and self-interested motivations, or 
by manipulating ideas, ideals, and arguments. If the 
growth of material consumption and affluence will not 
be the currency with which to buy the necessary com-
mitment and compliance, then what form of persua-
sion can secure them?

A NEW SOCIAL CONTRACT?

What would a social contract for a degrowth soci-
ety be comprised of? For one thing, it would be based 
on the recognition that advanced industrial societies 
had finally encountered the natural limits to their ex-
pansion, and that henceforth they would have to make 
sweeping technological, political, and social adjust-
ments in order to bring economic activity in line with 
the fragile and finite carrying capacity of the planet.

In addition, it would have to be based on new 
conceptions of justice because, without the continu-
ing promise of an ever-growing pie to hold them in 
abeyance, claims for substantive redistribution from 
the most to the least well-off will inevitably arise, call-
ing for potentially disruptive allocation decisions and, 
therefore, new principles of distributive justice to le-
gitimate them.

Finally, it will have to involve an ongoing type of 
political education and cultural value transformation 
away from a political culture marked by unrealistic 
expectations and political demands about future pros-
perity and a growing consumerist orientation. Only 
thus can the preoccupation of future governance turn 
to something other than the successful management 

climate change, biodiversity loss, fresh water shortag-
es, damage to the ocean ecosystems. Hence, the con-
tinuing viability of the liberal tradition—a proud and 
hard-won intellectual orientation promoting liberty, 
equality, and human rights for three hundred years 
beginning in the seventeenth century—is in serious 
question. Can we be sanguine about the possibility of 
genuinely coping with limits to growth while still re-
maining committed to these basic values, institutions, 
and practices?

Two points, however, do seem reasonably certain. 
First, while we do not know what form the transition 
to a new structure of governance will take, that tran-
sition will be necessary and inevitable. Consider the 
issue of climate change and the attempt to limit green-
house gas (GHG) emissions. As we witness the current 
struggles by global democracies to respond to the pro-
nouncements of scientists and to set meaningful limits 
to unsustainable economic forces and interests, these 
governments reveal indecision so deep seated that it 
amounts to a paralysis of political and moral will. The 
timetable of the challenges facing us and the timetable 
of our collective capacity to respond are tragically out 
of joint.

Planetary Boundaries Photo credit Christian Leichsenring 

The second clear starting point is that whatever 
type and form of governance emerges, it will require 
normative legitimation to be sustained. Beginning in 
the 1970s, a number of social theorists began to main-
tain that ecological constraints will create a legiti-
mation crisis for liberal democracy and that either a 
nondemocratic authoritarian state or at least a demo-
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with the fact that, even in a degrowth society, any gov-
ernment’s fiscal wherewithal (its ability to generate 
tax revenue) and its political stability will depend on 
a private sector which generates profits and provides 
employment income for the vast majority of the pop-
ulation.4 (Even in the welfare states of the aging ad-
vanced societies, where the ratio of the employed to 
the non-employed will be quite unfavorable later in 
the twenty-first century, social support is dependent 
on revenues generated by investment in private sector 
securities markets.) The question is this: what are the 
right forms of generating private capital and public 
revenue that will support the state and the non-profit 
sector without ecologically unacceptable modes of eco-
nomic activity? The answer seems to lie in what some 
economists call “decoupling,” a situation in which pro-
ductivity, which supports profit and the revenue upon 
which the state depends, increases but does so without 
concomitant increases in extractive and excretory ac-
tivity that is ecologically out of bounds.

A parallel question concerns the relationship be-
tween the private and the public sector in degrowth 
governance. Starting from our current institution-
al formation of state and market, can we evolve into 
something more closely resembling the classical no-
tions of polity and household (polis and oikos)? Many 
tend to think of the market as an autonomously oper-
ating, impersonal “system” or structure that needs no 
intentional agency of governance and no deliberately 
governing subjects. That is a fiction of conceptual and 
mathematical modeling and libertarian rhetoric. (In 
actually existing capitalism, there is very significant 
and deliberate governance exercised in both the pub-
lic and the private or corporate sectors.) Be that as it 
may, the issue at the moment involves what does look 
like a systemic or structural aspect of historical cap-
italism, namely, its cyclical pattern of expansion and 
recession, boom and bust.

THE TRANSFORMATION OF CAPITALISM?

The concept of degrowth seems to require, if not 
the abandonment of capitalism, then at least a trans-
formation of capitalism so as to escape that cycle into 
something more closely resembling a steady-state sys-
tem that fluctuates only within planetary boundaries 
and ecosystemic tolerances over time. Hence the dia-
lectical relationship between impersonal system and 
intentional agency—structure and subject—will be 
central to political theory, constitutional formation, 
and law in the decades ahead. This poses yet anoth-

of material economic growth without losing normative 
legitimacy and social-political stability. 

Commitment, especially in times of crisis or up-
heaval, may begin in fear, but ultimately commitment 
rests on contentment, and that is at bottom a question 
of identity, meaning, and cultural worldview. The new 
degrowth social contract must provide the transitional 
generation of citizens with a way to respond positively 
to the foreclosing of an unsustainable growth future 
they have been taught to expect. And it must teach fu-
ture generations different lessons and nurture differ-
ent kinds of expectations.

On the policy side, a new social contract for de-
growth governance will need to navigate conflicting 
social and economic interests and blocking coalitions 
on many fronts. This is not a requirement peculiar to 
democratic governance, for an authoritarian regime 
will have its civil society to contend with also. There 
will be internal bargaining and positional politics in 
the bureaucracy of an authoritarian regime, and au-
thoritarian bureaucracies are as adept as any elector-
al parliaments at generating blocking coalitions and 
“friction” to the point of slow-motion action and end-
lessly deferred outcome.

So democratic or not, the challenges of the new gov-
ernance will be formidable. For example, in economic 
policy, pricing mechanisms will have to be restructured 
to reflect the true ecological costs on many fronts: the 
true cost of extracting scarce and non-replenishing raw 

materials; the 
costs of preserv-
ing the capacity 
of ecosystems 
to contribute 
value through 
naturally occur-
ring processes; 
and the costs of 

mitigating the damage done to both biotic and human 
communities by the waste products of anthropogenic 
economic activity. Governance will not be conceptual-
ized, as it is today in the ideological viewpoint of neo-
liberalism, as separate and distinct from the market. 
Working symbiotically, governmental regulation and 
market incentives must channel public and private 
investment into new, more efficient technologies and 
production processes, alternative energy sources, and 
the like.

Moreover, the key to success in this new realm 
of policy and governance is to find some way to deal 

Instead of rising to the 
occasion of this historic 
challenge posed by the limits 
to growth, liberal governance 
just shrugged its shoulders.
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DEMOCRATIC PROSPECTS BEYOND LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

What then are the prospects for democratic gover-
nance in a degrowth society? Answering such a ques-
tion adequately is of course out of the question in a few 
pages, but in what follows I aim to assist what must be 
an ongoing reflection by laying out a kind of road map 
or anatomy of degrowth governance. This anatomy 
consists of three heuristic types of governance orien-
tation, which I shall refer to as ecological authoritar-
ianism, ecological discursive democracy, and eco-
logical constitutionalism. Although the work of many 
theorists could be mentioned, I take as representative 
theorists of these three orientations William Ophuls, 
John A. Dryzek, and Klaus Bosselmann and J. Ronald 
Engel, respectively.7 I give each of these types of gover-
nance the epithet “ecological” because I am interested 
only in theories of governance that take the reality of 
ecological limits to growth as their starting point and 
adopt what might be thought of as an ecocentric nor-
mative and epistemological stance (as opposed to an 
anthropocentric one).

This stipulation obviously puts brackets around 
many of the types of governance studied by main-
stream political theorists and political scientists. Dis-
cursive democracy is not usually taken to be a prac-
tical form of democracy at all. But I think we must 
take it seriously as an option for a degrowth society. 
Its democratic rival, variously called liberal democra-
cy, interest group democracy, or pluralistic represen-
tative democracy, is considered to be the only viable 
form of democracy in the modern world. It is certainly 
the most widespread form of democratic governance 

in operation, but it 
does not have, in 
my view, an eco-
logical variant as 
such and there-
fore will not figure 
in my schema of 
types of degrowth 

governance. For reasons alluded to above and dis-
cussed in more detail in a moment, interest group 
democracy is not succeeding and is structurally inca-
pable of presiding over the transition from a growth 
to a degrowth political economy. Within the authori-
tarian and constitutional types, we must single out an 
ecologically oriented variant as well, since pro-growth 
technocratic variants of these formations certainly do 
exist and even predominate in the world today. Tech-
nocratic elitism is not the kind of authoritarianism—

er intellectual challenge for us since we are not very 
well equipped to theorize that relationship adequately. 
Aside from Marx, few in classical political economics 
devoted careful attention to it, and in the modern tran-
sition to marginalism in the work of Jevons, Marshall, 
and Pigou economic theorizing moved away from this 
set of questions decisively.5 Today, however, we face 
the prospect that a new transnational structure of po-
litical economy accommodating limits and operating 
on something like closed-system, steady-state mech-
anisms will have to be brought about at least partially 
through deliberate agency and political decisions. The 
alternative is to see a steady-state system as emerging 
spontaneously as an evolutionary stage or an outcome 
of the logical systemic dynamic of capitalism, which 
seems to have been John Stuart Mill’s progressive 
hope.6 But Mill, like nineteenth century liberal thought 
generally, tended to conflate the systemic logic of his-
torical process with the moral agency of individuals, 
thereby rendering the problem of the relationship be-
tween them conceptually opaque. Future governance 
and policy in a degrowth society may be able to float 
on the underlying dynamics of a steady-state econom-
ic system once it is institutionalized, but the transition 
from the system dominated by the logic of growth and 
the steady-state logic will have to be forged through 
political action and normative will.

One final point. If it is useful to differentiate be-
tween a transitional period from current to new, on 
the one hand, and a post-transitional period, on the 
other when theorizing historical change, it is also use-
ful when discussing governance options. This is not 
to say that the eventual post-transition society is go-
ing to be static or outside of history. It is merely that 
the institutional formation of governance necessary 
in the transitional period and the governance forma-
tion of the post-growth political economy need not 
be the same. Both may be democratic, or neither may 
be. And the scenario of a relatively more authoritari-
an, less democratic transition that leads to—and gives 
way to—a more democratic governance eventually is 
also a possible and a plausible story to consider. It is 
attractive for democrats currently in despair, for it has 
a desirable long-term prognosis. But this two-step sce-
nario—sacrifice important political values temporarily 
out of necessity, only to realize them more authenti-
cally and fully than ever before later—can be seduc-
tive and is not without problems and blind spots, as 
we shall see.

…while we do not know 
what form the transition to a 
new structure of governance 
will take, that transition will 
be necessary and inevitable.
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and power) explicitly.8 It has multiple veto points in 
its governing process that ensure these features. It is 
prone to incrementalism and bias in favor of preserv-
ing the status quo.

Against this backdrop, I now turn to the three 
modes of governance that I think are reasonable op-
tions for a degrowth transition and eventual steady 
state.

VARIETIES OF ECOLOGICAL GOVERNANCE

Ecological authoritarianism. Ecological authori-
tarians maintain that the successful governance in a 
degrowth era will require centralized, elitist, and tech-
nocratic management at least in the areas of econom-
ic and environmental policy.9 Mindful of the internal 
contradictions plural democratic governance faces as 
it attempts to cope with problems of productivity, cap-
ital accumulation, and growth, ecological authoritari-
ans stress the need for policy makers and planners to 
be insulated from democratic pressures and granted 
an increasing measure of autocratic authority if they 
are to steer the economy on an ecologically rational 
and efficient course. Ecological authoritarians are im-
pressed, perhaps overly so, by the popular demand in 
pluralistic democratic systems for democratic rights 
and material affluence. They speak of democratic 
overload in reference to those pressures and demands: 
democratic overload of policy makers leads to eco-
nomic overload or overshoot of the carrying capacity 
of ecosystems. The former has to be broken free from 
in order to prevent the latter.

Indeed, ecological authoritarians see a vicious cy-
cle, a destructive feedback loop in this. As pluralistic 
democracies succeed in their aim to increase econom-
ic prosperity for the population, the democratic asser-
tiveness of citizens for more growth and prosperity 
also increases. As the economic management of ev-
er-higher levels of affluence becomes more complex, 
the tension between democratic politics and “scientif-
ic” planning comes to a crisis point.

The ecological authoritarians here make an im-
portant point. The fact that pluralistic democracy has 
demonstrated its inability to perform ecologically pre-
cautionary governance in a consistent or timely way is 
not fortuitous; it is built into the deep structure and 
political logic of this type of system as such. If pluralis-
tic democratic governments follow the dictates of eco-
logical science and planning, they will restrict growth 
in ways that risk losing their popular base of support. 
If, conversely, such governments attempt to maintain 

and a growth-oriented technocratic corporatism is not 
the kind of constitutionalism—envisioned here. They 
are not part of the degrowth solution; they are part of 
the problem.

Before turning to the three types of ecological gov-
ernance, consider further the contrasting benchmark 
of pluralistic interest group democracy. All of the eco-
logical types of governance I identify have one thing 
in common, namely, their critique and rejection of 
interest group democracy. Interest group democracy 
is concerned with aggregation and accommodation of 
interests among individuals and groups in societies 
where religious differences, ideological diversity, so-
cial competition, and conflict are widespread. This is 
the political system of the Western world, certainly in 
the bicameral presidential system of the United States, 
but also in parliamentary systems, systems with pro-
portional legislative representation rather than sin-
gle-member districts, and so on. Pluralistic democracy 

is responsive to individual interests, concatenated or 
organized by the formation of various group struc-
tures that compete for the attention of popularly 
elected officials. Their competition in this regard con-
sists both of the market place of ideas and the market 
place of campaign contributions, and other financial 
incentives for public officials. Unlike discursive de-
mocracy, in which the citizen role is actively and ex-
tensively participatory at multiple levels, in pluralistic 
democracy citizenship consists essentially in the right 
to vote, with a relatively small number becoming di-
rectly involved financially or personally in the process 
of electoral competition. Candidates and parties vie 
there for the support of self-interested voters, which is 
increasingly determined by media advertisements and 
exposure.

Interest group democracy is a kind of negative sys-
tem of governance. It is set up to form compromise 
among conflicting interests in that no one group bears 
the cost of policy. This makes a win-win type of growth 
scenario very attractive and deters policy makers from 
setting clear priorities, making trade-offs, especial-
ly sharp ones that have been called “tragic choices,” 
such as rationing and redistributing resources (wealth 

Commitment, especially in times of crisis…may 
begin in fear, but ultimately commitment rests on 
contentment, [it is] a question of identity, mean-
ing, and cultural worldview.
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Ecological discursive democracy differs from inter-
est group democracy in fundamental respects. It chal-
lenges the primacy of a materialistic and consumptive 
notion of interests as the basis of the psychological and 
moral dimension of a democratic polity. It also argues 
for both the feasibility of—and the normative justifica-
tion of—direct participation and direct engagement in 
governance issues, at least in the fundamental value 
choices and priorities, if not in all the technical details 
of regulation and enforcement. Its conception is that 
democratic citizens should act, not as passive electoral 
consumers, but as dialogic partners in an attempt to 
discern the common good and the responsibility of the 
democratic community for the integrity of the biotic 
community of which it is a part.15

Ecological discursive democracy is committed to 
the strategy of creating counter-publics in order to 
bring about change and to challenge the hegemony of 
mainstream culture and politics. In a transition, it will 
exist side by side with interest group democracy, and 
eventually could very well coexist with ecological con-
stitutional democracy. Discursive democracy shares 
strategy and tactics with mainstream politics and 
mixes in real-world political activism and large-scale 
protest movements. It does not have to rely on direct 
action or small-scale participatory decision making 
alone; it can work with layered systems of representa-
tion from local to national and even to global scales. It 
can find expression not only in electoral mechanisms 
but in the work of civil society and non-governmental 
organizations as well. Ecological discursive democracy 
does not have to supplant mainstream politics, it just 
needs to set cultural and social forces in motion that 
will alter perceptions and change the parameters of 
what is considered realistic in elite policy circles.

Ecological constitutionalism. This type of gov-
ernance involves building new ecologically oriented 
norms and values into the basic structure or consti-
tution of a mode of governance.16 Ecological constitu-
tionalism may continue to resemble the representa-
tive form of interest group democracy, perhaps with 
a rather more robust deliberative and participatory 
element at the local levels and in the periodic electoral 
process. The institutional structure of ecological con-
stitutionalist governance would involve the creation of 
several elite governing entities that can check and bal-
ance the more representative institutions such as the 
presidency or legislature. These elite entities would be 
insulated in various constitutionally sanctioned ways 
from the pressures of interest groups that do not ben-

their legitimacy by bowing to short-term democratic 
pressures, they will not be able to take (and require 
the private sector to take) the steps necessary to pro-
tect the environment. Eventually economic downturn, 
inequality, and hardship will result from ecological 
degradation, and again the governments will lose their 
popular support and legitimacy.10 Note, however, that 
the political costs of the first prong of this dilemma are 
more immediate than those from the second prong, so 
pragmatism in a pluralistic democracy counsels the 
first course of action. Such pragmatism is ecologically 
insane.

The work of William Ophuls, one of the early po-
litical theorists to focus on ecological issues and the 
limits to growth in a serious and sustained way, is still 
significant in this regard. In his devastating critique of 
American environmental policy, Ophuls lays out the 
logical contradiction of plural democracy and interest 

group liberal-
ism in detail.11 
Ophuls is not an 
ideological au-
thoritarian as a 
matter of polit-
ical philosophy 
or principle. He 
is driven to it 
by an embrace 

of what Hans Jonas later called “the imperative of 
responsibility,” and by the force of both eco- and po-
litical-systems logic. Alluringly, Ophuls holds out the 
possibility of a highly decentralized, communitarian 
society for the distant future, one in which individuals 
would enjoy what he calls “micro-freedoms” within a 
framework of “macro-constraints.” However, during 
the transition era, and even in the eventual steady-
state era, he is quite clear about who will decide what 
these “macro-constraints” will be and who will impose 
them: “The ecologically complex steady-state society 
may . . . require, if not a class of ecological guardians, 
then at least a class of ecological mandarins who pos-
sess the esoteric knowledge needed to run it well.”12

Ecological discursive democracy. The second 
alternative form of governance involves the institu-
tionalization and empowerment of participatory and 
discursive governance within a diverse and pluralistic 
society and culture, a “panarchy” as the Resilience Al-
liance scientists call it.13 This is the kind of democratic 
governance that grows directly out of concerted action 
with others, shaped by debate and deliberation.14

…interest group democracy 
is not succeeding and is 
structurally incapable of 
presiding over the transition 
from a growth to a degrowth 
political economy.
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racy places its hopes on the communication process of 
fair, impartial, and respectful give-and-take of ideas, 
ideals, and reasons, ecological constitutionalism relies 
on the cultural formation of an animating worldview 
and sense of attachment to place.19

Ultimately ecological constitutionalism relies on a 
transformative process of moral and political imagi-
nation at the pre-political cultural level that ecological 
discursive democracy hopes to achieve through dem-
ocratic political life itself. That is a transformation of 
our “soul” as a political community, turning us from 
being a people of competitive consumption into a peo-
ple of sustainable ecological responsibility.

DILEMMAS OF ECOLOGICAL GOVERNANCE

I have attempted to sketch these three modes of 
governance in a way that brings out their respective 
strengths and insight. I turn now to some critical re-
flections on their characteristic problems and weak-
nesses.

Ecological authoritarians are exceedingly pessi-
mistic about the current state of ordinary moral sen-
sibility and political judgment in Western society. 
They rest their assessment and theory of governance 
on a belief in the widespread cultural dominance of 
excessive individualism and materialism, and seem 
to think that consumerism has thoroughly triumphed 
over every competing cultural or ethical value system. 
As an account of the logical tendencies at work in a 
particular form of economic system and society, this 
argument has validity, but not as a complete empiri-
cal description of currently existing culture and pol-
itics. It underestimates the remaining moral capital 
in a growth-oriented society that can be channeled 
in future degrowth directions, thereby making a dif-
ferent form of democracy compatible with ecological 
requirements. Many still quite powerfully held values 
compete with individualism and materialism in the at-
titudes and motivations of contemporary citizens. Fur-
thermore, it is far from clear that massive numbers of 
people will withdraw their allegiance from democratic 
governments even if they fail to produce high levels of 
economic prosperity. Indeed, it is not at all clear that 
a democratic system would not be able to survive even 
a period of considerable austerity, if the need for such 
measures were clear and if the burdens and hardships 
were shared in a truly just and equitable way. These 
are large ifs. The relationship between economics and 
political legitimation is complex.

As a matter of intellectual history, this equating 

efit in the short term from policies and decisions con-
sonant with the limits of growth and the protection of 
ecosystem resilience.

The most prominent example of such a democrat-
ically insulated governance structure is the judiciary. 
Environmental courts are being created and given 
substantial governance authority in various parts of 
the world today.17 Another example is the creation of 
relatively autonomous regulatory agencies and com-
missions that have the legal authority to determine 
policy in some areas independently of the executive or 
legislative branch. Another important example is an 
independent and scientifically based professional civil 
service, selected in accordance with a meritocratic sys-
tem and protected from politically motivated interfer-
ence or dismissal.18 I think some of the best examples 
of what I have in mind by ecological constitutionalism 
exist at the international level and in the domain of 
environmental “soft law,” such as the Earth Charter 
process and movement.

Constitutional and institutional inventions such as 
these are the historical legacy of past times in which 
the operations of free markets or interest group dem-
ocratic politics was seen to be detrimental to the pub-
lic interest, and a more professional and expert type 
of elitism was turned to for a powerful role in gover-
nance. But the spirit of ecological constitutionalism 
is not deference to expertise or meritorious authori-
ty per se. At bottom it rests on a normative and psy-
chologically powerful commitment to the rule of law 
and the exercise of power that is governed by norms of 

judicial interpretation or scientific verification. These 
norms are still in need of interpretation, but they are 
generally clearer and more settled than the ideological 
values and self-regarding interests that hold sway in 
the interest group competitive political system. Like 
ecological discursive democracy, ecological constitu-
tionalism looks to a form of governance based ulti-
mately on persuasion, consensus, and decisions that 
are viewed as legitimate by the governed. Ecological 
authoritarianism rests more straightforwardly on re-
spect for authority, trust, prudence, and, sometimes, 
fear of penalty for failure to obey. If discursive democ-

…the notion of degrowth aims to open a new 
space for critique and utopian imagination. 
Thinking otherwise is a precondition for living 
and doing otherwise.
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cratic storm: humanity is exceeding the safe operating 
margins of planetary systems at precisely the histori-
cal moment when the political economy of the world 
makes it least likely that democratic governance, espe-
cially discursive democratic governance, will be able 
to respond.

I turn finally to problems with ecological consti-
tutionalism. It is a form of democracy that strives to 
bring into being and to express deep cultural and eth-
ical commitments. It offers not just a new direction of 
governance but a new form of life, a new understand-
ing of human well-being, and a new story concerning 
nature, its laws, and its meanings. If this is a vision 
that leaders actually try to instill in the masses of peo-
ple and if they can do so, then democratic change can 
bubble up from below without ecological danger, and 
in any case there are constitutional checks on ill-ad-
vised democratic decisions to fall back on if need be. 
And this deep cultural foundation of worldview and 
values will support this from its patriotic allegiance 
to the norms enshrined in the ecological constitution 
(some version of the Earth Charter) itself.21

If this cultural transformation of hearts and minds 
does not proceed well, however, leaders will be tempt-
ed to assume interpretative and expressive authority 
for themselves. They will become the guardians of the 
truths and values of the worldview and the agents of 
its enactment in the world. Democratic citizenship will 
become an unnecessary step in the process. The temp-
tation to become a transformational leader/prophet 
in this more authoritarian sense is particularly strong 
when circumstances make one pessimistic about the 
willingness or the capacity of the masses to internal-
ize new values and support change. Ecological consti-
tutionalism may be theoretically (if not sociologically 
and historically) unstable. If it works, then so can a 
spreading kind of ecological discursive participation. 
If it falters, it can slip into ecological authoritarianism. 
It is prone to centrifugal forces to both its left and its 
right.

TOWARD A DEMOCRACY AS YET UNTRIED

How should we assess the relative merits of these 
distinct approaches to future governance? How does 
each orientation comport with the idea of a degrowth 
society? My own goal and broader project is to find a 
form of democratic governance in a sustainable, de-
growth world that remains liberal in its respect for hu-
man rights and the rule of law, but is more deliberative 
and civic in its orientation than interest group liberal-

of all forms of democracy with materialism and a nar-
rowly self-interested individualism is overly selective. 
Even in the modern period, democratic governance 
has rested on more than simply the ideology of growth 
and expansive capitalism. While possessive individu-
alism has certainly been one important strand within 
Western democratic societies, it has not been the only 
strand, and it has not gone unchallenged from with-
in democratic thought itself.20 Thus it is misleading 
to argue that democratic governance cannot honest-
ly appeal to any sense of public purpose larger than 
throwaway consumption. Believing that democratic 
governments could neither call for nor obtain popu-
lar support except on the basis of a promise of more 
economic growth, ecological authoritarianism turns to 
nondemocratic governance out of a sense of despair. 
But, so far at least, neither the sociological nor their 
historical arguments of this theory are sufficient to 
warrant that conclusion.

The dilemmas of discursive democracy are rather 
different. It is designed to thrive on pluralism of be-
lief and difference of opinion. But it must inculcate at 
least a minimal set of value commitments to the pro-
cedures of debate and deliberation. Realism, reason, 
and integrity preserving compromise are its creed. 
Toleration and diversity are its lifeblood. Discursive 
democratic governance has been shown to function 
well on a medium to small scale, in population units 
of 100,000 or less, and when its political relationships 
are closely embedded in nonpolitical social or civic re-
lationships within the community. Under these condi-
tions, it is alert to natural, social, and historical place. 
It can be attentive to ecological resiliency and social 
justice at the same time.

On the other hand, discursive democracy is ex-
tremely vulnerable to forces that disrupt the fabric of 
communities, are socially divisive, undermine trust, 
and drive people to close ranks into postures of de-
fensive resentment. The global and domestic econom-
ic dislocations of the past twenty years, the sharply 
rising inequality in the distribution of wealth and in-
come, the churning of the job market, and the margin-
alization of those without marketable skills are some 
of the many factors that tatter civic society, privatize 
self-consciousness, and undermine the possibility of 
the kind of citizenship that discursive democracy in 
its proper form and function requires. Are these fac-
tors temporary aberrations? Or perhaps they are be-
coming the normal institutionalized patterns of global 
capitalism. If they are, then we have a perfect demo-
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ism has been. In order to achieve this, ongoing work 
is needed to develop key concepts and principles for a 
new political theory and public philosophy, concepts 
with which to establish a social covenant of ecological 
governance and trusteeship. 

The purpose of such a political theory is multifac-
eted: to move us toward the ecological self rather than 
the extractive self and toward individuality rather than 
individualism—a new form of identity; to move us to-
ward relational liberty rather than possessive nega-
tive liberty—a new form of freedom; to move toward 
deliberation as distinct from bargaining—a new form 
of governance; toward dialogic judgment as distinct 
from monologic assessment of interests—a new form 
of reason; and toward practicing trusteeship instead 
of practicing consumerism—a new form of living.

At the moment I conclude that the form of gover-
nance best suited to a degrowth society will be one that 
is democratic and discursive in its substance but not 
necessarily completely direct or representational in 
an electoral sense in all of its institutional forms. This 
takes from ecological discursive democracy the key 
idea that reasoning and the orientation of individual 
citizens and public officials must be toward an attempt 
to discern the common good. Doing so ultimately rests 
on their capacity to see the connection between the 
common good and their individual good. Because the 
social and cultural forces blinding one to that connec-
tion are too numerous and powerful, some measure 
of insulated power by carefully selected officials will 
be necessary, faute de mieux. This departs from the 
activity of popular rule, but it does not depart from 
the requirement of deliberation, which actually cuts 
across popular and elite functions in a system of gov-
ernance. In this way, ecological discursive democracy 
can be linked to ecological constitutionalism. There is 
more, then, to constitutionalism than deontological 
rights and rules that are prior to a calculus of utility 
and that protect individuals and minorities from the 
control and coercion of popular majorities. Ecological 
constitutionalism must also be discursive, and within 
its tenets (again the Earth Charter provisions provide 
an instructive example) must be provisions to empow-
er and promote the social conditions and capabilities 
necessary to make active participation and citizenship 
possible and meaningful to all.

Bruce Jennings is director of bioethics and editor of Minding Nature 

at the Center for Humans and Nature.
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governance needs because it cannot rely for solidarity or obedience on purely impersonal, 
transcendental moral arguments alone. In addition, unlike the nation state, the notion of 
a constitution or a governance structure embodying certain substantive and procedural 
norms and rights can lend itself to both more micro-governance at local or ecosystemic 
levels and to macro-governance at the international level, such as the European Union. 
See J. Habermas, The Post National Constellation (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001) and 
The New Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1992). See also J-W. Müller, Constitutional Patriotism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007).
20  I regard John Dewey as still one of the best examples of a democratic perspective that 
can be drawn on with much theoretical profit today. Cf. J. Dewey, Individualism Old and 
New (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1999) and Liberalism and Social Action (Amherst, 
NY: Prometheus Books, 2000). For a commentary on Dewey’s thought, see R. A. West-
brook, John Dewey and American Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 
and for democratic theorizing in this tradition, see R. A. Westbrook, Democratic Hope: 
Pragmatism and the Politics of Truth (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005) and J. 
Stout, Democracy and Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004). For 
a good historical overview of the changing shape of democratic theory within the individ-
ualistic liberal tradition, see C. B. Macpherson, The Life and Times of Liberal Democracy 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).
21  S. MacGregor, “Reading the Earth Charter: Cosmopolitan Environmental Citizenship 
or Light Green Politics as Usual?,” Ethics, Place and Environment 7, no. 1-2 (March/June 
2004): 8596.
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ed to considerable battering in contemporary philoso-
phy. Rightly so. As feminist philosophers have argued, 
this long-looming idealization ignores the significance 
of the body in our lived experience and indeed, ren-
ders anything outside the inner recesses of the mind 
irrelevant—including, I might add, other forms of life 
and the planet itself, the very foundations of human 
survival itself.

In neglecting our embodiment, the prevailing 
account also obscures our inherently social nature, 
including our embeddedness in filial and commu-
nal relationships. Most crucial here are relations of 
dependence and care over the course of our lives as 
body-bound, vulnerable beings. A realistic conception 
of persons highlights the significance of the body and, 
at the same time, the “fundamental role of all societies 
[viz.] to provide the circumstances under which hu-
mans can be cared for and thrive, given their differing 
degrees of frailty and vulnerability.”1

Bodies, interdependence, and caring relations are 
not the whole story, however, for ecological subjects. 
Places, the locations of human habitation, also have 
to meet certain conditions if ecological subjects are to 
survive, much less realize justice. We are located be-
ings, a matter that proves integral to our possibilities. 
Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s notion of the “misfit” 
helps to shed light on the idea. Our shared vulnerabil-
ity is not, she argues, only in our embodiment and po-
tential to suffer, but also in the need for “fit” between 

C onsider the rational, self-sufficient, self-in-
terested, extractive, and possessive creature 
who has been so well suited to industrial 
capitalism and who has created a mode of 

governance known as liberal interest group democra-
cy. Time for him to go. To replace this formation of 
self, economy, and governance, I propose here that 
we embrace an ecological conception of persons. Af-
ter making the case for this alternative account of 
selves, I consider what it suggests for the goals of eth-
ics and politics. I argue that we should understand the 
fundamental goal of governance in terms of “ethical 
place-making for ecological selves and citizens.” For 
such citizens, but also by and of them, and for non-hu-
man ecological creatures as well. From there, I briefly 
explore considerations that should guide selections of 
new models of governance aimed at generating more 
livable, equitable futures. In the final section of this 
essay, I identify the ethical and political capacities that 
ought to characterize ecological subjects, and conclude 
by reiterating the central place of care and the central-
ity of places of care in nurturing them.

ECOLOGICAL SUBJECTS–CITIZENS

The independent human being of reason, a self 
oriented largely toward self-interested calculation and 
material acquisition, a figure of long standing in the 
history of Western philosophy, traceable through Pla-
to, Augustine, Descartes and Locke, has been subject-

Ecological Selves 
as Citizens and 
Governance as 
Ethical Place-
Making
By LISA ECKENWILER
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events like heat waves, famines, and tsunamis, which 
occur in and affect specific places and people—most 
often the poor—are, in part, attributable to social prac-
tices and policy choices. Climate change is an especial-
ly compelling case of the significance of geographical 
and social embeddedness for the health of ecological 
subjects, for as Marmot says, “the poor, the geograph-
ically vulnerable, the politically weak, and other disad-
vantaged groups will be most affected.”

Coming from another line of inquiry, contempo-
rary work in epistemology argues that the environs we 
inhabit and traverse are integral to the kinds of think-
ing, knowing creatures we are. Philosopher Christo-
pher Preston points out that “organisms that know 
things about the world are situated beings, beings 
cognitively grounded in the worlds from which they 
speak. An important part of this grounding is a physi-
cal location among material realities . . . [These] com-
prise some of the important factors relevant to how we 
know.”6 

Our emplacement belies one further fiction found 
within the inherited view of subjects: that we are sim-
ilarly situated. As the discussion above reveals, eco-
logical subjects are immersed in inequalities of many 
kinds: social and economic; in access to essential nat-
ural resources such as clean air, fresh and drinkable 
water, arable land; in physical and cognitive capaci-
ties.

A final dimension of ecological subjectivity in-
volves what geographers call the “inter-subjectivi-
ty” of place.7 As ecological subjects, we are “made by 
and making [our] relations in reciprocity with other 
subjects and with . . . (multiple, diverse) locations.”8 
Seeing not only our personhood and identities but 
also place in relational terms, as inter-subjectively 
constructed, “highlights the multiplicity of locations 
[and] the variety of interactions between people who 
are located differently that go into making places.”9 
This formulation seems clearly required in any lucid 
thinking about life under globalization. 

This idea is significant ethically because it raises 
questions about responsibilities “for those relations 
with other parts of the world through which . . . iden-
tit[ies] are formed.”10 To the extent that we are “con-
stitutively, elements within a wider, configurational, 
distributed geography . . . that raises a . . . question 
[concerning] . . . the geography of relations through 
which any particular identity is established and main-
tained.”11 Elsewhere I have argued that we are respon-
sible to others, especially those who help to shape our 

our bodies and our environments. “Misfits” are those 
who are ensconced in environments that cannot sus-
tain them, where, as she puts it, “the world fails the 
flesh.”2

We can think about our embeddedness, what we 
might also call our emplacement, in at least two ways: 
geographical and social. We have evolved as corporeal 
creatures within relations of care, provided typically 
by families. This care is situated, and more or less well 
supported, in various political regimes.3 Other salient 
features of social context involve the dense web of so-
cial and institutional structures and processes within 
which we navigate as embodied beings. Social norms 
and economic structures and relations significantly 
shape bodies and subjectivities. These social struc-
tures and relations generate injustice to the extent 
that they expand possibilities for some and contract 
them for others.4

We are also located in particular geographic and 
atmospheric conditions—locatable places—that cre-
ate the possibility of survival, flourishing, or failing. 

Consider the 
growing body 
of evidence 
concerning so-
cietal determi-
nants of health 
inequalities. 
Studies show 

that heightened exposure to hazards (industrial and 
waste, and weak infrastructure like the levees in New 
Orleans), and diminished access to resources of all 
kinds (food, health care, parks and other public space, 
transportation) harm health. Data suggest that some 
people face increasing social isolation and depression, 
and restricted mobility as a result of the configuration 
of the built environment. The effect of trade agree-
ments and structural adjustment programs on health 
systems and, more specifically, facilities and their 
material and human resources also makes clear the 
essential relationship between place—our embedded-
ness in it—and health.

These examples underscore the fact that where 
and how people are situated amid social structures 
has important implications for their level of exposure 
to health threats and for the distribution of health and 
illness within a population.5 Economic status, gender, 
race and ethnicity, social connectivity, and citizen-
ship/immigration status all figure in the development 
and persistence of health inequalities. Even “natural” 

Thinking about persons 
ecologically suggests we should 
resist a reductive, decontextualized 
view of individuals as the units of 
(moral and political) concern.
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structed out of a particular constellation of social re-
lations, meeting and weaving together at a particular 
locus. [E]ach ‘place’ can be seen as a particular, unique 
point of . . . intersection.”17 Its specificity is its set and 
configuration of relations and its position within a 
wider web of social relations. Moreover, because they 
are shaped by social interactions, places, like subjects, 
have plural, shifting “identities.” They also become, 
endure and evolve; they are not static.

Also evident is the need to take seriously what 
Edward Casey calls the “rhizomatic structure of [our 
experience of] implacement.”18 This refers to the real-
ity that our locatedness involves the continuous, often 
highly patterned navigation between interconnected 
places: homes, places of work, care settings, borders, 
and so on. People suffer ill health as a result of social 
structures and processes that create fragmentation or 
cause rupture, as in lived experiences of segregation, 
movement between fragmented care settings, move-
ment from one’s place of employment to care settings, 
hypermobility, migration, and familial separation.19

But what more specifically do I mean by ethical 
place-making? Although geographers have coined the 
phrase, they do not seem to define it clearly. Lorraine 
Code argues that ecological thinking aims to “enact 
principles of ideal cohabitation.”20 Following her lead, 
I want to suggest that ethical place-making involves 
first a negative condition: it is place-making that takes 
care to avoid creating, through our actions, interac-

tions, practices and policies, conditions of depriva-
tion. Conditions of deprivation are those that make 
it impossible to support and sustain the capacities of 
ecological subjects for becoming and enduring. Ethical 
place-making also includes a positive or constructive 
responsibility, namely, the obligation to create condi-
tions of plenitude that facilitate and sustain becoming 
and duration in particular places. And finally there is 
the positive responsibility to put an end to conditions 
of deprivation where they already exist and replace 
them insofar as one can with conditions of plenitude, 
ecological flourishing, and resilience. 

identities and habitats not (merely) because of our—
the privileged’s—participation in processes that gen-
erate injustice and ecological degradation in the places 
where others dwell (i.e., the relational justice argu-
ment, which emphasizes what we have done or con-
tributed to), but also because of who and what we are 
as ecological subjects—creatures whose identities and 
habitats are mutually constitutive. If the first argument 
from relational justice cannot motivate responsible 
action, the prudential argument—which also hinges 
on the notion that we, as ecological subjects, corpore-
al inhabitants of intersecting ecosystems, are so thor-
oughly relational that we risk harming ourselves if we 
harm others—might do so.12 

Thinking ecologically, we find an embodied, so-
cialized, spatialized, interdependent ontology. We 
“dwell,” and we do so together, cohabiting in partic-
ular places within relations of embodied, structural, 
and ecological interdependence.13

TOWARD ETHICAL PLACE MAKING AND COHABITATION

Thinking about persons ecologically suggests we 
should resist a reductive, decontextualized view of in-
dividuals as the units of (moral and political) concern, 
for we cannot properly be conceived apart from our 
embeddedness in social relations and geographically, 
atmospherically identifiable locations in which we be-
come and endure. Social and political responsibility, 
on this view, might be conceived in terms of ethical 
place-making.14

Place is not a fixed or merely an external thing.15 It 
can be understood as being around us, but also in and 
with us.16 The examples above point to tracts of land, 
waterways, worksites, dwellings, neighborhoods, hubs 
and vehicles of transportation, hospitals and clinics (or 
their remnants), bedrooms and bathrooms, kitchens, 
food markets, makeshift housing, bodies and psyches. 
They gesture toward what can be called “transnational 
space,” which includes, for instance, places of transi-
tion for nomads, refugees, and migrant workers—such 
as borders and immigration offices—or for people get-
ting to and from work and other responsibilities, and 
places where economic transactions occur amid dense, 
global financial relations and processes. When using 
words like “where” and “occur amid,” I am mindful of 
the fact that financial interactions are not necessarily 
best understood as isolated events that happen in spe-
cific places.

To return to the geographers’ point on inter-sub-
jectivity, places are, in Doris Massey’s words, “con-

Ethical place-making also includes a…
responsibility to put an end to conditions 
of deprivation…and replace them…with 
conditions of plenitude, ecological flourishing, 
and resilience.
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and to do. As she underscores, here “active striving” 
and “achievement” matter.

The persistent emphasis on the self in articulating 
the ideals of justice in these views, however, serves to 
obscure our interdependence and need for caring re-
lations and for fit with our environs. Liberal formula-
tions of the self and its telos risk not reckoning suffi-
ciently with the extent to which our capacities and our 
possible ends are shaped; that is, we are constrained 
and enabled by our emplacement—corporeal, social, 
and ecological—and, crucially, by our intersubjectivi-
ty. In a global economic order marked by the retraction 
of the public sector, rising inequality, and dramatic 
effects of climate change, a discourse of self-develop-
ment and self-determination should give us pause.

Even though references to activities such as “devel-
opment” and “striving” acknowledge our temporality, 
the emphasis on “being” (well-being) might also serve 
to obscure the fact that we, our interactions, and the 
social, economic, and political processes in which we 
are embedded have a past and are ongoing, opening 
into the future under ever-changing conditions. Our 
imaginations are projected toward the future rather 
than toward a static present when we think about be-
coming and persisting.

The emphasis on individual choice and activity, 
including “striving,” “achievement,” and “transforma-
tion,” may also eclipse other possibilities for the sub-
stance of a good life. Becoming and enduring, more-
over, seem to be more in keeping with the realities of 
ecological limits, reimagined visions of the good life, 
of the role of work. Striving and achievement may be 
fine if they are disassociated from the individualist, 
capitalist, careerist self.

The precise meanings of becoming and duration, in 
any case, are to be worked out in overlapping political 
processes (more on this below). While we begin from a 
theory of needs, certainly human and other,24 we shift 
our keenest perceptual and knowing capacities toward 
the habitats—unique and intersecting—where people 
dwell and move about, for particular and, to no small 
extent, shared purposes. What is crucial is for ecolog-
ical subjects and their ecosystems to be dynamically 
moving and opening toward possibilities that have 
been discussed and agreed to; that are mindful of our 
embodied, embedded, interdependent circumstances; 
and that promote equality among persons and places.

If the scope of ethics and politics includes pro-
moting equitable capacities for ecological subjects 
to become and endure, and thus promoting ethical 

Ethical place-making requires explicit attention to 
the conditions for embodiment, relations of care, our 
social positioning, and crucially, our earthly embed-
dedness. The specific targets of intervention are the 
social processes and practices that create and sustain 
deprivation and inequality—for ecological subjects 
and thus their habitats.

Becoming, as I understand it here, is the capaci-
ty for development, evolution, and expansion (within 
bounds). Duration encompasses capacities for sus-
taining ongoing processes of “conservation, preserva-
tion, and abiding”—capacities for continuity, renewal, 
and persistence.21 Duration might mean strengthening 
at some times, while at others, getting by. Both call 
for some measure of stability, yet are not static. Be-
low I will say more about the individual and relational 
meanings of these concepts, as well as what they might 
mean in terms of human interaction with natural re-
sources and systems. What I want to suggest here is 
that these concepts may be preferable to others, of-
ten found in liberal philosophy, such as “well-being,” 
“flourishing,” and the like, which are built atop a foun-
dation (often illusory) of self-determination.

Contemporary work on justice has shifted away 
from thinking strictly about the distribution of re-
sources, or what people have, toward their capacities, 
or what they “are able to do and to be.”22 What I will call 
“enabling” conceptions of justice aim at attending to 

the social and po-
litical conditions 
that support 
people’s capac-
ities for self-de-
velopment and 
self-determina-
tion. Iris Marion 
Young’s theory of 
justice as enable-

ment calls for reform of the social and institutional 
structures that systematically constrain people’s ca-
pacities for self-development and self-determination. 
Carol Gould’s notion of justice as “equal positive free-
dom” requires not only “the absence of constraining 
conditions such as coercion and oppression” but also 
access to the means or conditions for “self-transfor-
mation” and the “development of capacities and the 
realization of projects over time.” Justice, here too, is 
about “the availability of enabling [my emphasis] con-
ditions” for individuals.23 Finally, Nussbaum’s capa-
bilities approach emphasizes people’s capacities to be 

Contemporary work on justice 
has shifted away from thinking 
strictly about the distribution of 
resources, or what people have, 
toward their capacities, or what 
they are able to do and to be.
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how it is for them, what the meaning of events, experi-
ences, any given policy is, and perhaps transform what 
once passed as knowledge to re-shape preferences, 
even identities.

With respect for a range of speech styles and forms 
of communicative interaction, things like greetings—
smiles, handshakes, hugs—or storytelling can be in-
corporated as forms of expression that strengthen po-
litical discussion. Communicative democracy can also 
better acknowledge that there may be different under-
standings of what it is to cooperate or to justify de-
cisions, of what emancipation itself means. And such 
democracy can embrace different kinds of sites for 
generating ideas: chosen, even oppositional commu-
nities (not those invoked by communitarians), street 
protests, and marginalized social networks.

Ecological communicative democracy, as I am us-
ing the conception, goes beyond feminist standpoint 
theory in situating knowers and knowledge-produc-
tion efforts in particular places—socially and geo-
graphically shaped habitats—and conceives of them as 
“intersecting . . . with other locations and their occu-
pants. . . . It maps locations of knowledge production 
and demographics of knowledge producers . . . [and] 
considers the specificities of the ‘habitat’ conditions 
and the inhabitants within and surrounding each lo-
cation, to discern where analogies can be drawn and 
where exposed dis-analogies demand acknowledg-
ment and/or rethinking.”27 

In her exploration of how to operationalize ecolog-
ical thinking, Lorraine Code invokes the bioregional 
narrative. She sees this as an essential instrument 
in facilitating epistemic responsibility, which lies 
at the core of democratic governance. Quoting Jim 
Cheney, Code explains that a bioregional narrative is 
one “grounded in geography rather than in a linear, 
essentialized, narrative self.” Such narratives “map 
ecological relations to discern conditions for mutually 
sustaining lives within a specific locality . . . or the in-
terrelations among them [my emphasis].”28

Given the nature of ecological subjects, we might 
say, then, that ecological communicative democracy, 
in part through tools like bioregional narratives, aims 
to produce responsible assessments of the habitability 
of particular conditions for corporeal beings dwelling 
in care relations, social structures, and material, atmo-
spheric surroundings. It also aims to assess these con-
ditions in relation to others. The essential questions 
under ecological communicative democracy become, 
“What would ethical place-making mean here, or here, 

place-making, what are ideal forms of governance? I 
turn to this question now.

CONCEPTIONS OF GOVERNANCE

With ethical place-making as the aim of respon-
sible action and policy, what form of governance is 
ideal? Many political philosophers and scientists have 
highlighted the perils of interest group democracy, so 
I will not dedicate time to those criticisms here.

Perhaps an ecological version of deliberative de-
mocracy could effectively challenge and provide an 
alternative to the primacy of a materialistic and con-
sumptive notion of interests. Nevertheless, critics are 
wary of its potential for perpetuating exclusions and 

inequalities. Espe-
cially worrisome 
in this respect are 
its potential to (1) 
privilege certain 
forms and styles of 
expression (the im-
partial expert’s for 

instance) and thus discount some contributions and 
forms of expression as less credible (storytelling for 
example); (2) assume that people are sufficiently sym-
metrical and that they can reverse perspectives, thus 
obscuring morally relevant differentiation and partic-
ularity in aiming for “unity,” the “common good,” and 
“shared meaning”; and (3) obscure other possible ob-
jectives in political engagement such as recognition or 
understanding.25

Communicative democracy may better advance 
efforts to address exclusion and inequality.26 On this 
model of democratic governance, moral and political 
engagement should be understood as largely dialogi-
cal; decisions emerge from the interactions of a plu-
rality of subjects. Communicative democracy does 
not privilege impartiality but instead, drawing from 
standpoint epistemology, identifies and incorporates 
partialities in generating social knowledge to inform 
decisions. Instead of discounting or being suspicious 
about the value of personal narratives, for example, it 
regards them as resources.

For ecological subjects, indeed, meanings and ex-
pressions of well-being, of harm, and so forth are situ-
ated, socially and ecologically. Therefore, rather than 
aiming for unity, this model of democratic governance 
aims for recognition and understanding. The idea is 
that participants express their experiences and per-
spectives so that others situated differently can learn 

Our imaginations are 
projected toward the future 
rather than toward a static 
present when we think about 
becoming and persisting.



ECOLOGICAL SELVES AS CITIZENS AND GOVERNANCE AS ETHICAL PLACE-MAKING 23

MINDING NATURE 6.2

LISA ECKENWILER

of capacities characterize us? What is—and should 
be—found and cultivated among us in order that we 
become and endure in mutually sustaining, equitable 
relations of cohabitation?29 Given the concerns raised 
in the previous section, what capacities might move us 
toward ideal—that is, maximally inclusive, participa-
tory, and fair—forms of governance?

For humans as ecological subjects, the givens seem 
to be our embodiment, interdependence, and located-
ness. Essential to this understanding, then, is respect 
for our animality. Nussbaum, for instance, calls on us 
to embrace a more Aristotelian and less Kantian image 

of a person, 
“bringing the 
rational and 
the animal 
into a more 
intimate re-
lation with 
one anoth-
er.”30 This 

has the benefit not only of “acknowledging that there 
are many types of dignity in the world”; it also helps 
to account for our relationality and embeddedness in 
habitats in a way that the undue emphasis on reason 
as the principal, if not sole, source of dignity cannot. 
Additionally, it captures the idea that we consume and 
excrete, relying on the resources around us in order to 
become and to endure. 

A crucial capacity to cultivate among ecological 
subjects is moral imagination. Just democracies can 
only thrive when they take care to cultivate moral 
imaginations that are able and rich, capable of ac-
knowledging, and, in turn, considering the ethical and 
political significance of pluralism, differentiation, and 
asymmetries in “situation,” power, and experience.

Rather than starting from an assumption of dis-
interest in others, ecological subjects, as interdepen-
dent, should nurture their capacities for recognition. 
Recognition has been understood in at least two sens-
es: recognition of an individual’s unique identity as an 
autonomous individual and recognition of persons as 
belonging to particular communities or groups. This 
is taken to be an essentially cognitive process wherein 
“there is a conscious and explicit acknowledgment of 
another’s identity.”31 Carol Gould argues, however, that 
recognition should include a third dimension, namely, 
the recognition of others’ needs for relationships, both 
interpersonal and associative. To these three forms of 
recognition, we might add a fourth, given the concep-

or here, and where they intersect?” “What is necessary 
for promoting mutually sustaining, equitable lives?”

One final form of governance, ecological constitu-
tionalism, would seem to have substantial potential 
for perpetuating exclusion and inequality. Decision 
makers may be removed from the pressures of interest 
groups, but they may also be removed from the pub-
lic, including (and perhaps most troublingly) those 
who face injustice. Concerns regarding representation 
and inclusiveness, transparency, and accountabili-
ty—in agenda setting, assessments, and discussions 
of needs—loom large here and indeed are exacerbated 
by the idea, advanced by some, that a form of interest 
group democracy should exist alongside.

Vibrant democracies are layered, textured systems 
of representation. Given what seem to be inevitable 
time constraints, perhaps a hybrid, ecological constitu-
tionalism—mandated by and informed by deliberative 
democracy and more communicative models—is ide-
al. To give up on local governance and participatory, 
dialogical democracy is to give up on a core principal 
of most ecological movements. Yet the partial nature 
of the most responsive and responsible knowing and 

the sheer scope 
of what must be 
understood—the 
mapping of biore-
gional narratives, 
for example—for 
the sake of glob-
al ecological sus-
tainability com-
pels consideration 
of a form of gov-

ernance like ecological constitutionalism. Moreover, 
it may be that some societies lack, at least for pres-
ent purposes, the capacity to rise above self-interest 
and myopia. Their members may maintain concern 
only for themselves, for their families and communi-
ties, and for their place. Although part of what I have 
tried to show here is that this myopia is misguided and 
wrong, when coupled with the timeframe for action 
ecological constitutionalism merged with participato-
ry models (like ecological communicative democracy) 
becomes more palatable. 

CAPACITIES FOR ETHICAL PLACE-MAKING

If we are to advance from being a people of com-
petitive consumption into ecological subjects (a peo-
ple of sustainable ecological responsibility), what sorts 

For humans as ecological 
subjects, the  givens  seem to be our 
embodiment, interdependence, 
and locatedness. Essential to this 
understanding, then, is respect for 
our animality.

…an ecological version 
of deliberative democracy 
could effectively challenge 
and provide an alternative to 
the primacy of a materialistic 
and consumptive notion of 
interests
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under industrial capitalism will have to be replaced, or 
we’ll exhaust the planet’s and our own bodies’ capaci-
ties. While scarcities can indeed be socially construct-
ed, there are very real resource constraints.35

Another essential capacity for ecological subjects 
is being able to take the long view (temporal and spa-
tial, across terrains and timeframes). This allows for 
identifying effects and their sources that may not be 
readily apparent, and for envisioning interventions 
that can be sustained over time. We might turn here 
to epistemologist Lorraine Code’s discussion of ecol-
ogist Rachel Carson’s critique of conventional studies 
on the effects of pesticides:

Viewed vertically, from a top-down observa-
tion position that draws linear, causal con-
nections from chemical applications to the de-
struction of a targeted pest, the power of the 
then-new post–World War II chemicals to rid 
the environment, efficiently, of such diseases 
and insects . . . [seems] impressive. Yet viewed 
horizontally, taking a longer temporal and 
spatial view, across terrains and time-frames 
where their effects become manifest more 
slowly, the chemicals do not merely obliterate 
a predetermined target species. . . . They also 
contribute to the destruction and/or steriliza-
tion of insect-eating birds, ground squirrels, 
muskrats, rabbits, domestic cats, sheep and 
cattle, destruction that often does not follow 
the spraying instantaneously.36

In taking the long view, ecological thinking can be 
understood as emphasizing the future over the past 
and present. The stakes here are high. As Elizabeth 
Grosz argues, unless we develop concepts of time and 
duration that “welcome and privilege the future, we 
will remain closed to understanding the complex pro-
cesses of becoming that engender and constitute both 
life and matter.”37

This capacity to take the long view, moreover, holds 
ethical import. Informing our prevailing conception of 
responsibility is a specific phenomenology of agency 
that emphasizes, or “gives experiential primacy” to 
short-term effects rather than to remote ones. Thus, 
when consequences or outcomes are generated by an 
(often wide) array of agents and unfold over time, our 
sense of agency diminishes; that is, we see ourselves 
as implicated very little, if at all.38 Ecological subjects 
should have a sense, then, of individuality but also of 
solidaristic and long-reaching agency.

Finally, ecological subjects should have well-devel-

tion of subjects in ecological terms: recognition of the 
places and the conditions in which people dwell.

In turn, ecological subjects should privilege re-
spectful interest, engaging others and their ideas—
unless they are unjust, intolerant, or unquestionably 
harmful ecologically—with a sense of appreciation and 
wonder. We should approach them as we approach 
gifts, even ones we are not sure we like or for which 
we, at the time, cannot see a use.

Ideally, ecological subjects should cultivate a dis-
position toward empathy and solidarity. In Gould’s 
formulation, empathy “signifies a feeling or imagina-
tive identification with another and that other’s per-
spective and situation.” While the notions of “identi-
fication,” “mutuality,” or “fellow feeling” are ethically 
perilous given social and ecological differentiation and 
asymmetries, the practice of seeking knowledge of an-
other’s situation, listening carefully, and at least trying 
to develop feeling for people’s expressions about their 
particular plight—which may well intersect with ours 
and that of people we know—has value for promoting 
understanding and realizing justice.32

Solidarity, while also perhaps a stretch, seems far 
more possible when we embrace an ecological concep-
tion of persons. Traditionally theorized as concern-
ing relations between members of a particular group, 
region, or society, solidarity has been given a global 
reach in recent scholarship. Gould, for example, con-
ceptualizes it as “a readiness to establish broader inter-
relations with a range of others” who may not be one’s 
compatriots or fellow group or community members, 
but who may “share in a situation of being oppressed 
or exploited, or who, more generally, are suffering 
through no fault of their own.”33 And although solidar-
ity is often understood as being motivated by “feeling 
with” others or a sense of “mutual concern,” we can 
draw upon the ecological conception of the self to un-
derscore our interdependence amid pluralism while 
avoiding the pitfalls of sentiment and reckoning with 
our differentiation.34

Instead of taking for granted that we are acquisi-
tive creatures, we should call for privileging critical ac-
quisition. Starting from an expectation of acquisition, 
then, we should scrutinize what and how much we are 
trying to get our hands on, not to mention how we are 
going about it, whether the resource will continue to 
have generative capacity, and so forth. Stated differ-
ently, we will need to sustain ecosystems’ capacities to 
become and endure. Sure, we need stuff. But the con-
ception of self as an extractive, possessive, consumer 
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oped abilities when it comes to exercising critical so-
cial reflexivity. This is crucial for purposes of assessing 
our situatedness, the nature and extent of our connec-
tions, and, in turn, our responsibilities. While a full-
er discussion is beyond the scope of my project here, 
elsewhere I argue in favor of the view that “differences 
in kind and degree . . . correlate with an agent’s posi-
tion within the structural processes” and the geogra-
phy of intersecting, interdependent ecosystems.39

As a final consideration, it warrants repeating 
that the work of care—principally parenting but also 
teaching—is crucial to the foundations of social orga-
nization and cooperation in part because it creates the 
next generation of citizens and shapes their capacities: 
corporeal, social, intellectual, ethical, and political. If 
ecological civic engagement is to thrive, societies must 
thoroughly and effectively support those who work to 
generate it, and attend to the conditions in which it 
occurs.40

CONCLUSION

I have argued here that we should reimagine and 
rearticulate visions of selves as ecological subjects, 
and transform social life, ethics, and politics into an 
endeavor aimed at ethical place-making. Forms of 
governance should be forged accordingly. Whatever 
model we embrace, at the core must stand a commit-
ment to epistemic responsibility, to knowing well, for 
the sake of more just and livable futures. 
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both effective and democratic is a widespread sense 
of belonging, of solidarity among the citizenry, of fair-
ness in shared sacrifice, and a widely accepted belief in 
individual responsibility for taking leadership for the 
effectiveness and fairness of the governance system.

What is crucial in these definitions of governance 
and leadership is belonging. A governance institution 
promotes conditions in which effective popular lead-
ership can thrive only if the institution also stimulates 
and harnesses the powers of fellow-feeling, of belong-
ing. Depending on the scale of governance, this can 
mean belonging simultaneously to a clan, a family, an 
enterprise, a neighborhood, a nation, and a planet. At 
the core of this sense of connectedness is recognition 
of interdependence. I benefit when those with whom 
I belong benefit and vice versa. Formal expression of 
right action and rules of proper behavior in a defined 
situation—in other words, policies—will be seen as 
legitimate to the extent that they are trusted and un-
derstood as advancing the welfare of the whole and, 
in turn, the welfare of the individual. Policies, and the 
governance systems that attempt to enact them, lose 
legitimacy when they are seen as deliberately bene-
fiting some at the expense and exploitation of others, 
when the domination of some over others undermines 
the general sense of connectedness and interdepen-
dence. Similarly, a governance system and its lead-
ership must associate themselves explicitly with an 
understanding that we all depend on and are respon-
sible for the continued good functioning of ecological 
life-support systems on which all life and communi-
ties thrive.

People are far more likely to endorse governance 
that makes space for leadership to emerge, in other 
words, governance that encourages and responds to 
individual and popular initiative. As this argument 
makes clear, what can most undermine governance 
and leadership are narrow definitions of who belongs 
in the group and the conviction that what benefits 
one’s group must come at the expense of a rival group. 
Thus the main task of environmentally responsible 
governance is the construction of shared identities of 
belongingness to communities of interdependence, 
the very definition of ecosystems, both local and glob-
al. As Aldo Leopold taught, the great task of a land 
ethic is to expand what constitutes the community for 
which one feels care and with which one experiences 
connection. In his words, “All ethics so far evolved rest 
upon a single premise: that the individual is a member 
of a community of interdependent parts. The land eth-

The gathering perfect storm of environmen-
tal crises and peak everything has prompted 
many proposals and initiatives for reform-
ing existing international governance sys-

tems and/or creating new ones to avert catastrophe 
and/or create new social contracts for the aftermath.1 
Accomplishing the goals of these proposals—to reduce 
humanity’s overall destructive impact on planetary 
life-support systems (degrowth)—appears unlikely yet 
inevitable. It is unlikely that enough people will take 
effective leadership yet inevitable that the task will be 
ours, whether by decision or necessity. The hope is 
that it can happen peacefully and be consistent with 
environmental and democratic ideals.

A twenty-first century governance system will 
need to be effective enough to counter powerful eco-
nomic and political forces seeking to claim and control 
every last drop of increasingly valuable, remote, and 
dangerous fossil fuels and deep-mined raw materials.2 
Such governance will require an astonishing degree 
of either brute force or widespread and meaningful 
democratic legitimacy based on a citizenry of people 
who understand that their own and their children’s 
fate depends on the success of their government and 
vice versa. If democratic ideals are to prevail, gover-
nance institutions will need to coordinate at the local 
level, where environmental crises are personally ex-
perienced, and simultaneously at the global level. The 
key to building new governance institutions that are 
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that formed tight social and political bonds between 
independent nations that recognize common interests 
and common dependence on the gifts of nature and 
common responsibilities to nature’s laws.

Incredibly, the   Confederacy, under assault by settler 
colonialism and attempted cultural and physical geno-
cide for nearly five hundred years, continues to deliber-
ate at its capital at the longhouse in Onondaga, making 
it one of the longest continually functioning democrat-

ic insti-
t u t i o n s 
in the 
w o r l d . 
H a u d e -
n o s -
a u n e e 

history tells us that the roots of the Tree of Peace grew 
out from Onondaga in the four directions and that any 
nation or people in the world can follow those roots 
back to their source; if the people are willing to live by 
the Great Law of Peace, they will find shelter there. In 
our time of environmental and social crises, we should 
begin to consider following those roots to find a gov-
ernance model of a participatory democracy ground-
ed in shared responsibility for ecological and human 
well-being.

At the opening meeting of the UN Permanent Fo-
rum on Indigenous Issues in May 2012, the Haude-
nosaunee delegation suggested that they could help 
the world through sharing their experiences of gover-
nance:

The universal laws of nature will prevail. These 
are the laws that direct the lives of indigenous 
peoples. Respect, understanding, adherence, 
and promotion of these laws are vital to our 
survival as a species. We can help here. We 
understand our relationship and responsibili-
ty to these laws. They are simple and absolute. 
We must work together: cooperation rath-
er than competition. We must learn again to 
share, trials and tribulations as well as health 
and well-being. The Haudenosaunee ancient 
philosophy of “one dish, one spoon,” to share 
equally—and these words that go with it, “No-
body owns the woods, but everybody is respon-
sible,” has guided us.
We are out of balance. There are over seven 
billion people in the world today. Each soul 
will need water, food, and a place to live. The 
crisis we face today is one of inequity—a lack 

ic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to 
include soils, waters, plants and animals, or collective-
ly the land.”3 Multiple scales of governance of the type 
now required to move humanity toward sustainability 
must intensify this sense of connectedness that peo-
ple experience, physically, psychically, and spiritual-
ly with their local communities and ecosystems while 
simultaneously being alert to a powerful connection 
and dependence on ecological and political stability at 
larger and smaller scales.

Ron Engel, a theologian and philosopher who was 
one of the drafters of the Earth Charter and an editor 
and author of the IUCN volume Governance for Sus-
tainability,4 argues that global institutions must rest 
on foundational political agreements with shared yet 
differentiated responsibilities. According to the au-
thors of Governance for Sustainability:

a sustainable society demands a people with a 
strong covenantal identity. Sustainability re-
quires what a covenantal commitment alone 
can offer: sacrifices for the common good, in-
cluding the survival and well-being of all mem-
bers, self-limitations on individual and collec-
tive behavior, and responsibilities that reach 
across generations.
Are there governance models we can turn to as 

we imagine this sort of environmentally responsible, 
democratically legitimate, multi-scale governance? It’s 
time to learn from the Great Law of Peace, the founding 
“Constitution” or “Covenant” of what is widely known 
as the Iroquois Confederacy but which is known by 

its citizen/
members as 
the Haude-
n o s a u n e e 
(People of the 
Longhouse). 
The Great 
Law of Peace 
was formed 

in a ceremony on the shore of Onondaga Lake at the 
southern edge of the Lake Ontario Watershed around 
a thousand years ago. It was the culmination of a con-
flict-resolution saga, which takes days to retell. At the 
ceremony, a man known as the Peacemaker inspired 
the leaders of five nations (Mohawk, Oneida, Onon-
daga, Cayuga, and Seneca), who had been in a state 
of near-constant warfare and social turmoil for many 
years, to bury their weapons beneath a tall white pine, 
the Tree of Peace, and adopt a system of governance 

…we should… find a governance 
model of a participatory democracy 
grounded in shared responsibility for 
ecological and human well-being.

…effective popular leadership 
can thrive only if [governance] 
stimulates and harnesses the 
powers of fellow-feeling, of 
belonging.
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ture generations (those “whose faces are coming from 
beneath the earth”), and clear assignment of steward-
ship and leadership responsibilities.

Contemporary Haudenosaunee leaders have been 
instrumental since the 1970s in publicly warning of 
the coming environmental calamities. Haudenos-
aunee intellectuals and spiritual spokespeople carried 
the message from the Great Law in a collection of es-
says titled Basic Call to Consciousness.8 In 1992, they 
helped organize a highly visible presence at the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment, the Earth Summit, and they were influential in 
the decades-long effort that led in 2007 to the United 
Nations General Assembly’s adoption of the Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. According to 
the authors of Basic Call, “When the United Nations of 
the world was proposed toward the end of World War 
II, researchers were dispatched to find models in his-
tory for such an organization. For all practical purpos-
es, the only model they found concerned the Constitu-
tion of the Five Nations, whose author had envisioned 
exactly that.”

The 1970s, with its many political and cultural up-
heavals, was a crucial time for Indian Nations. They 
were embroiled in struggles and crises throughout 
the Americas. The Chiefs of the Grand Council of the 
Haudenosaunee Nations chose emerging young lead-
ers among their people to carry a message. They were 
of a new generation, some college educated, all of them 
eloquent and precise speakers of English, able to artic-
ulate Haudenosaunee history, perspectives, and values 
in ways that the colonizers’ heirs might understand. 
They set out together on a tour known as the White 
Roots of Peace. The roots referred to those of a tall 
white pine, the Great Tree of Peace. In 1977, the young 
speakers traveled to Geneva, Switzerland, to a meet-
ing of NGOs credentialed to the United Nations. There 

they deliv-
ered a mes-
sage, a Basic 
Call to Con-
s c i o u s n e s s 
they called it. 
They told the 
NGO rep-

resentatives that the economic and political systems 
that now controlled most of the Americas and much of 
the rest of the world was based on seeking ever more 
efficient ways to exploit and destroy. They warned the 
gathering in Geneva that “if these processes continue 

of fairness for the people. We share in com-
mon with all life the need for water, food, and 
shelter. We must return to the concept of “one 
dish, one spoon.” Of all the uncertainties in our 
lives today, there is one certainty and that is: 
our fate as nations and peoples is in our own 
hands; our conduct will determine what hap-
pens to us. At the end of our day, we will con-
tinue on a good life or suffer the consequences 
of wrong decisions.5

The idea of taking lessons on governance from the 
Haudenosaunee is far from new. Donald Grinde and 
Bruce Johanson, working in collaboration with Haude-
nosaunee leaders and keepers of the stories of their 
ancestors, compiled considerable evidence of how the 
Iroquois Confederacy influenced the framers of the US 
Constitution. In 1988, a concurrent resolution was ad-
opted by the 100th US Congress acknowledging “the 
contribution of the Iroquois Confederacy of Nations 
to the development of the United States Constitution.” 
Congress noted that “the original framers of the Con-
stitution, including, most notably, George Washington 
and Benjamin Franklin, are known to have greatly ad-
mired the concepts of the Six Nations of the Iroquois 
Confederacy,” and that “the confederation of the origi-
nal Thirteen Colonies into one republic was influenced 
by the political system developed by the Iroquois Con-
federacy as were many of the democratic principles 
which were incorporated into the Constitution itself.”6

Johansen and Grinde report that Indian confed-
eracies were widespread in North America at the time 
of the European invasion and had “evolved to co-or-
dinate governance across geographic distances that 
seemed huge to European eyes at the time, and to per-
mit maximum freedom to nations within the confed-
erations, and individuals within nations.”7 While the 
Great Law was a comprehensive international agree-
ment involving all aspects of Haudenosaunee collec-
tive life, for our purposes it is most important to note 
that it specifically included and reinforced an ethic of 
responsible resource management, a perspective of 
respect and gratitude toward the natural world, a re-
quirement to consider the impacts of decisions on fu-

Contemporary Haudenosaunee 
leaders have been instrumental 
since the 1970s in publicly warning 
of the coming environmental 
calamities.

The idea of taking lessons on governance 
from the Haudenosaunee is far from new. … the 
Iroquois Confederacy influenced the framers of 
the US Constitution.
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Diversity within unity. Unity is necessary for indi-
vidual and national development. Each individual has 
a responsibility to find and nurture one’s special gifts 
given by the Creator, and the community is responsi-
ble for helping one identify and cultivate those gifts.

Freedom. This principle includes freedom from 
want, from coercion and violence. It also includes 
freedom of speech and freedom of religion.

Consensus. There is an expectation that extensive 
public debate will lead to consensus and the require-
ment that the process continue until it does.

Checks and balances. A complex system of checks 
and balances exists between nations, clans, war chiefs, 
and peace chiefs, and between women and men.

Condolence. The Peacemaker recognized that the 
Haudenosaunee were overwhelmed by grief from 
years of violence that clouded people’s minds. The 
Great Law prescribes a way of greeting each other af-
ter a period of absence that involves a mutual cere-
mony recognizing the losses each person has endured 
since last they were together.

Gratitude. All meetings and important events be-
gin with the “Thanksgiving Address,” a ritual oration 
in which each element of creation is thanked for con-
tinuing to perform its duties and thereby making life 
possible.

Clear responsibility for the commons. The Great 
Law of Peace distinguishes between who is respon-
sible for the land and resources in settled areas—the 
women—and who in the “woods”—men. Proper be-
havior and responsibility in both is delineated.

Open borders. People have full rights in any of the 
nations, except the right to hold high office, and that 
too can be granted to an individual through the desig-
nated process of appointing leaders.

Families and clans as fundamental social struc-
ture. Perhaps the most important social institution is 
the clan. Through the clans, which cross the Haudeno-
saunee Nations, international relations become fam-
ily relations. All authority springs from them. Issues 
are discussed within the clans and presented to a clan 
council made up of women. The clan council selects 
the clan mother who chooses the chief to represent the 
clan in council. The process of selecting chiefs begins 
very early when a young boy is observed, importantly 
for how he treats women and girls. Everyone is born 
into one’s mother’s clan.

APPLYING THESE PRINCIPLES TO GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

The following are what I consider to be some of the 

unabated and unchanged at the foundation of the col-
onizers’ ideology, our species will never be liberated 
from the undeniable reality that we live on a planet of 
limited resources, and sooner or later we will exploit 
our environment beyond its ability to renew itself.” 

Nearly half a century later, at the first Internation-
al Conference on Degrowth in the Americas, where 
this paper was first presented, scholars and activists 
met in Montreal to imagine and refashion economies 
and societies that acknowledge that limited resources 
preclude unlimited growth. Yet the growth imperative 
is deeply entrenched in our systems of governance 
and our cultures. Current governments depend on 
continuing high rates of growth for their legitimacy 
and effectiveness. And thus we find ourselves in con-
current environmental, political, and economic crises 
that open possibilities, perhaps even inevitabilities, 
that we re-form governance.

I suggest that we look at the Great Law of Peace as 
a guide, a model of what might be possible. The Great 
Law is a system of governance resilient enough to have 
survived over 400 years of sustained, deliberate, and 
vicious efforts to destroy it. As we consider models 
and rediscover the art of bringing people together to 
discuss civic values, such as democracy, participation, 
deliberation, rights, and responsibilities, we can look 
at a thoroughly tested and surviving model indigenous 
to Turtle Island (North America).

Some of the Haudenosaunee fundamental prin-
ciples are covenantal, involving basic agreement on 
the core responsibilities of a human being. Many have 
their origins in the Great Law of Peace, while others 
like the Thanksgiving Address are much older and are 
attributed to the Original Instructions given to the 
Haudenosaunee by the Creator. They include the fol-
lowing:9

Righteousness. Also known as the “Good Mind,” 
righteousness is an alignment of one’s mind with nat-
ural law and the welfare of one’s clan and nation.
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that what the Haudenosaunee consider women’s au-
thority could be embedded in global institutions in 
such a way as to be yielded by both women and men. 
But to fully adopt the Great Law as a model, a women’s 
“standpoint” needs to be formally recognized and rep-
resented in global environmental institutions.

Commons and ecosystem services. It is essential 
that new institutions recognize and support local con-
trol and responsibility for land and resources and in 
particular recognize traditional and native peoples 
rights and responsibilities for their homelands. This 
is particularly important if mechanisms to pay envi-
ronmental caretakers for the work involved and riches 
forgone in maintaining and sustaining ”exploitable” 
natural resources are utilized.

Sovereignty in an interdependent world. The 
Great Law clearly distinguishes between decisions of 
the clans and families and decisions to be made by the 
nation or the Confederacy. Outside of a fairly narrow 
range of decisions affecting the wellbeing of all the 
member nations, the Confederacy has little authority 
over the individual nations. The new institutions need 
to have a narrow mandate focused on international 
cooperation in environmental restoration and protec-
tion.

Clan identification. Perhaps the most important of 
the social institutions for stability and sense of iden-
tification with non-human nature is the clan system. 
Through it international relations become literally fam-
ily relations. It may also be the most difficult to imag-
ine in our new environmental institutions. Perhaps 
teams or clubs could be created. These clubs could be 
represented, somewhat in the way NGOs increasing-
ly represent interest groups and social movements in 
international deliberations today. Membership could 
entail rights as well as duties, such as river-keepers, 
wolf allies, soil builders, foresters, midwives, tree doc-
tors, keepers of the ceremonies, and others. A portion 
of a person’s political representation might function 
through these clan-like groupings linked internation-
ally. Remembering that the essential feature of the 
clan system is that everyone is born into one’s moth-
er’s clan, mechanisms would be required to institu-
tionalize female authority and matrilineal rights.

The new institutions should include a commit-
ment to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples. By recognizing and honoring the rights 
of indigenous peoples in all its deliberations, the new 
environmental institutions will communicate and col-

most important principles embedded in the Great Law 
of Peace:

Gratitude, duties, and healing. Because most of 
the important declarations and manifestos of “west-
ern” political history have been composed in response 
to a long history of harsh treatment and oppression, 
it is understandable that they emphasize primarily in-
dividual liberty and human rights. Yet environmental 
crises require everyone to grasp our dependence on 
healthy ecosystems, air, water, sunshine, and the rest 
of creation. Instilling within the institutions of glob-
al governance a ritual expression of gratitude that the 
earth and all the elements are continuing to carry out 
their duties as part of all decision-making meetings is 
important. It could help make gratitude and responsi-
bility a part of everyone’s awareness. A covenant that 
expresses the duties required of all human beings to 
live lightly and responsibly (like the Earth Charter10) 
should be a foundation of any new institution.

The central role of female authority. The bal-
ance of power designed by the Peacemaker includes 
balance between women’s and men’s power and re-
sponsibilities. Their roles are distinct and comple-
mentary. While the chiefs are men, women lead the 
clans. A person inherits her or his clan identity from 
the mother, and property is traditionally passed down 
through her family. A man was expected to join the 
longhouse of his wife. It is believed that when women 
watch the children they are also observing the future 
leaders. They may be more careful in decision making 
since they bring forth life and with that comes a fuller 
awareness of the future generations the Great Law re-
quires be considered in all decisions. While gendered 
social roles are discounted in the contemporary dom-
inant liberal social paradigm, it is certainly possible 

The Canandaigua, Two Row, and Haudenosaunee Confederacy 
Wampum Belts. Image by Lindsay Speer, 2008
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laborate with indigenous nations based on mutual re-
spect, equity, and empowerment.

The Haudenosaunee Environmental Task Force, 
the environmental organization serving the Confeder-
acy, has drafted an environmental protection process.11 
It proposes three questions to guide decision making: 
What effect will our decision have on peace? What ef-
fect will our decision have on the natural world? What 
effect will our decision have on future generations? 

That sums up the meaning of the Great Law of 
Peace as a model for environmental governance.

Jack Manno is professor at the SUNY College of Environmental Sci-

ence and Forestry.
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eracy continues to meet at Onondaga (in central 
New York) and continues to believe that the Two 
Row describes our obligations to each other. The 
Two Row history also includes an understand-
ing that the chain that secures our relations with 
each other must occasionally be polished and 
brightened. This is what this summer’s paddle 
down the Hudson is all about. It is sponsored by 
the Onondaga Nation; the Neighbors of Onon-
daga Nation (NOON), an ally organization; and 
nearly one hundred additional co-sponsors. It is 
supported by the Grand Council of Chiefs of the 
Haudenosaunee Confederacy. 

Over one hundred Native paddlers from over 
twenty territories, nations, and reservations—and 
an equal number of allies—will travel together down 
the Hudson River, from the likely location of the 
negotiations that led to the Two Row agreement in 
Albany to New York City. The symbolic enactment 
will begin with a cultural and educational festival in 
Albany on Saturday, July 27, and the flotilla will set 
off the following morning. We will paddle between 
nine and fifteen miles each day and camp along the 
route. There will be several educational and cultural 
events, some large and others small. The gatherings 
will feature cultural sharing and talks by Haudeno-
saunee and other Native leaders and allies. The itin-
erary is still being finalized. For more information 
visit http://honorthetworow.org.

THE TWO ROW WAMPUM RENEWAL CAMPAIGN

The Two Row Wampum Renewal Campaign is 
a year-long educational and advocacy effort to com-
memorate the first agreement (treaty) between the 
Haudenosaunee (Iroquois Confederacy) and the in-
coming Europeans, the Dutch, who at that time were 
entering and beginning to trade and settle near the 
“Eastern Door” of the Confederacy (Kanienkehaka 
[Mohawk] Country) around 1613. 

Jack Manno and Shirley Hill during the Two Row Wam-
pum trial run 2012. 

 
The Haudenosaunee taught the sailors what 
foods they could gather, how to grow crops in this 
ecosystem, where to hunt, and how to survive. 
They encouraged trade and mutual understand-
ing. An agreement was reached that welcomed 
the Dutch as long as they and their descendants 
agreed to live in peace and friendship, and with 
respect for the land and waters of this area. This 
agreement was recorded in a belt of beaded 
wampum, as was the custom of the Haudenos-
aunee (and other Native peoples), known as the 
Guswenta or the Two Row Wampum. The two 
rows symbolize the Dutch—in their sailing ships 
with their customs, songs, and ways of life—and 
the Haudenosaunee—in their canoes, with their 
customs, songs, and ways of life—traveling down 
the river of life together, respecting each oth-
ers’ ways, in peace and friendship as long as the 
grass is green, the sun rises in the east and sets 
in the west, and water flows downhill (forever). 
In the four hundred years since that agreement 
was made, its obligations have passed from the 
Dutch, to the English and French, to the United 
States and Canada. The Haudenosaunee Confed-

Onondaga Chief Jake Edwards teaching 
with a reproduction of Two Row Wampum Belt
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can serve to moderate the chain reaction set off with 
every disruption. While these adjustments can accu-
mulate and lead to significant change over time (as if 
a road bike were able to morph into a mountain bike 
after repeatedly encountering rocky terrain), this type 
of change differs meaningfully from situations where 
internal changes magnify the initial shock, leading to 
a fast (and likely traumatic) reorganization. “Reorga-
nization” in this case is a bit euphemistic—the break-
down of social institutions and physical capital can 
often mean extreme suffering and death for those who 
go through it; one can imagine the failure of the state 
in Somalia or the devastation following the earthquake 
in Haiti.

It’s essential to recognize that in this framework 
resilience is a dynamic concept; it’s an attribute of 
how changes amplify each other within the context of 
a constantly changing system, rather than the degree 
of deviance a system experiences from some hypothet-
ical “steady state” benchmark. This perspective touch-
es on a broader debate about the nature of resilience 
in both ecological and social systems; one criticism 
potentially leveled against both the steady-state vision 
in economics presented by Herman Daly and the “bal-
ance of nature” view(s) in ecology articulated by Fred-
eric Clements and H.T. Odum is the implied notion 
of an “optimal” state or size for an ecosystem or soci-
ety, rather than a vision that encompasses the radical 
shifts in complexity and structure that have occurred 
throughout history as conditions have changed. This 
debate is important for understanding resilience, and 
will be addressed in greater depth in the follow-up to 
this piece, forthcoming in a future issue of Minding 
Nature. However, for the purposes of this essay, in-
tended instead as a walkthrough of the elements that 
make up a resilient system, these issues are relevant in 
the same way that fluid dynamics are relevant to a car-
penter—surely related, but not needed to be resolved 
in their academic entirety to get a handle on the sound 
practices involved in building a roof.

Figures 1 through 5 present a graphic framework to 
understand the point where a system’s internal mech-
anisms flip from dampening to amplifying changes. 
In each figure, the green line (1) represents the “max-
imum inputs,” or the best conditions a society can ac-
cess—so the most fresh water the system can generate, 
the most sun, the most energy, the most food, the least 
disturbance in weather or geology, the most techno-
logical innovation, fully-functioning financial systems, 
maximum demand for products produced by that so-

This essay explores the dynamics of resilience 
in social systems. Rather than presenting a 
specific hypothesis and testing it, I offer an 
invitation to thought. I first introduce a the-

oretical model for considering different facets of resil-
ience, and then illustrate these dynamics and briefly 
discuss how to consider the current dominant system 
in this light. In the face of climate change, ocean acid-
ification, dwindling freshwater, disappearing wilds, 
and more positively the rapid expansion of techno-
logical innovation, the range of circumstances facing 
our species and societies has been perhaps never so 
uncertain over such a short timeframe. Understanding 
how to prepare and react to this range of circumstanc-
es (rather than any specific scenario itself) is the basis 
of resilience thinking.

What does a resilient system look like? In general, 
I think of social, ecological, and even personal resil-
ience as the degree of disruption a system experienc-
es in response to changing circumstances. In other 
words, with every change in conditions, whether in 
climate, energy, or finance, a system will undergo a 
series of internal changes—physical, institutional, and 
even cultural. Whether those internal changes serve to 
amplify or dampen the initial shock is the core of the 
resilience framework presented here. As with riding 
a bicycle, social and ecological systems do not com-
pletely rearrange themselves whenever they are faced 
with a bump in the road; instead, small adjustments 

The Dynamics of Social 
Resilience

By JAKE BORNSTEIN
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also lead the resilience threshold to rise precipitous-
ly—the fabric of the dominant social paradigm near-
ly collapsed twice in the past century over an entirely 
self-generated financial crisis with very little external 
change. Similarly, dependence on very high amounts 
of energy for every activity and a high degree of spe-
cialization (discussed below) mean a drop in inputs 
that cannot be met and could very easily lead to self-re-
inforcing disorganization. Bringing all of these factors 
to a head is the effect on max inputs from the use of 
energy to drive all other resources beyond the point of 
renewability, meaning that, over time, needs and com-
plexity under this model can be expected to increase 
while real ability to respond to change declines.

Figure 2. Non-Resilient High-Tech/High Energy/High Complex-
ity Society

In some counter-cultural narratives, the resilience 
of energy-intensive and complex “developed” societies 
are juxtaposed unfavorably against lower-energy so-
cieties that are less centralized and closer to the land. 
While there are certainly elements of these societies 
that may be more resilient, painting with too broad a 
brush ignores the high rate of collapse or devastation 
amongst low-energy agricultural societies, such as the 
hundreds of thousands of people dead from the flood-
ing in Bangladesh or the earthquake in Haiti, relative 
to the much smaller number of casualties in similar in-
cidents like Hurricanes Sandy and Andrew or the San 
Francisco earthquake in the United States. In the case 
of this kind of society—though lower complexity and a 
greater history of subsistence likely makes for a lower 
overall resilience threshold—weak institutions, high 
dependence on foreign demand or capital, and limited 
access to technology make for a similarly low maxi-
mum-input level and a high variability in experienced 
conditions. Whether or not these conditions are the 
necessary flipside of the wealthy model shown above is 
a reasonable question beyond the scope of this essay.

ciety, and so forth. The red line (2) represents the “re-
silience threshold.” This is the minimum state of con-
ditions under which a system can internally dampen 
changes, beyond which self-reinforcing cycles drive it 
to disorder and necessitate radically new structures. 
The gap between the maximum inputs and the resil-
ience threshold (3) represents the system’s “structural 
resilience,” the range of conditions under which the 
system will maintain its dampening functions. Finally, 
the black line (4) represents the conditions themselves 
as experienced by the system. These can be thought 
of most importantly in terms of “variability”—that is, 
how much these conditions tend to differ from one pe-
riod to the next. An important part of this variability 
is that because the conditions the society faces are an 
aggregate of different interacting pieces, the variabil-
ity of the overall conditions the society faces will be 
less than the variability of the individual pieces—for 
example, a society that has multiple ways of producing 
food would see less variability in its conditions even if 
the weather is bad.

Figure 1 General Model

This model is useful for visualizing the resilience of 
a society. For example, Figure 2 shows what a modern 
high-energy, high-complexity society would look like 
under this model. In this kind of society, maximum in-
puts are extremely high because technology, complex 
coordination, and significant physical capital allow for 
exploitation of a wide range of resources (think mas-
sive offshore oil platforms, city-sized fishing boats, the 
ability to remove the top of mountains for minerals, 
and so forth). These characteristics similarly make for 
an objectively high-demand but relatively stable use 
of inputs across time—complex societies allow for the 
transfer of food and energy across vast distances, and 
rapid and wide scale responses to disasters, for exam-
ple. However, this apparent stability and the history 
of a continually increasing ability to generate inputs 
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With this model in mind, how do we move toward 
that holy grail of resilient societies—one that consists 
of high maximum inputs, low resilience threshold, and 
limited variability? Because such a model would have 
to arise out of current structures as they move through 
the changing conditions of the future, it is impossi-
ble to plan in any step-by-step way, but we can assess 
some of the different dynamics that could support 
movement in that direction. Below are the dynamics 
I’ve found useful to think about when trying to under-
stand the building blocks of a resilient society, though 
doubtlessly there are more. First, the determinants 
of maximums inputs. This includes the ability to de-
ploy resources and the preservation and dispersion of 
knowledge. Second, the determinants of the resistance 
threshold. This includes redundancy and decentral-
ization, community spirit, resilient individuals, and 
conservative estimates about the future. Third, deter-
minants of variability. This includes limited reliance 
on a single resource, respect for the complexity of the 
environment that sustains us and a humble approach 
to our place within it, and feedback.

ABILITY TO DEPLOY RESOURCES

Critical to the notion of resource deployment is 
that the potential, rather than the current use, is what 
matters, and often these can be at odds. From a re-
silience perspective, the expansion of usable inputs is 
only effective insofar as it is not used to further ex-
pand dependency. The invention of clothing and fire 
(expanding the maximum input of heat) would give 
greater resilience to humans living in a temperate 
area, allowing for survival in, say, a particularly cold 
winter. However, it also allows humans to expand into 
areas that hitherto have been uninhabitable—even so 
far as to cross the Bering Strait during the last ice age. 
For those people, clothing and fire were a source of 
new dependency, rather than resilience.

The exponential increase in the use of fossil fuels 
has, in many cases, had a similar effect; the expanded 
access they’ve enabled has been matched by a larger 
dependence on their availability. This dependence oc-
curs on two levels: one, as a resource with a nested 
chain of dependency, it is not easily freed for other 
uses; and two, its particular qualities lead to the deple-
tion of other resources (including itself) through use. 
It’s interesting to see how the energy cost for prepar-
ing for the impact of global warming is often viewed 
as prohibitive relative to the demands of the rest of 
the economy, and that view provides some sense of 

Figure 3. Non-Resilient Low-Tech/Low Energy Society

That said, it’s possible to imagine some societies 
(potentially represented by a few of the remaining 
pockets of indigenous cultures that survive) that com-
bine a limited reliance on external capital, energy, and 
demand, with a high degree of awareness of natural 
functions and community cohesion, which can allow 
for a relatively higher maximum input and low vari-
ability of conditions while having an even lower resil-
ience threshold than other types of “poor” societies.
Figure 4. Resilient Low-Energy/Appropriate Tech Society

The most resilient type of society may now be 
available to us for the first time in history, by combin-
ing some of the knowledge and capital gained during 
the industrial build-up of our fossil-fuel-dependent 
society, with the decentralization, integration with 
natural cycles and high community cohesion of a less 
energy-intensive mode.

Figure 5.  The Holy Grail of Resilient Societies
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tors, the design schematic is essentially meaningless 
(and doubly so if the education based on that context 
is similarly defunct).

Responding to this issue, we need to preserve 
knowledge to the best of our ability across the range 
of social conditions in which it can be deployed. While 
the success of the scientific method, in terms of cre-
atively adapting to physical laws, colors our view of 
technology and the knowledge behind it, the universal 
aspirations of physics and experimental science more 
generally is not the only kind of knowledge. Small-
er-scale societies all around the world have intensive 
knowledge of their local environments in ways that 
are traditionally passed down from mother to daugh-
ter or master to apprentice. Knowledge of local plants 
and animals, as sources of food, medicine, and cloth-
ing, have enabled people to create a surplus through-
out most of human history. Much of this knowledge 
came about through careful observation combined 
with trial and error. Because every place is different, 
and every system is not easily broken down into con-
trollable variables, this kind of knowledge is an essen-
tial companion to more recent scientific advances in 
contributing to our overall “maximum inputs.” The 
general knowledge accumulated through the scientific 
method, and the practice of the method itself, can be 
applied at a local level albeit with less sophistication, 
complexity, and expertise. Paying attention to how 
this is done is critical to our understanding of how 
much we can expect accumulated knowledge to con-
tribute to resilience.

REDUNDANCY AND DECENTRALIZATION

The notion of nested dependency explored above 
is critical to resilience. If each action in a long chain 
of actions is linearly dependent on the one that came 
before, and each of those actions is provided only by 
a single element of some kind that cannot be replicat-
ed by other parts of the system, then it is extremely 
easy for major disruptions to occur. In the 1960s a re-
searcher for the RAND Corporation, Paul Baran, stud-
ied the link between decentralization and resilience in 
an attempt to understand what kinds of communica-
tion networks could withstand enemy attack. His re-
search found that a distributed network was by far the 
most resilient, and similar research has applied the 
same model to the distribution of power, which one 
can visualize by comparing our current grid system, 
built on massive singular power plants and neighbor-
hood-scale switches, to a self-reinforcing network of 

what to expect when that impact actually occurs. In 
terms of depletion, while fossil fuels have enabled us 
to respond with extraordinary energy to physical cri-
ses and to radically expand what can be used as a re-
source, that apparent expansion masks a longer-term 
degradation inherent in its use. In the same way that 
oil once poured out of the ground after being hit with 
a shovel and now must be blasted out of tar sands in 
a complex, polluting, inefficient industrial operation, 
access to everything from minerals to water now re-
quires radically more energy to access than before, 
making additional supplies dependent on even more 
energy and the increasingly complex systems that en-
ergy enables. For these reasons, the ability to access 
and deploy resources is inseparable from their inde-
pendence, reserves, and renewability.

PRESERVATION AND DISPERSION OF KNOWLEDGE

Technological access to resources is often as much 
a matter of awareness and design as existing capital. 
Even if all the physical machines in the world were 
wiped out, some amount of rebuilding would be pos-
sible insofar as the know-how remained and similar 
conditions were found. While the “fall of Rome” is a 
hotly debated topic, it is clear that the sophistication 
of Roman technology was no longer widely available 
or replicable after the fall of the Western empire and 
that a significant amount of written knowledge was 
lost—much of what was left became inaccessible as 
knowledge of Greek and general literacy declined.1 
The preservation of this knowledge in select monaster-
ies and successive Arab empires laid the groundwork 
for the revival of more complex urban centers during 
the Renaissance. Taking this example, the problem 
of long-term knowledge preservation cannot be con-
sidered only in terms of storage, but more critically 
in terms of distribution and use, which are in turn 
dependent on the broader social structures through 
which that knowledge is deployed. Part of the loss of 
technology in Rome was not merely a matter of lost 
knowledge but of the disintegration of the complex so-
cial structures that allowed for the mobilization of vast 
labor pools, the sourcing of materials from afar, and 
the coordination of specialists. To provide a modern 
example, preserving and distributing the knowledge of 
how to make an iPhone is not very relevant if the social 
structures, energy, intermediate machines, and tech-
nologies that allow the creation of microchips, elec-
tronic components, and the software to use them are 
no longer available; without these accompanying fac-
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their families in Italy in times of crisis, community 
spirit and mutual care are the glue that keeps us to-
gether when problems appear. Empirically, work from 
Bangladesh on a village-by-village level suggested 
that villages with higher social cohesion faired signifi-
cantly better in the face of natural disasters.4 Taking a 
broader view, the Muqaddimah by Ibn Khaldun, one 
of the first works on broad historical dynamics (from 
1377), noted that the life cycle of civilizations often fol-
lowed the rise and fall of asabiyyah, or group-cohe-
sion, which is high in nomadic societies whose ability 
to help each other and overcome obstacles eventually 
leads them to conquer larger empires whose citizens 
have become detached and uncooperative (at which 
point they become the stationary empire, and the 
cycle starts over).5 Revolutions throughout history—
from those in France and the United States to those in 
Cuba, Iran, and more recently Egypt—have typically 
been precipitated by significant schisms in the living 
standards and culture between the bulk of the popu-
lation and the ruling elite, schisms that were created 
when escalations in food prices highlighted the sys-
tems’ inability to provide for the people whose buy-in 
was required. 

RESILIENT INDIVIDUALS

People from the post-war generation in the United 
States and Europe often note the stark differences be-
tween themselves and their parents, who having been 
through war and depression, can often raise, kill, and 
clean their own food; cut, dry, and weave wool; and 
make soap and all manner of small remedies. If a real 
crisis hit, the kind where the two-day supply of food on 
a supermarket shelf is insufficient, later generations, 
raised on take-out food, theory-heavy educations, and 
virtual entertainment may find themselves compara-
tively ill equipped to do much about it. Of course, per-
sonal resilience encompasses more capabilities than 
just knowledge. A survey by the University of New Or-
leans on hurricane evacuation plans found that over 
100,000 New Orleans residents (many of whom lived 
in the areas that experienced the worst social melt-
downs) had no means to evacuate: no car, not enough 
money for a bus ticket, no friends or family who could 
help them. If a system momentarily weakens or breaks 
down, a community of hardy individuals can rebuild 
the system and aid each other. A community of weak 
individuals—unable to provide for themselves or oth-
ers, unskilled, unhealthy, and unhappy—will always 
struggle, even with some of the other elements in 

home-scale solar or micro-hydro generators (to give 
one example).2  Figure 6 shows a copy of a graphic 
representation by Baran that makes the point well and 
can be grasped intuitively.

Figure 6.  Distributed networks are more resilient to disruption

A similar analysis can be applied to social and po-
litical institutions. As the US military discovered in 
Iraq (and continues to find in Afghanistan), distrib-
uted networks of insurgents embedded throughout a 
population can be significantly tougher in the long run 
to remove than a hierarchical, standing army. While 
centralized authorities can in some cases foster resil-
ience by providing transfers of resources through their 
networks (the difference in response to the financial 
crisis between the federalized US and more loosely 
organized EU being an interesting example), such a 
system’s additional resilience is now dependent on the 
resilience of the central hub, essentially reducing the 
resilience of the network to the resilience of a single 
component.

COMMUNITY COHESION

The idea that humans, put into a state of crisis, 
will inevitably revert to Hobbesian chaos and selfish 
destruction has been rigorously debunked and tends 
to say more about the proponent than society. More 
often, doors are opened, volunteers are assembled, 
and care becomes the rule of the day (though obvious-
ly there are exceptions).3 Whether it’s on a large scale, 
such as the estimated million people who took part in 
the cleanup in the aftermath of the Kobe earthquake 
in Japan, or a distributed response, such as the cultur-
ally expected support for the elderly and young from 
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years in the West, the financial bubble of them all?
Growth is typically presented as an automatic fea-

ture of economic life. History, however, presents a 
much more complex picture—one of empires rising and 
falling as they exceed the ability to produce food from 
their land (and overextend themselves with debt), of 
great centers of learning like Alexandria rising up and 
disappearing, of entire regions experiencing relative-
ly calm growth for a few centuries (the Sumerian and 
Babylonian Empires in the Middle East; the Roman 
Empire in Europe; the Han Empire in China; the Ol-
mec, Mayan, and Aztec empires in the Americas) be-
fore dissolving back into village subsistence. As Clive 
Pointing writes in his Green History of the World, 
most of modern human history (i.e., ignoring the two 
million years of apparently stable conditions leading 
up to the past ten thousand) has been an arms race 
between population and food production, with larger 
populations and more complex societies pushing into 
less-fertile areas and resorting to conquest to tempo-
rarily support their growth, then being pared back by 
disease and famine.7 As opposed to the view of history 
as an upward-squiggle towards some ever-more beau-
tiful future (a relatively new idea introduced in piec-
es in Victorian England and the Enlightenment, and 
implicit in most recent perspectives of history), the 
reality of much of human experience has been one of 
testing and returning to a series of natural limits.

Through this lens, the countries of Europe were 
largely able to break out of this paradigm via two 
mechanisms—colonialism, which allowed countries 
to bypass their food limits by passing the problem to 
their colonies (England was importing nearly all its 
food as early as the 1800s, while its primary food-pro-
ducing colonies saw a regression in living standards), 
and novel ways to turn stored energy from the sun 
(coal, and then oil) into usable energy. These fossil fu-
els in turn (oil in particular) were then used to find 
novel ways to grow more food as colonialism began to 
break down, a process that ushered in the “green rev-
olution” that famously staved off Thomas Malthus’s 
and his imitators’ predictions of famine. Oil can be 
considered a form of ecological debt—millions of years 
of the earth’s saved energy. One barrel of oil is equal to 
about ten years of human labor—it is difficult to sepa-
rate what we consider the miracle of economic growth 
from the massive explosion in energy use during the 
past two hundred years. Thus far we have not shown 
the ability to produce meaningfully more in our econ-
omy without drawing down on this account—and the 

place. Should the system that supports them falter, 
even for a moment, it cannot be rebuilt or successfully 
adapt, because the people that are a part of it cannot 
live even a short while without it. A resilient commu-
nity depends on the resilience of its members. More 
actively, a resilient community will foster a resilient 
system.

CONSERVATIVE ESTIMATES ABOUT THE FUTURE

It’s a sound principle when planning to drive some-
where to allow more time than the trip would take 
without traffic, as it is very rare that we find perfect 
conditions.  The same principle applies to society, and 
is one of the driving principles of financial collapse. In 
the years leading up to the Great Depression, rampant 
land speculation and excitement about a rash of new 
technologies initiated a speculative boom in the stock 
market, which rose to ever-greater heights as people 
made ever-more optimistic assumptions about the 
future (and whose collapse ushered in a larger break-
down of the entire financial system). This type of fe-
verish behavior often feeds on itself—in the run-up 
to the most recent financial crisis, banks and specu-
lators based their assumptions on data series as short 
as three years to form ever-more optimistic assump-
tions about how likely they were to be paid back on 

loans, which were in-
creasingly handed out 
on loose terms (cul-
minating in so-called 
“NINJA loans,” for 
No-Income, No-As-
sets, No-Job). One of 
the leading theorists 

on financial crises, Hyman Minsky, goes so far as to 
say that periods of relative calm literally lead to crisis, 
as memories of the last crisis fades and increasingly 
ebullient assumptions lead to the extension of more 
and more bad credit on easy terms. These actions, 
in turn, sustain the illusion of calm growth until that 
bubble collapses under its own weight.6

While financial theorists apply this notion to cycles 
of boom and bust on the scale of decades, on a larger 
scale it’s worth noting that the entire edifice of modern 
finance (including the retirement investments, and 
home and student loans that determine the shape of 
many people’s careers and lives) is predicated on the 
concept that the economy, everything we produce ev-
ery year, will expand indefinitely. Is that assumption, 
built on the peculiar history of the past few hundred 

…social and ecological 
systems do not completely 
rearrange themselves 
whenever they are faced 
with a bump in the road…
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ufacturing behemoths. As these companies withered 
(and shipped their jobs elsewhere) Detroit’s popula-
tion shrank by over a million people—more than sixty 
percent of the population from its peak. The exodus 
has left behind a wasteland of empty houses where 
perhaps one old pensioner or family that remains does 
their best to carry on. The city government has now 
put in place a plan to eliminate over fifty percent of 
Detroit’s streetlights to complete the process of aban-
donment.9

Modern economics would have you believe that la-
bor mobility or transfers from a central government 
makes this an issue not worth thinking about, but this 
seems naïve in the extreme, particularly in light of our 
current lifestyles. When a community’s ability to cre-
ate value is lost, what goes with it? Do the elderly, fa-
miliar with the streets, knowledgeable about the local 

community, up 
and leave along 
with the young 
workers that keep 
the town afloat, 
departing for un-
familiar places at 
costs beyond their 
control? Do the 

friendships, projects, loves, and lore similarly disap-
pear? Are those left behind, unable to move for rea-
sons of age, disability, or money, meant to disappear 
as well? This kind of death is neither fast nor easy, and 
often destroys far more value along the way as crime 
and desperation escalate alongside it. Nor is the mo-
bility without environmental cost—land ruined and 
discarded, half-built or abandoned houses with heavy 
chemicals and piping set into the ground, met on the 
other side by extreme stress on water or fertility in 
the areas of ostensible economic boom, along with 
the emissions and related pollution of transporting all 
of the goods to these increasingly overbuilt centers of 
economic power.

Over-reliance on a single crop or resource can al-
low an economy or population to grow far beyond the 
general limits of a system—which often looks great 
when those conditions remain in place. But when those 
conditions change, that reliance becomes a nightmare.

RESPECT FOR THE COMPLEXITY OF THE ENVIRONMENT THAT 
SUSTAINS US

As Jared Diamond catalogued in his book Collapse, 
the people of Easter Island created a complex society 

assumption that we can continue to do so (or that the 
technology fairy will save us, to borrow a term from 
Paul Krugman) is built into the financial and social ar-
chitecture of our daily lives.

LIMITED RELIANCE ON A SINGLE RESOURCE

It’s difficult to overstate the role of oil in our current 
society. Agriculture, transportation, communications, 
finance, heat, business models, supply chains, cul-
ture—it is very hard to find any part of the life-support 
system for the seven billion people on the planet that 
does not in some way rely on cheap and available oil. 
Oil is unlikely to disappear tomorrow, but it could be-
come much more expensive, which functionally could 
be nearly as disruptive. The past provides plenty of ex-
amples of how this type of dependence can play out. In 
Ireland, the arrival of the potato in 1570 seemed like a 
godsend—it contains nearly all the vitamins and min-
erals needed to survive and is easy to grow and store 
through the winter. For more than sixty-five years 
(1780 to 1845) the potato allowed the Irish population 
to double, from four to eight million, and by that point 
one-third of the Irish people were entirely dependent 
on the potato for most of their nutrition, and with few 
other ways or skills to sustain themselves. When the 
potato blight hit, starvation and disease led to approx-
imately 1.5 million deaths (around eighteen percent 
of the population) and caused another million to em-
igrate.8

Similar tragedies have occurred throughout Africa, 
Latin America, and India as Western colonial powers, 
corporations, and aid organizations pushed farmers 
to switch from varied subsistence crops to cash crops, 
first for consumption in colonial home markets, and 
more recently under the supposedly beneficent man-
date of “development.” When the crops failed (often 
because growing single crops over a large area results 
in disease and soil erosion) or the global market price 
dived, mass starvation occurred in areas that were 
previously self-sufficient. This phenomenon in turn 
led to the creation of the massive slums (with their 
resultant safety and hygiene catastrophes) on the out-
skirts of the rising megalopolises that serve as shrines 
to specialization.

This principle applies similarly to societies depen-
dent on any single form of producing value. Detroit 
was famous for its reliance on the automobile—near-
ly every element of the economy, from its advertising, 
insurance, and real estate to its bartending was in one 
way or another dependent on the American car-man-

…dependence on very 
high amounts of energy for 
every activity … could very 
easily lead to self-reinforcing 
disorganization.
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al regions of the United States. In some sense, global 
warming represents the ultimate example of humans 
undermining their own resilience on a massive scale.

Overwhelming demands on the surrounding en-
vironment don’t need to take the obvious form of 
“outputs” like food or water. Much of the damage of 
Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans came not from the 
hurricane but from the structure of the city—approx-
imately fifty percent of the city (making up much of 
the worst-flooded areas) lies below sea level, requir-
ing large man-made levees whose failure during the 
hurricane is regarded by most researchers as one of 
the critical features of the disaster. In this sense, it’s 
important to visualize environmental dependence not 
just in terms of resources, but in terms of the human 
intervention required to sustain a community’s sur-
vival in the surrounding environment. Anyone who’s 
ever driven into Las Vegas knows the eerie way it rises 
from the desert sands—a phenomenon now repeated 
across much of the southwestern United States and 
in Middle Eastern megalopolises like Dubai. Building 
cities below sea level is a good way to end up with a 
flood, while building them in a desert is a good way 
to end up with a drought (or starvation, if the ability 
to import food is ever exhausted). Similarly, building 
a food system around mono-crop fields that without 
intervention would turn into a diverse forest is a good 
way to end up with famine.

Modern humans lived for more than two million 
years (up to about 10,000 years ago) in nomadic gath-
ering tribes, working significantly less than their agri-
cultural neighbors and descendants to feed and clothe 
themselves (based on research on the few remaining 
gathering groups living in Africa and Oceania).11 This 
stability and abundance was possible because these so-
cieties placed minimal stress on their environment—
they had few goods, did little in the way of clearing the 
land, and were often on the move, allowing the area 
to recover. Under this arrangement, drought, fire, and 
other natural disasters were relatively easy to deal 
with—there was often enough to go around anyway 
(since the demands were already limited), and should 
conditions deteriorate further, the group would move. 
Obviously such a life is no longer possible, and (given 
our modern lens) whether it would even be desirable 
is generally a moot question. But what we do get a 
glimpse of is what a resilient society does and does not 
look like. When we live on the edge of what an ecosys-
tem can provide, we gamble our future on the ingenu-
ity of our scientists to create something from nothing. 

within a remarkably barren world—an island with no 
fresh water, poor soil, and few animals to speak of 
supported a society of around 7000 people capable of 
quarrying, carving, and erecting twenty-foot tall (and 
thirty-ton) stone statues and moving them wherever 
they wished. Both the difficulty and secret of this feat 
was transportation—which the islanders achieved us-
ing felled trees as rollers to move the statues into po-
sition. Because the statues were the primary indicator 
of a chief’s status, competition to build ever-larger and 

numerous statues in-
creased, leading, over 
a few hundred years, 
to the complete de-
forestation of the is-
land. With the trees 
gone, the soil washed 
into the sea, leaving 
the islanders without 
the ability to grow 

and cook the sweet potatoes on which they depended, 
and without the resources to build houses or the ca-
noes  they used to fish (or escape). When Europeans 
arrived in the 1800s, they found a population of three 
thousand, living primarily in caves, dependent on can-
nibalism and barely capable of spoken language. A so-
ciety can undermine its own resilience by placing ev-
er-greater demands on the environment that supports 
it.

Similar dynamics have led to the collapse of ad-
vanced societies throughout history. Nearly all of 
the major empires of the Fertile Crescent (Babylo-
nians, Akkadians, Sumerians, and so forth) ultimately 
starved to death as their need for increasingly massive 
irrigation projects to feed their military and religious 
elite led to the rising of the water table, which depos-
ited increasing amounts of sodium on the top layer of 
soil, transforming one of the most fertile areas of earth 
into a desert of white salt.10 Through history, invading 
armies were known to salt the fields to prevent any-
thing from growing, and in the case of all these early 
empires, they chose instead to do it to themselves—in 
effect declaring war on their own children.

The ability to employ fossil fuels has led to this type 
of self-warfare on a level the Sumerians could never 
have dreamed. The massive aquifer that supplies fresh 
water for much of the population of China is close to 
going dry (after taking millions of years to fill), while 
a similar phenomenon is taking place with the Ogalla-
la Aquifer that supplies water to the main agricultur-

When we live on the edge 
of what an ecosystem can 
provide, we gamble our 
future on the ingenuity 
of our scientists to create 
something from nothing.
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background noise of hurricanes, tsunamis, and wars 
that feature daily in the newspaper and, as such, be-
come abstractly unfortunate but really someone else’s 
problem. In this sense, broader instabilities can build 
in ways that the individuals responsible cannot viscer-
ally understand, and thus will not avert.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR ASSESSING OUR CURRENT  
STRUCTURES?

Looking across these dynamics, it’s hard to ignore 
the sharp contrast between the contributors to social 
resilience and the values often prized in our current 
system. Efficiency, optimization, and specialization 
are often the buzzwords of the day. How often do we 
seek efficiency—or more accurately, the creation of a 
society perfectly suited to the circumstances and re-
sources that exist in a single moment—over meeting 
our basic needs in the most resilient way possible?

This is not idle theorizing—these values are rapidly 
replacing potentially more resilient forms of social life 
across the world, from villages in rural Africa and Chi-
na to the close-knit towns of Europe and the United 
States. None of these are easy questions—it may well 
be that the buildup of physical capital or the capabil-
ities gained from technological innovation give us a 
greater ability to respond to crises than they under-
mine via the system necessary to create them. Never-
theless, if we want to create resilient communities for 
ourselves and our children, understanding and prizing 
what contributes to that resilience (and what does not) 
is a good place to start. 

In regard to maintaining our access to resources, 
it seems obviously critical to find means to curtail cur-
rent use in gross terms while incentivizing the creation 
of alternatives that are renewable, easily accessible, 
and non-damaging to the surrounding environment. 
The implication of this balance is that creating arti-
ficial energy and resource scarcity may be even more 
important than simply pricing externalities in carbon 
taxes and the like, an idea whose political palatability 
is unlikely to bring it to the light of day. This suggests, 
in turn, that the most feasible path forward is creating 
as many independent alternatives as possible, though 
doing so would require a degree of economic and po-
litical localization deeply difficult to enact in the cur-
rent climate.

Beyond the nurturing of alternatives, decentraliza-
tion for its own sake presents another key area where 
resilience thinking needs to come into play. Luckily, 
distributed generation in energy has become an in-

Disaster, man-made or otherwise, becomes a question 
of famine, war, and death rather than one of depriva-
tion or flexibility.

FEEDBACK

Anecdotal stories from Germany during World 
War II suggest that some of Hitler’s largest strategic 
errors were a function of his officers’ fear of reporting 
bad news.12 Similar dynamics of poor reporting, limit-
ed information, or the inability to act on information 
given often constitutes the basis of many major crises 
that could have been averted. Feedback, a system’s 
ability to incorporate and distribute incoming infor-
mation, is key to resilience.

Hurricane Katrina provides a particularly poi-
gnant example of the need for communication in acute 
disasters. As Paul McHale, the assistant secretary of 
defense in the United States said, poor communica-
tion was the primary culprit of the wider societal melt-
down and slow response during Hurricane Katrina.13 
Institutional firewalls led to the military’s waiting four 
days to send in any real force, whereas the coast guard, 
which was more empowered to respond to conditions 
on the ground, was fully mobilized.14 Communication 
between state and local authorities was so bad in the 
immediate aftermath of Katrina that engineers sent to 
fix communication infrastructure were often unable 
to get past police blockades, while search and rescue 
teams from nearby areas remained undeployed be-
cause of lack of administrative approval. Meanwhile, 
the collapse of the physical communication infrastruc-
ture, in this case phone towers and back-up genera-
tors thoughtlessly placed on the ground floors in flood 
zones, meant that local actors within the city itself 
were unable to coordinate or understand what was go-
ing on.15

Feedback need not be limited by poor communi-
cation alone, but by an inability to observe the infor-
mation in the first place. Marie Antoinette’s famous 
pastry-based dismissal of the starving French peas-
antry can be thought of as a form of feedback break-
down. Similarly, in our modern economy we rarely 
see the consequences of our consumption—for most 
consumers in the wealthier parts of the world, it is al-
ways someone else’s river that is polluted, someone 
else’s mountain strip-mined, someone else’s children 
working eighteen-hour days in a factory, someone 
else’s famine and civil war from eroded soil. All of 
these problems, which are quite often the direct con-
sequences of consumption, blend into the constant 
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make disasters both less likely and less severe. The 
Green Belt Movement, founded by Nobel Prize winner 
Wangari Maathai, encouraged Kenyan women to plant 
trees to rebuild the soil and watersheds of their local 
areas. Since 1977, over forty million trees have been 
planted, reclaiming significant amounts of land that 
had turned to desert.19 Trees, by virtue of their roots, 
anchor the soil, preventing landslides and erosion, 
while their trunks act as windbreaks, and they recycle 
the carbon our industry (and lungs) produce. In this 
sense, every tree is its very own disaster-prevention 
system. Beginning to design our societies—from our 
homes, transportation, food, and industry—so that 
they align with natural cycles, rhythms, and surpluses 
presents a forward-looking path toward greater resil-
ience in the context of our modern lives.

Critically, this essay leaves wide open the political 
and cultural question of how we begin to weave this 
kind of thinking into our social institutions, aspira-
tions, and dialogue. While I believe this framework 
may be helpful in considering how to improve the re-
silience of social structures, all of these thoughts are 
ultimately limited by the mindset and paradigms that 
have produced them, and in the end resilience is often 
found in the discovery of new paradigms appropriate 
to the changing circumstances. Perhaps there is no 
greater contribution to the resilience of our societies 
than to support a diversity of alternatives within them, 
as this, in the end, may be the most powerful tool we 
have to face the unknown world we find with each new 
day. 

Jake Bornstein is a senior associate with Slow Money, the non-profit 

organization that seeks to use a new, community-driven approach to 

finance to support local, sustainable food enterprises. You can follow 
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A version of this essay appeared originally on the blog www.joyroots.com. 
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tal values, but he actually had a lot to say about the 
value of wolves, much of which he expressed in one of 
his most famous essays, “Thinking Like a Mountain.” 
Re-examining this essay, then, appears to be a fruitful 
way to begin this crucial conversation.

As most people who have read A Sand County 
Almanac are aware, “Thinking Like a Mountain” re-
counts an experience Leopold had near the turn of 
the last century when he was working as a forester in 
the southwestern United States. While eating lunch 
one day, he and some fellow foresters saw an old wolf 
and several pups crossing a river in the canyon below 
them. Being active at that time in the effort to rid the 
region of predators, as well as being young and “full 
of trigger-itch,” the foresters gathered their rifles and 
shot into the pack, mortally wounding two animals. 
Scrambling down into the canyon to confirm the kills, 
Leopold approached one of the wolves just in time to 
see a “fierce green fire” dying in her eyes. As he later 
recalled, “I realized then, and have known ever since, 
that there was something new to me in those eyes—
something known only to her and to the mountain.”2

Despite being one of the best-known passages in 
all of Leopold’s writing, this story is often misread in 
one of two ways. First, it is sometimes thought to be a 
tale of Leopold’s awakening to the dignity of wolves, 
a tale in which he suddenly realizes how wrong it is 
to kill such magnificent creatures. In reality, it’s about 
how he learned to see wolves and other predatory an-
imals as integral parts of natural systems, members of 
“biotic communities” that, in the long run, are better 
off with their predators than without them. The story 
is, in short, about learning to value wolves ecological-
ly—to think “like a mountain,” and not like a wolf.

Considering the way the essay is written, it’s easy 
to see how this first mistake could arise. Nevertheless, 
as time has passed, it has become clear that Leopold’s 
assessment of the ecological value of wolves was cor-
rect. Studies of wolf reintroduction in Yellowstone 
National Park, for example, have painted a compel-

The only wolves I have ever seen were lying dead 
in the back of a pickup truck. They had been collect-
ed by Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) officials in the spring of 2012 after being shot 
by poachers, and were being brought to the universi-
ty where I work for examination. Although I hadn’t 
encountered it first-hand before, I knew such killing 
wasn’t entirely uncommon, and I was familiar with 
the various explanations for people’s lethal dislike 
of wolves. Still, as I stood looking at those stiff, gray 
corpses, I couldn’t help but ask myself again, “Why 
does this happen?”

The recent decision by the state of Wisconsin to 
allow gray wolves to be hunted has spawned a num-
ber of scientific questions that wildlife experts will, no 
doubt, be asked to address. But it has also raised ques-
tions about public attitudes towards large carnivores, 
the ethics of hunting them, and how we should assess 
the worth of the natural world around us—questions 
that scientists typically are neither trained to handle, 
nor especially eager to take up.1 Indeed, outside of 
those academics and specialists who actively engage 
these issues, how many of us are well prepared to get 
involved in the sort of “values talk” that the removal 
of wolves from the endangered species list requires? If 
we aren’t, can we be confident that we will do so pro-
ductively?

Questions about values can be daunting, especially 
when they concern an animal as controversial as the 
wolf. Yet they are important to explore, and fortunately 
we have, in the writings of Aldo Leopold, an accessible 
point of departure for the journey. Not only did Leop-
old regularly stress the need to reflect on environmen-

WOLVES, WISCONSIN, AND ALDO LEOPOLD 
By Christian Diehm
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tial to contribute further to our misconceptions about 
the subject, so it is worthwhile to try to clarify some of 
the more notable points of confusion to which it can 
give rise.

The main issue, briefly stated, has to do with the 
way in which “Thinking Like a Mountain” appears to 
depict attitudinal change. To many, the essay reads as 
the story of how a powerful, singular event brought 
Leopold to a radical change of heart on “the varmint 
question.”4 After all, he does say that, upon seeing the 
eyes of the old wolf, he “realized then” something that 
was new to him, and that in that moment he “sensed 
that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed” with 
his negative assessment of predators’ worth. Not with-
out reason, therefore, people frequently take these 
pages to be describing a kind of “conversion experi-
ence,” a sudden “epiphany” Leopold had about the 
value of wolves that forever altered his relationship to 
predatory animals.

The problem with this understanding of what 
transpired that day, however, is that although numer-
ous studies indicate that environmental attitudes are 
linked to people’s life experiences, there is little evi-
dence that they change abruptly as a result of momen-
tous, idiosyncratic events of the sort Leopold seems to 
be reporting. Thus, unlike what his essay often leads 
readers to believe, a single face-to-face encounter isn’t 
likely to make a person with a negative view of wolves 
feel much differently about them, or somehow recog-
nize their ecosystemic importance. An avid detractor 
of wolves, that is, probably wouldn’t see much of any-
thing in one’s dying eyes, let alone be moved by seeing 
it.

To some people’s disappointment, then, the true 
story of environmental values is less dramatic than 
“Thinking Like a Mountain” appears to tell it. Rather 
than being driven mainly by conversion experiences, 
the current view is that our attitudes are influenced by 
many factors and tend to change relatively slowly. For 
Leopold, this is shown by the fact that his outlook on 

ling picture of their environmental influence, and as 
this understanding has grown, so too has our sense of 
wolves’ ecological import.3 On the whole, therefore, it 
seems that some of us may be learning to think like 
mountains, and perhaps the best evidence for this is 
the fact that wolves still exist in the continental United 
States for us to think about at all.

The second mistake that people make about 
“Thinking Like a Mountain” is to believe it is entire-
ly historically accurate. In point of fact, it’s a blend of 
two anachronous events in Leopold’s life. First there 
was the wolf killing itself, which recent archival evi-
dence shows to have occurred in 1909. Then there 

was Leopold’s shift away 
from the belief that pred-
ators were pests with no 
redeeming value what-
soever—something that 
did happen, but not sud-
denly, and not as early 
as 1909. Rather, he con-
tinued to promote the 
eradication of wolves 
and other predators for 
many years after his ex-
perience in that canyon, 
and he came to see the 

error of doing so only later in life. By 1944, when he 
put pen to paper and wrote the story of the fierce green 
fire, his transformation was complete. But thirty-five 
years earlier, when he actually fired those shots, there 
is little doubt that neither protecting wolves nor pro-
tecting mountains was on his mind.

To be sure, this second mistake is as innocent as 
the first, and it may seem trivial even to point it out. 
The problem, though, is that while the truth behind 
Leopold’s changing relationship to wolves provides 
genuine insight into the nature of environmental val-
ues, the story of the fierce green fire, as it is often un-
derstood, does not. On the contrary, it has the poten-

…although numerous 
studies indicate that 
environmental attitudes 
are linked to people’s 
life experiences, there 
is little evidence that 
they change abruptly as 
a result of momentous, 
idiosyncratic events.
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These include a tendency not to contribute to conser-
vation funds, a desire to see wolf population numbers 
below the state’s already modest management targets, 
and a greater inclination to kill them illegally.6 Thus 
it isn’t clear that allowing hunting will alter the sorts 
of hostilities that put the gray wolf in such peril in the 
first place.7

The further problem with wolf hunting, of course, 
is that even if it did increase tolerance of wolves among 
some of their biggest detractors, it does so by way of 
a practice that is itself highly controversial. Invari-

ably, when re-
searchers have 
examined pub-
lic opinions of 
hunting, they 
have found lit-
tle support for 

so-called “trophy hunting,” even among hunters. The 
reason for this, it seems, is that people tend to think 
that trophy hunting involves killing for trivial reasons. 
Obviously, this entails a statement of values: animals 
matter, and killing them is serious business. It also 
entails a statement of value priorities: some human 
pursuits are of less value than animal life, and trading 
animals for trophies gets these values mixed up.

These remarks remind us that wolf hunting is a 
flash point for value conflicts. Leopold knew this well. 
Indeed, he experienced it himself—first as a forester 
seeking to eradicate wolves, and later as an advocate 
for wildlands and wildlife. Luckily for us, he didn’t shy 
away from these conflicts or his own internal tensions 
regarding them. Instead, he took them on in his work 
and through his writings. He certainly regretted per-
secuting the gray wolf. We can surmise that he’d be 
proud of what we’ve done to make up for it, and con-
cerned about what we’ll do next.

Prior to the 2012-13 season, the Wisconsin DNR 
received more than 20,000 applications for wolf per-
mits. By the fall of 2012, nearly 800 people had re-

wolves shifted only after long hours of research, years 
of fieldwork, and a maturing view of people’s place in 
and on the land. Many of us, however, get lost in the 
details of what seems to be the story of a life-changing 
encounter, and lose sight of how his life really changed.

We should quickly add that, unlike what Leopold’s 
example might suggest, people’s environmental values 
are not always correlated with how much they know 
about nature or environmental issues. Stephen Kel-
lert, for instance, conducted numerous surveys show-
ing that people with nearly opposite attitudes towards 
various species—including wolves—often have nearly 
identical levels of knowledge about them. Hence al-
though Kellert and others contend that levels of edu-
cation do generally impact a person’s views on wildlife 
and the environment, they also contend that simply 
providing someone with more data does not.5 Being 
more or less informed about wolves, it seems, doesn’t 
always lead one to love them more and hate them less.

This last point is noteworthy, since it cautions 
against the fallacy that promoting tolerance of contro-
versial species is solely a matter of dispensing addi-
tional information about them. But if facts and figures 
don’t change hearts and minds, then what does? Inter-
estingly enough, one strategy that has been proposed 
specifically in relation to wolves is wolf hunting itself. 
The idea is that this will, in time, lead people away 
from negative perceptions of wolves as livestock kill-
ers or competitors for game, towards an appreciation 
of them as animals that provide unique recreational 
and economic opportunities. The thinking here, in 
other words, is that if we can find ways to make wolves 
appear useful, we will also make their presence toler-
able.

This approach is quite different from Leopold’s 
call for people to think like mountains, but will it rally 
support for wolves? Based on studies done in Wiscon-
sin, Adrian Treves and Kerry Martin argue that many 
would-be wolf hunters hold attitudes and engage in be-
haviors at odds with really effective wolf conservation. 

…an ecological appreciation 
of the roles of predators might 
lead us to evaluate them more 
positively.
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In the end, it seems fair to say that what ultimately 
animates Leopold’s writing is just this forward-look-
ing concern about where we’ll place our loyalties, what 
we’ll learn to value, and how we’ll put those values into 
practice. Given these concerns, perhaps the question 
we should have addressed before isn’t whether “Think-
ing Like a Mountain” is fact or fiction, but whether or 
not it’s a more useful story than most. Does it help ori-
ent us to environmental problems and set our moral 
bearings straight? Are we more likely to get it right on 
the question of the value of wolves if, rather than tales 
about the “big bad wolf,” we listen instead to tales of 
fierce green fires burning out there along the rimrock?

Leopold closes his essay with a nod to Thoreau’s 
famous claim that “in wildness is the preservation of 
the world.” The reference is meant to warn us of the 
danger of thinking only of human interests, and trying 
to eliminate everything in nature we believe threat-
ens them. This danger, Leopold says, has been “long 
known among mountains,” but “seldom perceived 
among men.”11 At least his story, unlike others, rec-
ognizes the human ability to think about the value of 
wolves not just from our own narrow vantage points, 
but also from that of mountains. Increasingly, many 
of us also think about this from the vantage point of 
wolves themselves. Preparing ourselves for produc-
tive “values talk” no doubt requires that we keep all of 
these values squarely in view—and that we don’t get 
them mixed up.

Christian Diehm is Associate Professor of Philosophy and coordinator 

of the Environmental Ethics program at the University of Wiscon-

sin-Stevens Point. He has written widely on environmental ethics and is 

co-editor of Facing Nature: Levinas and Environmental Thought (2012).

ceived one. Can we assume that everyone involved 
also received the message Leopold tried to send? One 
recent survey found that many hunters in Wisconsin’s 
wolf range disagree with or feel neutral about the claim 
that wolves help maintain “the balance of nature.” 
This was in sharp contrast to members of some of the 
state’s Ojibwe tribes, who overwhelmingly agreed with 
that idea. Ojibwe tribal members also expressed high 
tolerance of wolves, and support for more protective, 
non-lethal wolf policies.8

Such statistics provide some validation of Leop-
old’s belief that an ecological appreciation of the roles 
of predators might lead us to evaluate them more pos-
itively. They also allude to the fact that deeply felt en-
vironmental attitudes, as well as the deep differences 
of opinion they can engender, are almost always about 
more than just whatever species is in question. They 
are about people’s differing ways of understanding 
who they are, what they want their lives to be, and 
where they feel like they belong.9 Not all opinions 
about the gray wolf run so deep, it’s true, but when 
they do, it’s not too far-fetched to say that really hating 
wolves, no less than really loving them, isn’t so much a 
matter of evaluating a single species as it is a matter of 
defining a way of life.

Acknowledging this reality, Leopold wrote in A 
Sand County Almanac that “no important change 
in ethics was ever accomplished without an internal 
change in our intellectual emphasis, loyalties, affec-
tions, and convictions.”10 That this is so largely ex-
plains why ingrained hostilities towards wolves are 
slow to transform. It’s also why, in the short term at 
least, simply providing experiences, explaining facts, 
or expressing alternative points of view may not bring 
that transformation about. Perhaps the most import-
ant thing it indicates, though, is the importance of 
stepping back now and then and taking a long view of 
the moral and social issues surrounding wildlife con-
servation. Here we discover another benefit of learn-
ing to think like mountains.
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7 One might be tempted to make an analogy here between wolf hunting as a strategy for 
changing environmental attitudes and “damage payments” made to agricultural producers 
to compensate for losses of livestock due to wolf predation. Though these compensation 
programs are popular, and it seems logical that they could help sway anti-wolf attitudes, 
surveys done both in Wisconsin and in the northern Rocky Mountains region indicate 
that they haven’t been successful in that regard. As Treves, et al., conclude in “The Price of 
Tolerance: Wolf Damage Payments after Recovery,” “the goal of raising tolerance through 
compensation failed in both regions . . .” (Biodiversity Conservation 18 [2009]: 4016).
8 Victoria Shelley, Adrian Treves, and Lisa Naughton, “Attitudes to Wolves and Wolf Policy 
Among Ojibwe Tribal Members and Nontribal Residents of Wisconsin’s Wolf Range,” 
Human Dimensions of Wildlife: An International Journal 16, no. 6 (2011): 397-413.
9 For a recent discussion of this point, see Thomas A. Heberlein, Navigating Environmen-
tal Attitudes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), especially chapter 2.
10 Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, 246.
11 Ibid., 141.

NOTES

1 Without doubt, there are scientists willing to take up with these questions, and this com-
ment is not meant to slight their contributions. For discussion of some of the issues related 
to the participation of scientists in ethical and policy matters, see Michael P. Nelson and 
John A. Vucetich, “On Advocacy by Environmental Scientists: What, Whether, Why and 
How,” Conservation Biology 23, no. 5 (2009): 1090-1101.
2 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac with Essays on Conservation from Round River 
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1970), 138.
3 For a summary of findings in this area, see William J. Ripple and Robert L. Beschta, 
“Trophic Cascades in Yellowstone: The First Fifteen Years after Wolf Reintroduction,” 
Biological Conservation 145, no. 1 (2012): 205-13.
4 See Aldo Leopold, “The Varmint Question,” in The River of the Mother of God and Other 
Essays by Aldo Leopold, ed. Susan J. Flader and J. Baird Callicott (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1991), 47-48. Originally published in 1915, this essay clearly illustrates 
Leopold’s early hostility towards wolves and other predatory animals.
5 See Stephen R. Kellert, The Value of Life: Biological Diversity and Human Society (Wash-
ington, DC: Island Press, 1996), 103-111, and 57.
6 Adrian Treves and Kerry A. Martin, “Hunters as Stewards of Wolves in Wisconsin and 
the Northern Rocky Mountains, USA” Society and Natural Resources 24, no. 9 (2011): 
984-989.
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about identity without thinking about lovely Estella 
Leopold. What parts of her husband Aldo’s famous 
land ethic arose in him because of her womanliness 
and because of her Hispanic culture? 

And when I think about the relationship between 
land, community, and democracy, I fail to honor my 
dad and myself if I don’t also ask, For Whom? 

When this ideal of land, community, and democ-
racy is practically and legally meaningful for all, it’s a 
powerful, healthy source for biological and social re-
pair. And when it is really only a reality for some, then 
it is the deepest wound in a world of wounds.

Let me offer you a single word: Querencia. I sus-
pect that not many who read this will know what it 
means. It’s a mestizo word, defined for me by Estavan 
Arrellano:

The place where the animal lives
The tendency of humans to return to where 
they were born
Affection, responsibility
The space where one feels secure
The place of one’s memories
The tendency to love and be loved
This word, Querencia, and many others like it in 

other languages, suggests that our strength, our af-
fections, and our responsibility to one another have 
always been intimately connected to our relationship 
to place, to land. Today, we call someone with great 
creativity and intellectual power a genius, when this is 
translated as “a person distinctly of a place.” The story 
of where our creativity and strength and responsibility 
truly come from is almost lost, but not so here in Point 
Reyes. This is a place where the health of the land is 
still visible in the strength and creativity of the people. 
This is the gift of this place that must never be forgot-
ten or it, too, will be lost even here.

Querencia doesn’t exist for just some people; it ex-
ists for all people.

The land is there waiting for us, for all of us. There’s 
no special membership to join, and no required educa-

This is who I am: Devil’s Den, Bull Run Farm, Sag-
es Ravine, Spruce Knob, Dickinson’s Reach, Heron’s 
Rip, Moosilauke, Arun River Valley, Central Harlem, 
Cedar Mesa, Chama River, Chichicastango, Arch Rock, 
Drake’s Beach, Glacier Bay, Lake Atitlan, Knoll Farm.

That’s my biography. These words, these places, 
tell my story. These are the waters, the food, the wood, 
the dreams, and the memories that literally make up 
this body. These places define me. I’m alchemy of that 
land and the people who live there. 

You love this land and are of it too. You know what 
I mean when I speak of these places as my biography. 
This land is your biography: this remarkable, unique 
place on the very edge of continents—forest, bay and 
ocean—is so rare and so evocative that our culture has 
made it one of the most expensive places in the world. 
Will it become a biological and scenic museum, or will 
your kids be able to make their homes here? Will peo-
ple always be able to tie medicine bundles on its trees? 
Will everyone always be welcome here?

This is also my story: I’m the youngest son of a 
Jewish immigrant who fled poverty and politics in the 
Ukraine and upon arriving in America changed his 
name and his identity to get a job. He arrived here as 
The Other. My dad left me stories of diving off fishing 
piers into the East River in Brooklyn, New York. His 
struggles to find a home and a community, to create an 
identity that was respected by our democracy were all 
enormous sacrifices that make me forever privileged. 
He gave me a land ethic.

His legacy makes it impossible for me to think 
about land without also thinking about identity. After 
seeing the film Green Fire last night, I cannot think 

COMMUNITY, DEMOCRACY, AND THE LAND 
By Peter Forbes
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people to land.”
This one is so rich because it asks a very import-

ant and difficult question: how do our relationships to 
one another shape the health of our land? Leopold has 
helped me to see that nothing affects the health of the 
land more than the quality of relationships between 
people. 

Many biologists and sociologists now concur that 
a healthy land leads to a healthy human culture, but 
what about the opposite? How might bad relations be-
tween people affect the health of the land? When we 
are greedy, when we are at odds, when we fear each 
other, when we are under the influence of spells, lies, 
and myths, we hurt the land as much as we hurt our-
selves. Every time. The failings of our culture become 
a destruction of the land.

So, if this is true, and I believe it is, then one of the 
most important and durable ways to help the health of 
the land, to be a good environmentalist, is to focus on 
healing relationship between people. And now I come 
to the really hard part: one of the most important ways 
to heal people and relationships between people is to 
reconnect them to the land.

That’s a hard thing for some environmentalists to 
hear: we may not be able to heal the earth by separat-

ing people from it but 
only by reconnecting 
people to it. You can’t 
protect land from peo-
ple; you can only pro-
tect land with people. 
As a nation and as an 

environmental movement, we’ve spent too much time 
separating people and the land and precious little time 
being in dialogue about what is a healthy relationship 
between the two.

I’ve spent the last decade trying to do just this: 
strengthening the courage of diverse people by bring-
ing them together on a healthy piece of land to discov-
er what values and beliefs they share and can act col-

tion before you start. It’s open to bankers and farmers, 
people in business suits and people who can’t afford 
decent clothes. It doesn’t care if you’re young or old, 
brown or white. Our biology is hardwired to it. We are 
always seeking its rhythms. The sounds of its heart 
beat calls to us every moment of every day.

We answer this call when we dance, when we surf. 
We answer this call when we stand in front of ocean 
waves and feel the power and grace. Its voice is in the 
birds. Its care for us is the water that makes up our 

bodies. Some can 
taste it in ripe toma-
toes; some can feel it 
in stones polished by 
the sea, or the kiss of 
a child. It is the voice 
of life; it is our inti-
mate experience of 
moving wind, water, 
and sky. The won-

der is what binds us together. That wonder is what we 
need. And it’s not just there for some of us; it’s there 
for all of us. To care is not Republican or Democrat, 
conservative or radical. To care is not reserved for en-
vironmentalists. To care is simply human.

Without some sense of shared humanity and 
shared relationship to the land, we lose our way. Many 
of the things that define a healthy human experience 
erode. We lose our ability to judge between what is real 
and what is artificial. We lose our sense of our spiritual 
or metaphysical place in the “big picture.” We lose our 
sense of belonging. We lose our sense of tolerance and 
acceptance of other life.

I have wrestled for years with two short statements 
from Leopold that are like koans for me. I am chal-
lenged by them, and I turn them over and over as I 
come to better understand the relationship between 
land, community, and democracy. The first is this: 
“There are two things that interest me; the relation-
ship of people to each other, and the relationship of 

When [the] ideal of land, 
community, and democracy 
is practically and legally 
meaningful for all, it’s a 
powerful, healthy source for 
biological and social repair.

Without some sense 
of shared humanity and 
shared relationship to the 
land, we lose our way.
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of wounds.” I know how he feels, but in reality no 
one—even those in pain and those who live an awake 
and conscious life—ought to (or truly does) live in iso-
lation. Today, to care about people and to care about 
the land is to live in a world of wounds, yes, but what 
Leopold didn’t live to see is the presence of a world 
of people, of all colors, ages, and incomes, who are 
holding up this planet and loving her, and they are the 
hope of democracy.

Peter Forbes is the founder of Center for Whole Communities, a con-

servationist, farmer, and community facilitator. His work can be found 

at www.peterforbes.org and www.wholecommunities.org

This essay is based on a presentation delivered at the Geography of 

Hope Conference in March 2013 in Point Reyes, California.

lectively on. I have seen with my own eyes, week after 
week, how an experience of the land can lead people in 
dire opposition to one another—Republican and Dem-
ocratic legislatures fighting over climate change—to 
see one another differently and to find a shared story 
for the future.

I’m thinking now of my two daughters, Willow and 
Wren. As parents, we can give our children an experi-
ence of what we value, but then they have to grow up 
on their own. And as they grow up, all we can do as 

parents is love them and 
keep a dialogue going as 
they make their first vital 
choices in life. The same 
is true in our communi-
ties. How do our commu-
nities learn to keep talking 
and to be in relationship? 
Though I consider myself 
to be a spiritual person, I 
do not feel our churches 
offer that place today. And 

though I consider myself a civic person, I do not be-
lieve our town halls offer that place today. And I don’t 
think our malls do, either, or even our main streets. 
The future of conservation, I believe, is not just in sav-
ing land but also in connecting people to that place 
and to create, on the land, opportunities to sustain dif-
ficult conversations about what matters most.

Leopold was right. The land still offers a place and 
a set of relationships for us as humans to be at our best 
or at our worst. A human experience of the land helps 
to shape our identity, our sense of self. It helps to es-
tablish our relationship to the community and to the 
larger world. When we mess with that relationship be-
tween people and place, we put in jeopardy our most 
important relationships and our democracy itself.

And Leopold was also wrong. The second of Leo-
pold’s statements is this: “One of the penalties of an 
ecological education is that one lives alone in a world 

…one of the most 
important and durable 
ways to help the health 
of the land, to be a 
good environmentalist, 
is to focus on healing 
relationship between 
people.
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THE BOX I FOUND (A.K.A. WRITING TO REMEMBER)

he arrived in the world at 2:13 
a.m. I also found his accep-
tance to prep school, many re-
port cards, endless newspaper 
clippings from his football days 
at Hotchkiss and then Yale. 
But it was the letters that got 
me. Letters Dad wrote when he 
was away at boarding school, 
letters penned in a more juve-
nile and legible version of the 
handwriting he’d come to have 
many years later. Letters to his 
parents, his family, his beloved 
dog Si.

I sat there and I read each 
one. These letters were full of 
standard-issue updates about 
studies and football. It turns 
out that Dad struggled a bit ac-
ademically and would warn his 
parents from time to time that 
he might fail math or French. 
His letters were full of clues to 
the boy I of course never knew, 
the boy who would become my 
father.

He began most letters with 
a humorous greeting. Dear 
Left-Behinds. Dear Hillians. 
To Whom It May Concern. 
And he would sign many of his 
letters Happy Hunting! I loved 
how he peppered his letters 
with expressions—Gee! Boy!—
There were details I relished. 
In one letter, he wrote a list of 
“goodies” he wanted his Ma 
to send. The list included the 
following: Cheese (like a good 
Wisconsin brick), little choco-
lates, jellied donuts, oranges. 
He promised to eat the latter 

August. It was our last day at Windblown Hill, 
the farm house where Dad grew up, and it was time 
to pack. The girls were downstairs with our nanny 
while I was tucked away in the home’s master bed-
room, Mimi and Pa’s old room. I started to orga-
nize my things, our things. I stood in the big clos-
et, a space overrun with old clothes and stacked 
boxes and accumulated diapers and unopened 
pool toys. It was when I was folding my t-shirts 
that I noticed that an entire wall of the closet was 
more closets, hidden away. I opened them.

There were shelves. Shelves labeled with 
names of people and places I recognized, labels 
written in what I imagine was my grandmother’s 
handwriting. Odd that I hadn’t seen or noticed her 
shaky scrawl before.

There were folders of bank documents, and 
old Christmas cards. There were boxes of note-
cards and corresponding envelopes that said, in 
red engraving, Windblown Hill. It was in the last 
cabinet I opened that I saw the green box labeled 
Strachan. 

Dad

I pulled it out. Opened it right there on the soft 
carpeting of the cluttered closet. I began to pore 
over its contents. I found Dad’s birth certificate; 
learned things I never knew—that he was born in 
the city of Chicago, that he was 7 lb. 14 oz., that 
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And I did. I did see. De-
spite an anxiety I felt to ab-
sorb it all, all the tiny and trea-
sured details of a family’s life, 
my family’s life, I saw some. I 
saw my own little girls running 
in the green grass where Dad 
frolicked as a boy. I saw them 
dance barefoot into the stables 
to say hello to the horses. I saw 
the whirl of family pictures 
hung up, and tucked away.

And through pictures, and 
letters, and words, I saw Dad. 
A younger version of him. The 
boy who would in time become 
the man I miss so much. So 
much.

And so. It was a hard vis-
it, but hard in a good, Nietzs-
chean way. It was a going, a 
grappling, a giving in. It was 
a seeing. A celebrating. It was 
beautiful in a less-than-easy, 
but also very true way. Maybe, 
just maybe, this is what Dad 
meant by True Beauty. Oh how 
I wish he were here to ask.

***
I miss him. Still. A lot. Al-

ways. What I am thankful for 
though is that much of the 
sadness about losing Dad has 
evolved into sweetness. A few 
weeks ago, after the big storm, I 
found myself looking out at the 
snow and thinking of Dad and 
the picture I have of him wear-
ing his Irish hat and Barbour 
coat and walking our labs on 
my childhood block. Ultimate-
ly, I’m not sure what prompt-
ed me to post the above words 

before they spoiled. In one letter, he confessed to 
leaving his pajamas on a boat and asked that his 
parents send his other pair.

Many of his letters alluded to a theme of 
homesickness, of Dad having a hard time heading 
back to school after being home for a bit. In these 
letters, Dad assured his parents that he was okay, 
indeed “back in the swing of things.”

Some things surprised me. My Dad, the smart-
est man I’ve ever known, was sloppy in his spelling 
and his grammar was not great. I smiled when I 
read his apologies for his “haphazzard” letter writ-
ing ways, but he insisted that he had more fun this 
way. Dad was a serious guy, but also, somehow, all 
about having fun.

Some things didn’t surprise me. That there was 
much mention of football, of animals, of hunting. 
These were things I knew. Dad’s football friends 
were still fixtures in his life and I knew them well. 
Dad’s profession would become all about the an-
imals he loved even as a boy. Though an ethicist, 
Dad enjoyed his hunting and his fishing. To the 
end, these were important aspects of his life.

But my biggest surprise? It was finding a poem 
that Dad wrote when he was seventeen for the 
Hotchkiss Lit magazine. It was called True Beauty. 
And here’s the final stanza:

So take heed, O Cruel World, to what you always miss;
Of self-blinded leaders of Today, Beauty’s what is bliss,
You can have your false-faced women;
You can have your ill-starred life.
These happy scenes are my sermon;
True Beauty is my wife.

Spending time at his house was not easy. To be 
so immersed in memories, in history, in the trap-
pings of the deceased is no small existential feat. It 
didn’t help, or maybe it did, that I was not drink-
ing for this visit. Historically, I would have dipped, 
and deeply, into the contents of that little wet bar 
tucked away in the library between Pa’s incredible 
book collection. I would have guzzled the wine in 
an attempt to blur it all. But this time, it was about 
clarity, about sharp lines, about seeing.
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today, several months after I first wrote them. I 
think perhaps that the more I dip into parenting 
my own girls, into the conscious and unconscious 
shaping of their childhood, the more I find myself 
thinking about my own past, my own childhood, 
about Mom and Dad and all of us girls and sundry 
cats and dogs, living our days, celebrating the city 
and the country, the humans and nature, the past 
and the present, of life. 

Weeks before Dad died, I asked him some-
thing. He sat in an old, tattered chair in our TV 
room. He was weak, thin, foggy with pain. I had a 
hard time finding words because I knew we were 
in our final stretch. I asked him if I could write 
about him when he was gone. And he smiled. It 
was a pained smile, but still bright. “Yes,” he said 
rather cheerfully. “As long as you don’t trash me.” 
Remembering this moment makes me sad, but 
also makes me smile. He gave me the thumbs up 
to do something I knew even then that I would 
want to do, and need to do. And I am grateful for 
this. For his approval. Because I’m not sure how 
I could have gotten here—to this day, to this very 
happy and grateful point in my life—without re-
membering him through my writing.

He was a handsome lad, no?

THE 
LAST WORD



“HOW IS NATURE CRITICAL TO A 21ST CENTURY URBAN ETHIC?”

Stay tuned for the next Question for a  
Resilient Future….@HumansandNature.org


