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BRUCE J EN N IN G S

BRUCE JENNINGS

THE A RCHI TECT URE O F DES IRE

I’M OFF TO EDINBURGH THIS SUMMER
to speak on solidarity and climate change, topics
too little discussed during the recent decades of
neoliberalism and too infrequently seen as essentially interconnected. The venue is auspicious, for
the world has been and continues to be harmed
by misinterpretations of Adam Smith, the great
eighteenth century thinker of that city’s great
university. What is the role of human interests in
human behavior? What drives the choices human
beings make in regard to the ways they use each
other (laboring people) and the material world
they inhabit (things)? In the past, far too many
people have been treated and used like things. In
the future, can we cut down on that and also start
treating more and more things like people—coral reefs and arboreal forests, for example? Herein
lies one of the threads connecting solidarity and
climate change.
Perennially important to some degree, these
questions about motivation and choice have become the fundamental concerns of the fossil carbon epoch. In the global political economy of today, the single most influential answer to these
questions runs roughly as follows: We think that
rational self-interest ultimately rules our behavior and that when we make choices driven by the
competition and discipline of the free market, all
will be well because society will prosper and the
limitless bounty of nature will persevere.
This is far from what Smith actually taught;
his understanding of markets, motivations, and
morality was much more nuanced and complicated. In any case, it seems clear to many, myself included, that this answer will not guide the world
adequately in its transition from a fossilized to a
post-fossilized carbon economy. The good news
is that this dogmatic faith in rational economic
choice and free market competition is being critically reassessed from many angles, and its grip on
political and policy thinking is loosening. It is important, however, that we get the perspective that
emerges to replace it right.
In an effort to sort this out, I want to begin

with reference to the work of
Charles Lindblom, an important political economist who
should be better known and remembered among those interested in ecological governance.
All societies and economies,
including those emphasizing
possessive individualism and
market competition, rely on
elemental mechanisms of social control, which Lindblom
calls the authority system, the
exchange system, and the persuasion system.1 These systems
are symbiotic: although a given society may stress one, in
reality all three are always operative to some degree. As the
terms imply, authority shapes
behavior by coercion, exchange
shapes behavior through the
pursuit of self-interest, and
persuasion shapes behavior by
appeal to moral ideals and reasons.
Neoliberalism seems blind
to the synergy of these forms of
social control and places both
a socially unjust and an ecologically perilous reliance on the
exchange system. But swinging the pendulum toward the
authority system is a desperate
wager also, since historically
the authority systems of large
nation states have not pursued
the kind of ecologically resilient policies we need now—far
from it. One significant lynchpin in global climate change is
how this balancing act will play
itself out over the next decades
in China’s political economy.2
THINK HERE
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Make no mistake: these social control mechanisms and formations of collective and individual
choice are vital to understanding our twenty-first
century planet. Atmospheric greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, and other stresses that
have been placed on biophysical systems have all
encroached on prudent operating margins.3 Why?
This is due in large part to the choices generated
by these social control mechanisms in all societies,
with some societies having much larger collective
and per capita carbon footprints and ecologically
rapacious handprints than others, of course.
In the interest-group democracies of politics
and policy in capitalist nation states, the social
controls of the authority system depend on legal and regulatory choices made by policy elites
that are tolerated by their electoral constituencies. Similarly, in the neoliberal global economy
of finance and trade, the social controls of the
exchange system depend on choices concerning
investment, debt, and technological innovation.
Finally, the motivational, normative, and epistemological dimensions of what the citizenry tolerates and what the private investor risks—the social
controls of persuasion—stand behind the dynamics of the authority and the exchange systems.
Factual belief, trust, conscience, hope, a sense of
right and wrong—the convictions and contentments of human agents—are the stuff of both social cohesion and social dynamism. If achieving
a post-fossil carbon political economy in an orderly and humane way requires behavior change
on a large scale—does anyone really believe otherwise?—then coercion, self-interest, and justice
will all have to be realigned to produce new patterns of choice.
There are two strategies for constructing a new
architecture of social control that deserve serious
consideration. Neither strategy relies exclusively
on authority and coercion, exchange and self-interest, or persuasion and moral conscience. Both
try to reconcile a liberal respect for autonomous
BRUCE JENNINGS

choice with a rationally and
empirically informed understanding of what the best interests of individuals and societies require.
One of these strategies is
what I will call the “architecture of desire” and the other
is the “architecture of relational judgment.” The first
(often referred to as “choice
architecture,” “nudging,” or
“libertarian paternalism”) involves designing contextual
conditions influencing choice
in ways that channel individual self-interest and desire but
do not go so far as to override
them.4
The second social control
design strategy involves the
re-emplacement of authority,
exchange, and persuasion and
fosters the capability and sensibility of ecological judgment
(or practical reasoning). This
re-emplacement stresses the
relationality and interdependence of authority, exchange,
and persuasion and locates
them, not in some abstract
conceptual or constitutional
space, but in ongoing dialogic
or communicative practices.
Let me turn first to the architecture of desire. As I mentioned, certain psychological
viewpoints have been influential within mainstream economics, and these have usually stressed an emphasis on
instrumental rationality, the
maximization of self-interest,
limited benevolence, and careTHINK HERE

5

MIND IN G N ATU RE 9.2

T H IN K H E R E

fully calculated choice. The policy approach that
derives from this perspective has tended to focus
on the structuring of various incentives to internalize costs or benefits within particular choices or
courses of action, thereby managing the behavior
of self-interested rational agents. The discussions
of carbon taxation or of a cap-and-trade system of
market exchange in carbon emission credits are
good examples of this policy approach. However, for many years psychologists have been critical of the motivational and cognitive assumptions
made in mainstream economics and public policy. In several areas of policy, the carrot and stick
approach to changing the calculations of rational
utility maximizers doesn’t bring about hoped-for
behavioral change.
As an alternative, a subfield of economics
known as “behavioral economics” brings various
research in neuroscience, cognitive psychology,
and social psychology to bear on behavior modification on both the individual and the population level.5 Empirical research purporting to
show complex levels and structures of cognitive
processing, conscious and non-conscious motivation, and various kinds of heuristics, frames, and
typical errors of reasoning is replacing policy and
practice approaches based on more rationalistic or
formal notions of logically consistent preferences,
interests, and values. Indeed, behavioral economics approaches now inform a wide range of policy
areas, from retirement planning to healthy eating
to environmental conservation.6
The architecture of desire curates, as it were,
motivation and choice by leveraging (1) the operation of certain cognitive heuristics or frames that
individuals use to simplify behavior in complex
environments overloaded with information; (2)
the tendency to make certain kinds of errors of expectation and logic when confronting choice situations that call for foresight and the assessment of
risk; and (3) other cognitive or emotional biases,
such as the tendency toward passivity and an unwarranted expectation of continuity in situations
that are presented to them.
BRUCE JENNINGS

There are two insights underlying this approach. One is
that human decision making
is often defaulted or automatic rather than reflective. Indeed, many in neuroscience
hold that conscious awareness
is very selective, probably for
evolutionary reasons: consciousness is like a neurological window and sees only those
things that pass by while many
other neurological processes
(perception, emotional stimulation triggering behavioral response, and the like) take place
off stage, in the background of
a busy brain. The architecture
of desire and choice by-pass
the aware attentiveness of explicit conscious thought, judgment, and cost-benefit calculation. Another way it works
is by off-setting the untoward
results of poor reasoning or attentiveness—such as those in
which the heuristic of expected
continuity is misleading or the
probability of something with
serious health consequences is
mistakenly estimated—using
redundancies, fail-safe mechanisms, and other means to
guard against both isolated
errors and error cascades in
complex systems.
The second insight is that
decisions, both deliberate and
autonomic ones, are influenced
by the natural or social environments within which they
take place. Desire and choice
are structured, either explicitly or implicitly, virtually all the
THINK HERE
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time, by material options or by cultural narratives,
social norms and sanctions, and institutional
structures. The question is not whether to engage
in nudging and choice architecture, but how to do
so and to what ends. All the same, it is a mistake
to assume—just because contextual factors shape
all of us all the time, and we all use cognitive and
emotional short-cuts and make mistakes—that
the traditional ethical aspiration to become more
reflectively self-aware and perspicacious has been
rendered moot or shown to be an illusion by behavioral research. The age-old ethical and political question returns: If we can’t overcome these
limitations—if we are living in Plato’s cave looking
at shadows on the wall—then why are those who
would govern us, the choice architects or nudgers,
able to see reality more clearly? And if some are,
why not more of us, or all?
Still, recognition of the ubiquity of influences
shaping choice need not be taken in an authoritarian direction. It can be seen instead as a corrective to excessively atomistic individualism and
self-interested rationality. Behavioral economics
and cognitive psychology could move in the direction of a relational or ecological understanding of
human identity and agency. Thus far, though, the
architecture of desire approach has been characterized by a conventionally individualistic notion
of the person and an adversarial and conflict-ridden view of relationships generally, especially
relationships involving the authority mechanism
and the state. This is where the libertarian aspect
of “libertarian paternalism” comes in. Nonetheless, concern about domination and exploitation
should not obscure or rule out the possibility of
solidarity and compassion.
So it is that the attention now given to the systematic and deliberate pre-structuring of individual choices raises important ethical questions. How
far should policy and behavioral change efforts
move away from the realm of conscious, reflective,
and deliberate action and strive to manipulate
the operations of non-conscious cognitive heuristics, defaults, and neurological processes outside
BRUCE JENNINGS

the window of consciousness?
How much should we permit
errors known about by others
to be used to produce behavior supposedly advantageous
to the person who makes the
mistake, but with no attempt
being made to correct those
errors at their source? The architecture of desire certainly
may have beneficent intent. It
can be a form of care for those
in need (which turns out to
be pretty much all of us poor
judgers, illogical wanters, and
inconsistent choosers). But
can it lay the foundation for
ongoing practices of solidarity,
respect, and care with those in
need, in some kind of partnership—some parity of voice and
standing—with them? Such a
relationship cannot be content
with—or be defined by—good
outcomes alone. A strength of
the choice architecture framework is that it recognizes that
decisions are in fact structured
now, but in problematic ways.
Nonetheless, there is still an
important difference between
attempting to persuade by
means of facts and valid arguments versus taking calculated advantage of psychological
factors such as loss aversion
or inattention to get persons to
make choices that they do not
judge to be best.
This brings me to the second, alternative strategy of
re-aligning the three social
THINK HERE
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control mechanisms of authority, exchange, and
persuasion that I call the architecture of relational judgment. From this perspective, the architecture of desire can be employed ethically in areas
of social and health policy and environmental
conservation, but it should be accompanied by
parallel efforts to cultivate and nurture relational judgment and thereby to enhance civic literacy
and to expand the moral imagination of care and
solidarity in a just democratic society. Without
this parallel track, choice architecture can become
addictive and self-perpetuating, the occupational
hazard of social engineers. Instead of being seen
as a substitute for a kind of human learning and
development that is taken to be neurologically out
of reach, choice architecture should be seen as
contributing to a process of human development
and learning that moves toward an enhanced and
more equitably accessible relational or ecological
social intelligence. The architecture of desire tries
to offer good outcomes for individuals and populations, and it understands the limitations of an
individualistic, instrumental notion of rational
choice and action, but what it sees is an environment of pushes and pulls—a sort of motivational
house of mirrors—rather than an ecology of meaning and dynamic networks of interdependence.
The architecture of judgment can correct that cognitive bias of the choice architects. Moreover, I
would go even further and argue that the cognitive
biases of ordinary people, which choice architecture seeks to exploit to good effect, can be remediated by reflective practice and participation in
dialogic communities offering parity of voice and
engagement to all members.
By a “practice” I mean a normatively structured form of activity through which agents pursue
a variety of capabilities and goods that conduce to
the development of their human flourishing.7 By
judgment, I mean the capacity to discriminate
among available courses of action on the basis of
an interpretive understanding of shared values
embedded in an ongoing institutional practice and
in a broader form of communal life.8 Judgment is
BRUCE JENNINGS

a reconstruction of the meaning and purpose embedded in
the patterns of individual and
collective choice.
Social practices already
permeate everyday life, so
when I use the metaphor of
the “architecture” of judgment
I don’t mean to imply that this
is an architectonic question of
building such forms of relationship and activity from the
ground up. Instead I intend to
pose a more situated, practical
question of mending or healing broken practices or sending out extensions of existing
practices into new domains,
like shoots or tendrils growing
and intertwining in rhizomic
fashion—such as has happened
with the abolition of slavery,
the recognition of the human
rights of women, the legalization of gay marriage, and can
happen with the recognition
of the moral considerability of
non-human species and living
natural systems. Social practices of relational judgment, such
as caring and solidarity, give all
parties a mutual standing. This
is place-based practice among
those who make choices, exercise authority, trade and swap
and promise, and engage in dialogues of persuasion with one
another. All parties are free
and respected in the sense that
they are the authors of their
own acts and lives, but they
are symbiotic, not solipsistic,
authors. Moreover, since judgment is fundamentally dialogTHINK HERE
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ic it requires a space for open dialogue and room
for maneuver—an accompanying place conducive
to judgment’s formation and exercise, a place of
equality and mutual understanding among the
parties so that refinement of ideas can take place,
and dialogue is not a sham.
Judgment is what connects public with private
and self with world. Judgment is context sensitive.
It does not seek to make global and ultimate determinations but rather provisional, local ones—
decisions for the here and now. Since the options
are real, not hypothetical, and since the social and
natural world normally offers a rather narrow
range of effective options at any time, the options
are not usually grossly different from one another.
They present instead subtle, fine-grained differences of meaning and implication. Catching the
nuance, “discriminating” aptly, is highly sensitive
to present attitudes, understandings, and probable reactions by others. Perhaps the best metaphor is to say that judgment always relies on the
agent’s “reading” of the situation. Judgment, often
thought of as practical reason, is better construed
as practical interpretation: a dialogic hermeneutics of question and answer, a narrative praxis of
interdependent desire, motivation, and choice.
Because the ingredients of judgment can be
understood, they can also be taken account of and
compensated for, so that one person’s judgments
are not totally incomprehensible or inaccessible
to others, nor need the judgments of one person
be a foreign imposition on others. Judgment, in
the sense I intend here, is not imposed but rather
imbibed and shared. This interpretive dimension
of judgment protects against the dangers of radical subjectivity. Judgment is not a narcissistic act
of projecting the self onto a plastic, silent world.
Judgment always takes place in medias res, where
meanings, customs, traditions, and standards of
appropriateness are already in place. Judgment
can always be challenged by these “facts”; their
reality, their solidity resists the imposition of
judgments that are wildly out of keeping with the
situation. While there is no impersonal method or
BRUCE JENNINGS

logic to use to guide judgment
infallibly, it is not the case that
good judgment cannot be distinguished from bad judgment,
nor that the interpretations
of the values embedded in a
common form of life, which
judgments represent, cannot
be challenged as misleading
or lacking in depth or insight.
Witness the current presidential campaign, where many
shallow interpretations and
judgments are being called out.
Spark joy.
Finally, judgment tends toward accommodation, consensus, and compromise precisely because of its dialogic and
communally embedded character. Judgment is conserving
in that it tends to conserve,
preserve, and repair the fabric
of norms, ideals, and values
that binds the community together. This, too, makes judgment dangerous, for it cannot
easily disengage itself from its
moorings in ongoing practices and forms of life and thus
may be unable to detect and
respond to profound injustice
under its own nose. This danger is mitigated somewhat in
a pluralistic society by the fact
that relational judgment must
reach its own kind of reflective
equilibrium by reference not
only to the values embedded
in one localized practice or one
institution, but also by reference to the values embedded in
diverse venues in the society as
a whole. Relational judgment
THINK HERE
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tends to mislead mainly when it suffers from too
narrow a compass, when it fails to integrate the
values of wider communities and social practices.
Without solidarity—global, intergenerational,
interspecies—the social control mechanisms of a
post-fossil carbon political economy may well beggar our current moral imagination and our liberal
political and legal traditions. That fate is not yet
sealed, however. With solidarity, climate change
transition can rediscover possibilities of meaning
and forms of life that have largely been suppressed
lately. We can be nudged out of our most mindless
and self-destructive behavior as a species by the
architecture of desire. But we can talk ourselves
into a future worthy of the name only with the architecture of ecological judgment and its just democratic practice.
As befits the spring issue we have an eclectic
and colorful bouquet of essays on offer in the following pages. In reaction to the growing and deepening bad news about changes in the atmosphere
and oceans, debates have arisen over the assignment of responsibility and the proper nature of the
remedy, with many strong proponents of intensified artificial and technological interventions, such
as geoengineering and genomic editing, weighing
in. The well-known Australian conservationist
and “farmosopher” Glenn Albright takes a critical look at the discourse of the Anthropocene and
finds it problematic in many ways. Ben Mylius, a
legal scholar active in the Earth Jurisprudence
movement, finds that bringing diverse forms of
scientific and cultural knowledge into contact
can transform our understanding of the objective
world in surprising ways. Noting that ecological economists speak of “decoupling” economic
growth from the economic side effects on climate
change, geographer and urban policy expert Meg
Holden creatively and poignantly explores the
parallels between our relationships with nature
and with each other. The next two articles shift
continents and gears. Michael Engelhard, sharing
BRUCE JENNINGS

a chapter from his forthcoming
new book, Ice Bear: The Cultural History of an Arctic Icon
(University of Washington
Press), takes us to Europe and
tells the story of Knut, a polar
bear who became a celebrity
in life at the Berlin Zoo and a
cultural icon in death. Back in
the states, jack-of-all-trades
Charles Carlin introduces us to
his truck, Elrod, that goes on
and off road in the west powered by recycled cooking oil. In
his version of oil exploration,
Carlin gives dumpster diving
a new meaning and finds common ground on conservation
with those he meets in rural
America.
This month’s reviews and
reflections offer many lenses through which the humans
and nature relationship is perceived and nature is minded.
Nature writer, poet, and filmmaker Maya Khosla reflects
on the essential role of fire in
forest ecology. Plant ecologist
Susan Tweit discusses how important words and expressions
are in shaping our thoughts
and feelings about the natural
world. This essay continues a
theme raised by Anja Claus in
Minding Nature 9.1 (January
2016). John Torday, whose scientific work is on the cellular
basis of evolution, connects the
dots between Thoreau’s philosophical insights and natural
intuitions and recent work in
science concerning biological
metabolism, especially in lung
THINK HERE
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development and function. This is an instructive
example of Symbiocene thinking. Painter Adrienne Beth Jenkins discusses the ideas and aesthetics of her work in the artistic tradition aiming
to re-connect our spiritual essence with material
form. Finally, Allison Grant provides a profile and
discussion of the art of photographer Doug Fogelson, whose techniques and images overlay the
richness and spiritual depth that can be found in
the natural world with the wondrous yet often destructive effects of human synthesis.
The Last Word goes to a lively conversation
between Jim Ballowe and Gavin Van Horn touching on City Creatures and Gavin’s new forthcoming book with John Hausdoerffer called Wildness:
Relations of People and Place. The Center for Humans and Nature is running wild in the city.
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Exiting the Anthropocene
and Entering the
Symbiocene
By GL E NN A . A LB R E CHT

I

t has been proposed that humans are now living
within a period of the Earth’s history appropriately named “The Anthropocene.”1 The name is
derived from the observed human influence and
indeed increasing dominance of climatic, biophysical,
and evolutionary processes occurring at a planetary
scale. The issue of human dominance is not simply
climate change (as bad as that is), it is the whole capitalist development paradigm that is at the dark heart
of maldevelopment—that which undermines and destroys the very foundations of all life on earth.
Gone are the relative stability and predictability
of the past twelve thousand years, as the established
patterns and regularity of Holocene phenology begin
to fall into chaos. While some cosmic constants remain, such as the cycles of day and night, the moon’s
influence on the tides, the date of the solstices, and the
length of time the Earth takes to go around the sun,
many other patterns and rhythms of earth’s phenology are undergoing major change. A rapidly heating
climate puts things out of whack. Synchronicity and
timing are all important; and when, for example, the
instinctual migration of mammals and birds tied to
“locked in” global rhythms and patterns fails to coincide (trophic mismatches) with the great warming-accelerated flourishing, flowering, and fruiting of once
reliable food supplies, death and extinction follow.
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EXITING THE ANTHROPOCENE

In the Anthropocene, the so-called new normal—or
what I prefer to conceptualize as the new abnormal—
life is characterized by uncertainty, unpredictability,
genuine chaos, and relentless change. Planetary distress is manifest in global warming, changing climates,
erratic weather, acidifying oceans, disease pandemics,
species endangerment and extinction, bioaccumulation of toxins, and the overwhelming physical impact of exponentially expanding human development.
Moreover, the Earth’s distress has its correlates in
human physical and mental distress. Solastalgia, the
lived experience of negative environmental change, is
one emergent form of mental distress.2
We need to get rid of the titanizing and, by contrast, the fatalistic implications that are built into the
concept of the Anthropocene before it covers many
more decades of history of earth. If the new abnormal
I just described is the consequence of human dominance of the planet that is taken to be inevitable or
“technologically manageable,” then I do not wish to be
identified with the Anthropocene. I want this period in
history to become redundant as soon as possible. The
longer it prevails, the more likely we will suffer catastrophic failure as a species here on earth. While this
would be a tragedy of huge proportion for humans, we
will take thousands, perhaps millions, of other species down with us. Popular literature and film—often
sensitive barometers of a society’s deep anxieties—alEXITING THE ANTHROPOCENE AND ENTERING THE SYMBIOCENE
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ready portray such an apocalyptic turn in human-nature relationships.
While we have already tried to build a new and
viable society around concepts such as democracy,
sustainability, sustainable development, and resilience, all these terms have been corrupted by forces
determined to incorporate and embed them into the
Anthropocene where they become normalized, business as usual. Sustainability is inadequate as a concept because it does not specify what is to be sustained
and over what time frame it is to be sustained. “Sustainable development” equally fails to define what it is
about development that is to be sustained, except perhaps development itself, for its own sake.3 Yet global-scale development, which is diametrically opposed
to micro-life and planetary-scale forces, puts us on the
path to dislocation, then extinction.
The concept of resilience has also been appropriated by forces committed to the status quo and has
been pulled into the gravitational influence of toxic
industrial society on a globalized scale.4 Instead of
helping us rebound into configurations of successful
models of living after disturbance, we are now seeing
complex adaptive systems and so-called resilience being used to justify the ongoing existence of processes and activities that are driving humans to disease
and extinction. Coal, oil, and gas fracking industries
spin the message that they are not only sustainable,
but promote health and ecological resiliency as well.
The staying power of ongoing undesirable features of
social systems is more correctly termed “negative resilience” or “perverse resilience.”5 These forms of resilience occur where pathological social relationships
that are oppressive and exploitative of humans and
ecosystems (life) are rendered resistant to change by
economic and political subsidies (donations and corruption), political support, bullying, actual violence,
terrorism and vested interests.
Dominance by
Solastalgia [is] the lived powerful vested interests has also beexperience of negative come characterisenvironmental change…
tic of what is called
democracy. Rule by
the people (the demos) has become corrupted by rule
(kratos) by the powerful and hence is no longer a democracy at all, but, properly speaking, an oligarchy or
plutocracy. It’s worse than that; capitalism is now run
by what can be technically called corruption. Corporations and oligarchs use their autocratic power and
GLENN A. ALBRECHT

wealth to influence policy, manipulate public officials,
and minimize regulation. It is this form of government
that is blatant in most parts of the world but more
powerful, if not more subtle, in the so-called advanced
countries of the western world.
This form of political-economy has been called
“corruptalism.”6 Even better, perhaps, would be “corrumpalism” (from the Latin corrumpere, “to destroy”).
Corrumpalism is the ability to corrupt and destroy the
integrity of a social system and its biophysical foundation by perverting all forms of development via the
use of misinformation, falsehoods, money, and/or violence to achieve self-interested outcomes that are the
opposite of genuine cultural and ecological interests.
We are seeing corrumpalism played out in a public way
with the recent Volkswagen scandal, the FIFA scandal,
the Olympics drugs scandal, the Exxon climate change
scandal, the revelations of the Panama Papers, and
many more worldwide, from intensely local to global
scales. There can be no “Good Anthropocene” given
the corruption that has already taken place.
In order to counter all these negative trends within the Anthropocene we clearly need, within popular
politics and culture, visions and memes of a different
future. We also will need more novel conceptual development, since the foundation on which we are building
right now is seriously flawed and conducive of nothing but great waves of ennui, grief, dread, solastalgia,
mourning, and melancholia. We must rapidly exit the
Anthropocene with its non-sustainability, its perverse
resilience, its authoritarianism, and its corrumpalism.
The new foundation, built around a new meme, will
need to be an act of positive creation.
ENTERING THE SYMBIOCENE

I argue that the next era in human history should
be named the Symbiocene (from the Greek sumbiosis, or companionship). The scientific meaning of the
word “symbiosis” implies living together for mutual
benefit, and I wish to use this profoundly important
concept as the basis for what I hope will be the next
period of earth history. As a core aspect of ecological
thinking, symbiosis affirms the interconnectedness of
life and all living things.
As many thinkers have pointed out, such interconnection and interaction puts a human worldview back
into the community of life and resists the Hobbesian
and Spencerian views of nature as essentially hostile
and a competitive war of all against all. No doubt, conflict between organisms exists, but an overall balance
EXITING THE ANTHROPOCENE AND ENTERING THE SYMBIOCENE
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of interests (eco-homeostasis) is in the total interest
of all life. In addition, ecology itself is a radical concept in that it requires of us all to live within the limits
of nature and to live with all the other life forms that
share this home we call the Earth. In this contemporary historic moment of our appreciation of the threat
of global warming, one of the earliest thinkers to warn
us of its dangers was Murray Bookchin, who in 1962
summarized cogently what an ecological understanding of the world means and what it does to our understanding of our place within it:
The critical edge of ecology, a unique feature
of the science in a period of general scientific
docility, derives from its subject matter—from
its very domain. The issues with which ecology
deals are imperishable in the sense that they
cannot be ignored without bringing into question the survival of man and the survival of the
planet itself. The critical edge of ecology is due
not so much to the power of human reason—a
power which science hallowed during its most
revolutionary periods—but to a still higher
power, the sovereignty of nature . . . ecology
clearly shows the totality of the natural world—
nature viewed in all its aspects, cycles and interrelationships—cancels out human pretensions to mastery over the planet.7
As a scientific term, symbiosis has been used to
give substance to the nature of the interactions between different organisms living in close physical association. For example, relatively recently it has been
discovered that, in ecosystems all over the world,
there are immense, mutually beneficial associations
of macrofungi with
the next era in human flowering plants in
history should be named complex, positive,
metabolic,
symbithe Symbiocene
otic relationship to
each other. Findings such as these have scientifically
overturned the view that evolution and life are solely
founded on competitive struggle between species.8
We are now closer to understanding how ecosystem parameters can be guided by key ecological players
in the system to maximize benefits for the life-chances
of whole species. In essence, there is a form of “natural justice” that prevails. We now know that, for
example, health in forest ecosystems is regulated by
what are called “mother trees” that control fungal networks that in turn interconnect trees of varying ages.
The control system works to regulate nutrient flows to
GLENN A. ALBRECHT

trees that need them most, such as very young ones.9
It also works to transfer information and energy from
dying species to those that might continue to thrive,
thus maintaining the forest as a larger system.10 These
crucially important insights have yet to be incorporated into ecological thinking applied to politics and human societies.
Given that forest ecosystems are foundational for
most life on earth, including humans, the so-called
wood-wide-web is a prime example of natural justice
and the attempt to maintain balance or total homeostasis in nature; in this way the early insights of Kropotkin in Mutual Aid find contemporary scientific validation. Kropotkin’s idea was that evolution, although
partly consisting of both conflict and cooperation
within and between species, was more fundamentally a result of cooperation and mutual aid. This insight
can now be re-asserted as crucial for all aspects of human enterprise. As he wrote, “in the practice of mutual
aid, which can be traced to the earliest beginnings of
evolution, we thus find the positive and undoubted origin of our ethical conceptions; and we can affirm that
in the ethical progress of man, mutual support—not
mutual struggle—has had the leading part.”11
Let us now try to imagine the Symbiocene and the
politics of how it might function. The new era will be
characterized by human intelligence that replicates
the symbiotic and mutually reinforcing life-reproducing forms and processes found in living systems.
Given that we have evolved as a species within the
pre-existing evolutionary matrix, such intelligence lies
within us as latent potential. The elements include full
recyclability of all inputs and outputs, the elimination
of toxic waste in all aspects of human enterprise, safe
and socially just renewable energy, and full and harmonious integration of human industry and technology with physical and living systems at all scales.
In the Symbiocene, human action, culture, and
enterprise will be exemplified by those cumulative
types of relationships and attributes nurtured by humans that enhance mutual interdependence and mutual benefit for all living beings (which is desirable),
all species (essential), and the health of all ecosystems
(mandatory). Human development will consist of
creative actions that use the very best of biomimicry
together with other eco-industrial, eco-technological,
eco-agricultural, and eco-cultural innovations.
However, beyond biomimicry we must also have
what I call ‘symbiomimicry’. Many simply think it is
enough to copy the shapes and forms of life, but they
EXITING THE ANTHROPOCENE AND ENTERING THE SYMBIOCENE
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make no connection to life’s processes. We don’t just
copy the form of life; in all types of human creativity
we replicate the processes of life that make the mutually beneficial associations between different life
forms strong and healthy. Examples such as the woodwide-web suggest to me that organizing resources and
processes so that the young, weak, and vulnerable get
their fair share is fundamental to life, in order to give
the totality the greatest chance of survival and flourishing. Symbiomimicry in human enterprise will both
generate and distribute resources so that, in nurturing all humans, we nurture the life support system on
which we all depend.
SUMBIOCRACY

As we build the Symbiocene we shall also build
a new political system I call sumbiocracy (from the
Greek sumbiosis, from sumbioun, to live together,
from sumbios, living together). I define sumbiocracy
as political rule or governance committed to the types
and totality of mutually beneficial or benign relationships in a given socio-biological system at all scales
(mutualism).
The basic idea here is that if the processes that
nurture ecosystems and biomes are identified, protected, and conserved, species within such healthy
ecosystems will also flourish. We therefore do not
need to further democratize a failing, biased democracy with, say, a Deep Ecology “council of all beings” approach, in which species’ interests are “represented”
in decision-making structures by well-meaning humans. Rather, we need to elect people to govern who
understand and affirm life-supporting organic forms,
processes, and relationships, and we must give that
governing body the authority to carefully deliberate on
various creative proposals from humans.
If, for example, an aspect of human development
is known to have a long-term, toxic impact on a basic
life process such as metabolism, then it simply cannot
be permitted. Or, if this toxic impact is already underway, it must be urgently phased out of existence (e.g.,
lead in petrol, asbestos in building supplies, phalates
in plastic).
In contrast to democracy, which is by definition
anthropocentric and capable only of partial answers
to human-biased questions, sumbiocracy requires
those who govern (Sumbiocrats) to have an in-depth
understanding of total ecosystems and the symbiotic
interrelationships that enable them to function. In order to live together, humans must exercise their intelGLENN A. ALBRECHT

ligence and ingenuity to achieve overall harmony in a
community of interests. Within a sumbiocracy, earth
rulers must ponder what kind of mutual development
is permissible to enable living together via the answers
to the following questions:
• Is there full recyclability of all inputs and outputs?
• Are we using safe and socially just forms of renewable energy?
• Do we have full and harmonious integration
with biogeochemical systems at all scales?
• Have we achieved the elimination of toxic
waste in all aspects of this enterprise?
• Are all species, great and small, having their
interests taken into account?
• Do we have a harmony or balance of interests?
Sumbiocratic governance by scientifically and traditionally informed humans (including those practicing citizen science), in all places and at all scales, deliberates to determine the interconnections between
elements of complex earth systems before any commitment to action that impacts system health is undertaken. We must also remember that place is critical
to effective sumbiocracy, as only those with close and
intimate ties to particular places are in a position to
know their place and make decisions about its health
and vitality.
Sumbiocracy is a form of government where humans govern for the reciprocal relationships of the
Earth at all scales, from local to global. For example,
governance to protect the interests of the Amazon
basin (the lungs of the Earth), the Great Barrier Reef
(global fish nurseries), and the Arctic cryosphere (all
forms of ice) will ultimately protect medium to longterm human interests, as well. Organic form (all biodiversity including humans) and organic process (earth

if the processes that nurture ecosystems and
biomes are…conserved, species…will also flourish
and life systems) are present in this new type of government. Sumbiocracy is, after Lincoln, “government
of the Earth, by the people of the Earth, for the Earth,
so that the Earth shall not perish.”
We now have a very sophisticated understanding
of how the natural world works and, as it was here
and functioning long before humans evolved as Homo
sapiens, it is we who must fit in with its process and
functioning. We understand many of the conditions
EXITING THE ANTHROPOCENE AND ENTERING THE SYMBIOCENE
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for life but deliberately destroy them by toxic overload.
We change the climate for the worse, making formerly vibrant areas unfit for life, destroying ecosystems,
and extirpating species (the sixth great extinction).
In these ways, we demonstrate that we are Homo
non-sapiens, and not only that, but also some kind of
pathological plague upon all species on this earth. We
can be better than that.
CONCLUSION

During a relatively short period of human history we have seen the emergence of a growth-addicted
industrial-technological society that has achieved its
success at the expense of the vitality of the Earth. The
productive capacity of the system called Capitalism
has produced great human wealth for some, yet it has
also produced global scale pollution, negative climate
change, and mass species extinction. It has, at the same
time, impoverished and corrupted many of the efforts
that have been made to harmonize human enterprise
with the life systems of the Earth. The usurpation by a
powerful elite (with instruments such as mass media)
of concepts like democracy, sustainability, sustainable
development, and resilience have all taken place within my lifetime (sixty-three years).
Rather than rehabilitate these now well-abused
concepts, I believe it is time to create some new ones;
concepts that are urgently needed and very hard, if not
impossible, to corrupt. The Symbiocene, sumbiocracy,
and symbiomimicry are all offered in this spirit. Indeed, I can offer one more neologism that might help.
E.O. Wilson, and before him, Erich Fromm, gave us
the concept of “biophilia” as something to hope for in
human nature.12 Our instinctual love of life and lifelike forms would/could prevail over necrophilia and
possible ecocide. However, although “bio” means life,
it is often seen in the context of a reductionist science
that pulls things apart and isolates particularities. I
now offer “sumbiophilia” (the love of living together)
as an addition to biophilia. Since we evolved within a
pre-existing ecological matrix as an intensely social
species and lived in relative harmony with all other
life forms, sumbiophilia must also be deeply ingrained
within us. If I am correct, then exiting the Anthropocene and entering the Symbiocene, will be a satisfying
experience for most humans. As the politics of sumbiocracy play out and we live by symbiomimicry in all
our technologies and habitats, the Earth will breathe a
huge sigh of relief.
GLENN A. ALBRECHT
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Consilience and Ethics
By BEN M Y L I U S

I

n his 1998 book, Consilience, Harvard biologist
E.O. Wilson explores the concept of unifications
in knowledge. He examines the idea that synthesizing approaches and insights from the humanities and sciences can open powerful new windows to
contemporary problems. “Ongoing fragmentation[s]
of knowledge,” he writes, “are not reflections of the
real world but artifacts of scholarship.”
How can we bring this idea of consilience to bear on
our thinking about climate change and other ecological issues—and why should we think about doing so?
The why is easy to answer. Climate change and similar
phenomena are so complex and multi-faceted that no
single discipline on its own can engage them in their
entirety. We need to find ways of working with knowledge from many different disciplines at the same time.
But this is more complex than it sounds. The diversity
of assumptions and approaches between disciplines
is often so great—even before we factor in the complexity inherent in ecological problems—that it’s hard,
or even impossible, to think in a comprehensive way
about how their insights can be threaded together.
More fundamentally, some suspect that this complexity is so great that it “breaks” our thinking entirely—in other words, it’s so foreign to any one of our
individual discipline’s paradigms that it’s hard to comprehend using those paradigms at all. For example, literary theorist Timothy Morton in his book HyperobBEN MYLIUS

jects has proposed that climate change is (you guessed
it) a “hyperobject”: an entity “of such vast temporal
and spatial dimensions that [it] defeat[s] traditional
ideas about what a thing is in the first place.” Hyperobjects are hard to engage with in thought because they
force together epistemological/methodological questions (about how we know things, and the tools we use
to know them) with ontological questions (about what
things are in the first place).
In Reason in a Dark Time, the philosopher Dale
Jamieson develops a great thought experiment for
bringing this state of affairs into relief in the context of
ethics. It involves a series of increasingly complicated
bicycle thefts. In the first, a man called Jack, acting
intentionally and alone, steals Jill’s bike off her front
porch. In the second, Jack steals a part of Jill’s bike—
say her front wheel—after which a bunch of strangers
each steal other parts, so Jill ends up with no bike. The
scenarios get more and more involved, until the last,
in which Jack and a group of strangers, each acting
independently, at different times and in different places, somehow cause events that ultimately mean Jill
(who’s alive years later in another part of the world)
can’t even have a bicycle.
For Jamieson, while the first scenario is “a paradigm of an act that is morally suspect,” while the final
complex chain of events that results in the fact that
in the future Jill cannot have a bicycle is not an act
for which anyone is morally responsible. Conventional
understandings of causality, agency, and responsibility don’t help us very much in trying to think ethically
about hyperobjects at such massive spatiotemporal
scales.
CONSILIENCE AND ETHICS
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The problem, of course, is that ecological problems like climate change look and feel a lot like the
latter scenario. We believe—or want to believe—that
they have an ethical or moral dimension: that there
is something about them
We need to find which, if we could articuways of working with late it correctly, gives us
compelling justifications
knowledge from many
to act differently, or think
different disciplines at differently, or be differently in our relations with
the same time.
other communities and
with the broader world. But how do we “evoke” (to
borrow a word from physicist Lee Smolin) or develop
conceptual resources powerful enough to do justice to
these intuitions?
As I see it, this is where the concept of consilience
becomes useful. Consider: two of the key features of
Morton’s “hyperobjects” and of Jamieson’s thought
experiment are causality and scale. Ecological problems like climate change are so hard for us to confront
because, first of all, they involve chains of causality
that are far more diffuse and complex—perhaps even
different in kind—than those we’re used to studying
in the natural sciences; and second of all, they involve
spatiotemporal scales far beyond those our ethical
frameworks have evolved to deal with.
There are, presumably, a variety of different historical explanations for this state of affairs. The sciences abhor recourse to ideas about causality that aren’t
“X causes Y,” billiard-ball, non-teleological causality because history is littered with examples of other
discourses (e.g., religion) using such ideas about causality to make untestable and anti-democratic claims.
Ethics is hard pressed to deal with planetary spatial
scales and geological timescales because ethical concepts have evolved at the scale of everyday, individual
human lives. If we put the explanatory question aside
for a moment, though, what follows from the impasse
we find ourselves in? What can, and should, we do,
in order to move beyond it, and to better engage with
ecological problems in intellectual terms? How can
we remedy these limitations in our ways of seeing and
thinking?
I’m interested in the possibilities that arise if we
confront this state of affairs as a failure of imagination—an understandable failure, but a failure nonetheless. If our intellectual capacities function like figurative muscles, how can we strengthen them and make
them more supple, so they can better help us in engagBEN MYLIUS

ing ecological problems?
Consider the following, by way of provocation.
Let’s ask what intellectual possibilities might open
up if we asked ethics and philosophy to look to science and its resources for understanding scale, and
then asked the sciences to look to philosophy for its
resources for understanding causality.
First, let’s think through scale. The humanities,
as their name implies, have done the majority of their
work at the human scale, meaning that their suppleness decreases as they’re asked to consider scales of
space and time far above or below this scale: at the
levels of galaxies and atomic interactions, light-years
and picoseconds. History, anthropology, and political theory think in terms of human, generational, or
sometimes population life spans, but (with some notable exceptions) generally struggle to grapple meaningfully with cosmological or subatomic contexts.
The sciences, by contrast, are at home in scales
large and small. Physics has developed powerful conceptual frameworks for thinking about interactions at
scales from the subatomic to the cosmological. Mathematics, logic, and information theory have developed
abilities to abstract away from the particulars of everyday experience into the general, formal realms of
system, process, and pattern. Biology, palaeontology,
and ecology have developed powerful languages for
describing evolution in living and non-living processes over geological time.
Second, let’s think through causality. If the sciences are capacious at a broad range of scales, they’re
much less comfortable with entertaining ideas about
causality that stray too far from the billiard-ball causality with which they’re familiar. No cautious scientist
would deign to propose that some phenomena under
study should be explained by anything other than elements that, ultimately, are reducible to a causal chain
in the form A (an object precedent in time) causes B
(subsequent in time) causes C (final in time).
The same reluctance has not hindered the humanities. Philosophy has a long and distinguished tradition
of reflection upon kinds of cause, right back to Aristotle and his notion of the four causes, material, formal,
efficient, and final. History and sociology weave narratives that make use of causalities in culture, ideas,
and the symbolic, which are not easily reduced to billiard-ball causality. Anthropology and literary theory
have huge bodies of work deconstructing oppositions
between causes and effects, pasts and futures, actions
and reactions.
CONSILIENCE AND ETHICS

18

MIND IN G N ATU RE 9.2

If we look around, we can find fantastic and
thought-provoking instances of work on both sides of
the divide that has turned its eyes towards its counterparts. To give just three examples: David Christian’s
Maps of Time, for example, develops a narrative of human history in the context of geological time, and in so
doing, avails itself of frameworks involving complexity
and entropy that are not available to human-scale historical analyses. Terrence Deacon’s Incomplete Nature synthesizes biological and semiotic frameworks
to provide an account of how living processes might
emerge from, and then become irreducible to, non-living ones. Quentin Meillassoux’s After Finitude uses
problems from contemporary science to re-animate
discussions about being and knowledge. None of these
works is uncontroversial amongst traditionalists in its
own discipline: but in the light of the intellectual rearrangements needed to engage ecological problems,
perhaps this is part of the point.
Intellectual projects and frameworks like these
give me hope for the ways in which consilience might
help reinvigorate the frameworks we use for engaging
with ecological problems. Will looking to the sciences
help ethics move beyond its notions of individual moral responsibility in human-scale time? Will looking
to philosophy help the sciences develop perspectives
on the normative implications of their work? We live
in exciting times for cross-border forays and—let us
hope—for the gradual weakening of those borders as
our collective intellectual journeys move forward.

Ben Mylius is a Clinical Fellow at Yale Law School. He is a founding
member of the Australian Earth Laws Alliance, Australia’s national
Earth Jurisprudence community, and the winner of that country’s most
prestigious post-graduate scholarship, the General Sir John Monash
Award.
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Conscious Decoupling
By M E G H O L D E N

T

he means to stave off ecological disaster from
an unstable climate with much more energy
in it, without utter shock, hysteria, and abdication of our North American ways of life,
is to decouple economic prosperity from resource use.
Crazed, desperately inventive scientists, cloistered
away in parts of the world like Snowmass, Colorado,
and Wuppertal, Germany, have come up with equations to help us achieve this decoupling. Double the
efficiency of the resources you use, cut overall resource
use in half, and then swap out 50 percent of the remainder of energy used, for renewable sources. There
you have 2x2x2= a factor eight reduction in resource
and energy consumption, at a pace at which, these scientists argue, no industrial or management process
worth its salt could fail to adapt and continue to prosper. Indeed, the reductions would make some types of
prosperity easier because you would have fewer materials and energies to supply into the system. With
this kind of conscious decoupling, we stand a chance
of creating a “two degree economy,” a Factor 8 economy that produces the same value, the same wealth
creation potential as the runaway disaster of an economy we have now, but in a way that is sufficiently decoupled from excessive consumption of resources and
energy as to avoid a global temperature rise beyond
the two degree Celsius catastrophe threshold. At least
a few optimists believe that we stand a chance. Others
MEG HOLDEN

do not believe that we will be able to make this change
successfully in time to prevent disaster, but forge
ahead into Armageddon because we have no higher
calling but to try our best.
The thing about decoupling is that, in theory, it is
self-reinforcing. It is fractal, a chain reaction. You start
with the global economy, you wind up at the bottom of
a mine for some particular rare earth mineral in the
Northwest Territories. You start with a light switch,
not switched on, you wind up with 5,500 hectares of
wild forest and river rather than a new hydroelectric
dam. You start with
Others…forge ahead into your personal moArmageddon because we bility choices, you
have no higher calling but move on to your
diet, your entertainto try our best.
ment, your housing.
Your friends and lovers. What may seem like an unfathomable change from ten thousand feet becomes
eminently approachable with the help of factor eight
multipliers.
Things like climate change are said to unfold on
a curve shaped like a hockey stick, with a long-tailed,
slow start but a probability of change distribution that
begins to make further change, further efficiencies, and
gains easier after some critical threshold point. That’s
the beauty of complex systems. Me, I’m still searching
for the take-off point. So I forgo the automobile, but
the emissions I thus shed creep back through airplane
tickets. I live in small spaces but buy many things to fit
inside. I shun animal protein but love leather. There
are things I am good at, and places where I fail. It’s
more dialectic than multiplicative. What if there were
CONSCIOUS DECOUPLING
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a decoupling accelerant? What if it were personal?
Marriage has been a significant point of failure in
my life. I failed to get married. However, being Canadian, and thanks to common law, I now have the occasion to experience the equivalent of divorce just the
same. But it isn’t divorce. It is decoupling. Conscious
decoupling.
Over the past year, I have had a series of waves of
realization about you and me and our need to decouple. The first one came on New Year’s Day. I was at
the top of the staircase. You were down below. I asked
you about your New Year’s resolutions. You said you
hadn’t thought about that yet.
I realized that your resolutions are ever only fleeting. Your associations are fast and loose. You are
short-sighted, though you think “astigmatism” sounds
more interesting. You defend your right and ability to
live with no real sense of memory, nor any real thought
beyond tomorrow. A quotation, preferably one that
indicates cause and effect between two discrete variables, is your unit of expression. You jump from Ovid
to Angelou as if this did not require psychic levitation
and cognitive sublimation. My associations are hard
fought and forged with pressure, rather than fire.
The piece of prose; better yet, the life’s work. For me,
context, nuances, emphases, and combinations are
key; they offer the prospect of synergistic outcomes,
multiplication and exponential gains rather than linear functions, trade-offs and simple addition. But for
which of us does this characteristic make breaking our
bad habits of being together harder? The one who operates in simple combinations and straightforward assumptions? One whack at the cleavage plane could do
it. Or the one who operates on a series of tangents, asymptotes, and curves? For that one, it all depends on
whether the leverage points can be found. For which of
us can the task of decoupling become an accelerant, a
speed demon; for which a depressant, a bloated storm
cloud?
“Don’t you dare judge me for being different from
you.”
Am I selfish, or more so thoughtless, in my insistence upon self-sufficiency in my actions and even provision of my household’s, my children’s needs, based
on my own understanding of these, even when you are
not ready? Does this drive a thoughtlessness toward
the contributions that those who love me make to my
well-being? I rather think that it is simply unconscionable that I would ever have accepted what you call
gifts as such; I just ignored them as distractions, genMEG HOLDEN

erally harmless, and went on my way. There you were,
smiling at me, for no apparent reason. There you were,
prostrate once again while I had to run. Scanning science news headlines to tell me stories of discoveries
in outer space and hadron colliders. Giving me empty
compliments on my appearance. Making vast quantities of cake and comfort food. Surely, no partner of
mine would presume that these activities could add up
to anything! Now you double down, more, you Factor
8: double the drain on my energy with your staid and
expectant stasis, halve your physical contribution to
the household, substituting non-renewable emotional
energy for whatever sunshine we once had.
Neoclassical capitalist economics is based upon a
series of linear relationships between two variables:
supply and demand, price and willingness-to-pay,
profit and loss, raw material inputs and widget outputs. Elegant and simplistic and out of touch with all
context, based upon assumptions that are blind to a
finite earth with limits to how much input it can provide, and at what rate, and limits to how much waste
it can assimilate. Steady-state economics is an alternative that corrects these assumptions: if we accept that
our earth is finite, then our economics should accept
an end goal not of infinite growth, but a steady state.
It puts the cap on, which is certainly needed in order
to achieve a two-degree economy. Factor 8 can explain
how to get down to a steady-state level with little pain.
An economy decoupled from energy and resource use
in the Factor 8 sense would be sustainable. Sustainability is defined as the ability of a system to keep going in something like its current state, for a long time
into the future. Forever.
When it comes to that other set of assumptions
made by neoclassical economics, that human beings
act independently of their relationships and their responsibilities to one another, we hit a different wall
altogether. A systems view complicates the linear abstraction of neoclassical economics by proposing that,
rather than maximizing a single preferred outcome
(read: profit), redundancy of different entities playing
similar interchangeable roles in the system builds resilience. Sustainability is supported by some amount
of functional redundancy, which stands in contrast to
a neoclassical understanding of efficiency.
“I’m coming at you as a friend. You are more than
a friend to me. I want another chance. I have realized
some things.” Sustainability, with you, is the neverending story of realizations that you can never quite
put into practice. An infinite loop.
CONSCIOUS DECOUPLING
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With human relationships like ours, this level of
redundancy is not functional in the slightest. It’s like
a union of two dinosaurs: one a T-rex, who rules by
devouring competitors; one a diplodocus, who rules
by crushing opponents. The predator who sees red
and the lotus-eating giant who knows how to handle
herself. This keeps going, this kind of redundancy,
and sooner or later all of my intestines get chewed out,
tooth by jowl, and your skull gets crushed to powder.
A man’s got to eat.
it’s about the wager, one A girl’s got needs,
we must accept if we are to too. Is it even within the capability of a
have hope
man and a woman to
choose forever, consciously?
Isn’t the going on forever part of the conceit? Because if there is no going on forever, then there is not
much point in all this accumulation of emotions and
expectations, either. We need a thirteen-year jubilee,
you and me. A regenerative fire in the ecosystem. Let
it burn, I say. See what the new pioneer species may
bring. The alternative is decadence. Meaning the excessive accumulation of risk: polluting fuel and decomposing detritus.
Subsequent waves of realization about the two of
us, the fat of cumulative toxic years packed into our
togetherness, have usually hit me on the bus or walking across bridges. This one hit me riding my bicycle
on Cambie Street coming down from the bridge: I can
no longer carry you. Your scorn for me comes from the
fact that I have wronged you by carrying you as far as I
did. You have mostly not objected, but you also never
asked to be carried. I can no longer take you where
I am going. And, perhaps most painfully for me, you
won’t come of your own accord. There is no functional
redundancy in our system; just push and pull.
“Love doesn’t come easy, Meg,” you have warned
me. “I hope you remember this in ten years, what you
have done.”
I am setting you free from the life that I am going
to lead in order to be part of this world that we are given, and to do everything I can to profit from this world,
in material and spiritual and creative ways, and to do
everything to ensure that my children will be prepared
to do so, too. You aren’t into it. You have been resisting and resisting, in passive and more overtly aggressive ways. I am setting you free from the pressure to
go along with this, my decision. Love may not come
easy, but this in itself is no reason to hold on to all this
friction.
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“You’re so smug. You think you have all the answers.”
No, I feel a deep void of answers, but deeper is the
dread that you are not even asking the questions until it is too late. It is about efficiency, of course. But if
that were all it was about, decoupling, then it wouldn’t
only be a small gaggle of woolly geniuses in the middle
of brilliant nowhere who had the answer. More than
efficiency, it’s about the wager, one we must accept if
we are to have hope, that there is a humane answer to
the puzzle of earthly limits and irrepressible human
ambition. That there is an alternative to the zero-sum
game that neoclassical economics assumes. And, beyond just hoping, it’s about the responsibility we have
to hope.
“If you don’t show that you’re vulnerable, Meg, no
one is going to come and help you.”
I have a recurring nightmare of the city, flooded,
no way in and no way out, and me standing in the
street with all the other able-bodied citizens. The less
able are floating face down in the distance. It is raining
rain that stings. I am holding my children’s hands but
have nowhere to take them. I am knee-deep in warm,
putrid water. For my kids, it is up to their waist.
Decoupling. What even is this feeling? Is it a shedding of skin, a renewal, a new wine in a new bottle?
Is it the casting off of ballast in rough seas, a recognition that I simply can’t weather the onslaught without breaking deep and swamping? Or is it the drawing
of a line in the sand—here am I, there are you, I go
this way, a way you do not (cannot? are not fit to?)
go? Shrugging off the yoke, peeling the bits of me free
from the superstructure of us, some great, messy, oilslicked wreckage, and slinking away from that? Thinking about cleaning up after myself, sopping up and
scrubbing it out from under my feathers, maybe too
late.
In response to my sense of cataclysm, you reply:
“You should have thought of that before you had children with me.” Indeed.
I told you that I don’t think you can really change.
That is not quite right. You can, of course; we all can
and we all do, consciously and unconsciously. So you
have changed, like a merry-go-round, a whirligig.
Over the past year, you have completely come about
at steadily increasing angles as I have called our whole
thing off in more and more incessant terms. You have
asserted your creativity, emphasizing your access to
pictures and snippets in a manner that aims to exclude
me, and you have made claims to strength and princiCONSCIOUS DECOUPLING
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ple, referring to your role in our family as “post-feminist” at the psychologist’s office.
Surprising times are demanding a new vision for
economics that has a more believable metaphor than
the steady state. In chaos theory, emerging in a new
unsteady climate, social dysfunction and disorder, and
volatile economic system, the components of a system
that lose out in extreme events share the characteristic
of being fragile. The key is to seek resilience instead.
The test of real change, personal or economic,
comes at a time of shock, an extreme event. It is then
that we are forced to demonstrate ourselves at our
most resilient. And so, it doesn’t matter to me what
efforts you exert now, what new responsibilities you
take on at present, what capacity you show for action
and leadership in our relationship. Whatever it is, you
are floating. I know what will happen when the next
crisis hits because you have no foundation to root you
in what has come before and no tether to draw you
into the future. I know now exactly where those efforts
will lead, and I can’t live with it.
What makes me so confident that I can be any
better at the other end of this transformation? I can
put on new make-up, take better care of my manicure
and my smile, try to seek comfort in other people from
time to time. But I know where I will go when the going gets tough for me, too. I recognize that at this time
of my life, maybe for the very first time; I have real
confidence, real footing, real poise. I can feel the leverage in that. It has to be a good idea to use that for all
the power it provides.
Decoupled, at least, I know the direction my own
feet can take me. Decoupled, I have a path toward a
transformative take-off point in a world in sore need
of about face. Besides, I would be a sucker to choose
more of this suffering.
But is what I am doing a wanton use of that power,
in the long run? Is it irresponsible, like failing to maintain your bicycle and just letting it rust out because
you really want a different looking one?
“You used me to have children.”
When pressed for one single decision that you
have made in the service of our relationship, to suggest added value that you would seek to nurture in the
me–you we might have been building, you answer that
it was to move to Canada with me. When asked why I
should be expected to pay you to leave, your answer is
because you moved to Canada with me.
You have called yourself a post-feminist and me
an iconoclast. Feminist interpretation of the history of
MEG HOLDEN

civilization shows how in society, men burn things up
while women hold things together.
“You need to compensate me for the fact that I
won’t be able to see my children every day.”
You are fragile. You belong to the half of the world
which burns things up.
I am burdened by the notion that I have burdened
you, too. I am burdened by the notion that my base
vibration, when I am at my electronic resting state, is
solitary and bouncing with a steady rhythm. I worry
that this understanding of how I decouple down to
my roots will prevent me from actually taking someone else in, taking someone else along, with me in
more than a cancerous way, in a way that would mean
reaching a new valence level, a new prime number beyond one.
“I hope to be your friend, someday. I hope someday you will see me that way. I am not saying right
now.”
If our life together took place in yoga class and your
base stance toward me had a name, like child’s pose,
the name of that pose would be “not ready.” You have
not ever been ready for me. And yet, I have pulled you
along just the same. Through moves, career changes,
babies and children, home ownership, new friends
and travels, all of it. You have taken photos.
“If you ever want any photos, just let me know. I
can give you a good deal.”
You are not a good listener, but then I am not a
good talker. I write, but you are not reading. All this
suggests little capacity for compounding momentum
for the two of us, together, in any direction but frustration. But, cry as you might, your short memory still
offers you some advantages when it comes to decoupling. In a month or two, you won’t remember the
feeling of connection anymore. A year from now, you
won’t even remember how you used to think about it.
You will see old pictures and smile. I will still see the
bottom ash and sludge residual and hope for more remediation, squint for a glimpse of a new bright green
bud in all the rot, keep running the variables through
new curves and hope for transformation, hope for
take-off.

Meg Holden is working on becoming a better writer, reader, decoupler,
and a more conscious urban environmental pragmatist. She is also an
Associate Professor of Urban Studies and Geography at Simon Fraser
University in Vancouver, British Columbia.
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The Life and Death of a
Superstar
By M IC H A E L E NG EL HAR D

I don’t know which criteria an animal has to
fulfill to become a personality, but there has to
be a story behind it. It is not sufficient to be a
nice-looking polar bear or hippo to become a
personality.
—Christoph Scheuermann, Der Spiegel (2013)

E

ven in death, Knut arguably has the distinction of being the world’s most prominent
polar bear. “It cannot be that the little Knut
is completely forgotten,” said a woman who
spent $5,000 on a public Knut memorial marker—one
of several, in a city that teems with monuments commemorating two World Wars, the Holocaust, and the
Iron Curtain.1
Knut’s short career at the Berlin Zoo and his “afterlife” as a taxidermy exhibit at the city’s Museum of
Natural History highlight our obsession with this species and the status it has gained. His story is representative, touching upon issues of captivity and commercialization, upon the appropriation and preservation
of animals, upon history, psychology, economics, belief, and ecology. The story of Knut can also be read
as a footnote on thousands upon thousands of polar
bears that have lived and died anonymously, but no
less shaped human culture and consciousness.
Knut was a zoo polar bear born in 2006 in Berlin, a
city that long before, had chosen a bear as its emblem.
MICHAEL ENGELHARD

Figure 1

Knut’s story illuminates our troubled and troubling
relations with nature. This bear had a rough start. His
birth mother Tosca—afflicted, perhaps, by her circus
career—rejected the little Eisbär and his twin brother,
which four days later succumbed to an infection.
Controversy surrounded Knut from the beginning. His caregiver Thomas Dörflein bathed, bottle-fed, played with, slept next to, put baby oil on, and
strummed lullabies on his guitar for the cub when it
came out from an incubator. Animal rights activists
and even one zoo director thought it would be better
to let the cub die or euthanize it rather than have it
raised like a human infant, which would lead to neurosis or turn it into an outsider among the zoo’s other bears. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA) therefore sued the zoo for “extreme animal
mistreatment.” Thousands of Knut supporters in turn
e-mailed and wrote letters to keep the cub alive and
THE LIFE AND DEATH OF A SUPERSTAR
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with its “foster dad.” Children protested in front of
the zoo, which stayed the course. (Financial interests
could have influenced the decision.) Knut’s first public appearance, like that of famous debutantes, was a
media event, with hundreds of journalists from as far
away as Uzbekistan vying to snap his picture. A bear
of the digital era, Knut had his own blog with first-person entries in several languages and a webcam inside
his enclosure. The celebration of his first birthday was
broadcast live on German television. The media covered each facet of Knut’s existence as if he were royalty—from teething pains and a yen for croissants and
hammocks to the alleged moment of his conception,
caught by a zoo visitor on a blurred photo.

infants: “When he’s shat on everything and then bites
me because he’s unsettled, it’s enough to blow a fuse
sometimes.” A year later, animal welfare campaigners
criticized the zoo again, this time for allowing Knut to
kill and eat ten carp from the moat around his enclosure.3

Figure 3

Figure 2

He had a first-rate pedigree also—his dam, Tosca, had starred in East German circus acts under the
equally prominent yet bantam trainer Ursula Böttcher. Visitation soared to a high unequaled in the zoo’s
163-year history.2 Appearances of Knut and his keeper
became a twice-daily ritual. Not everyone was taken
with Knut, though. Kill Knut graffiti marred Berlin
walls, and he received a death threat at the zoo, which
led to police security measures. At the height of the
craze, 30 percent of Germans in a survey admitted
they had enough already of Knut.
The trim, bearded Dörflein, who simply by proximity or his paternal care attracted a female following
of his own, commented on less endearing behavior
shown by the nation’s sweetheart. “He started to be
threatening at a very early stage. Creeping up from
behind and pouncing on his prey, he likes to do that
with us” [the handlers]. Dörflein, to whom Berlin’s
mayor awarded a medal, admitted ambivalent feelings about Knut, feelings familiar to any guardian of
MICHAEL ENGELHARD

Whether or not the public was willing to acknowledge its nature, the bear was a bear after all, and it
behaved like one.
Controversies continued. First, the Berlin Zoo settled with a zoo that owned Knut’s sire and claimed
profits from Knut’s success. Then PETA demanded to
castrate Knut to avoid inbreeding with another bear—
which could threaten the genetic diversity of the German polar bear population. Eventually, Knut had a
seizure and drowned at the age of four while facing an
audience of hundreds. An autopsy revealed the cause
of death to be encephalitis from an autoimmune disease. Despite his
diminishing cuteness (and thereby,
marketability), the
adolescent bear still
had a following.
The outpouring of
grief turned vitriolic when the city’s
Museum of Natural
History presented
to the Berliners a
life-size sculpture
wearing their beloved Knut’s pelt.
Figure 4
A
spokeswoman
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stressed its artistic and educational value. “It’s important to make clear we haven’t had Knut stuffed,”
she tried to appease the public.4
Long before Knut became a facsimile of himself,
he had become first an asset and then an industry.
The formerly non-profit Berlin Zoo registered him as a
trademark, and at the Berlin stock exchange shares in
Zoologischer Garten Berlin AG promptly doubled their
worth. The zoo announced that most of its proceeds
would go toward nature conservation and research.
(It also pointed out the importance of captive breeding programs for endangered species, one justification
for present-day zoos.) Knut merchandise had long invaded stores and people’s lives. There were Knut-ringtones and cuddly toys, commemorative coins and
candies, pop music hits and a weekly television show.
There were DVDs, magazine stories, children’s books,
posters, T-shirts, and several films. There were Knut
porcelain figurines, packaged hotel tours, and bank
credit cards to pay for all this. There were mock products even, such as the Knutburger—white fur between
slices of cheese on a bun. Hollywood called. Taiwan,
Japan, and China called. Soon after, Knut knock-offs
began flooding the market.5 The zoo’s coffers overflowed. During Easter weekend, management had to
limit the time each visitor could look at Knut to seven
minutes.
The German government jumped on the media-circus bandwagon, issuing a stamp with year-old
Knut that urged people to preserve nature worldwide.
Ironically, this bear out of its element had advanced
to eco-ambassador, representative of an endangered
place. Generating a fortune, he was “a symbol of the
economic potential of ecology.” The media at last
put a face to the climate crisis, one more photogenic
than Gore’s. It was a predator’s, but fluffy: Nature defanged. A board member of the zoo praised Knut for
his ability to draw attention to the environment “in
a nice way. Not in a threatening, scolding way.”6 The
German Umweltminister met with Knut, became his
godfather, and adopted him as the mascot for a bio-diversity conference and logo for an anti-global warming campaign. Media coverage of Knut’s 2007 debut
drowned out the coinciding launch of the International
Polar Year in Berlin, which sought to educate the public about climate change. The megastar overwhelmed
the message. Eventually, Knut posed for the celebrity photographer Annie Leibovitz. Her pictures of him
became covers for Vanity Fair; for the U.S. edition,
the actor and climate activist Leonardo DiCaprio (in
MICHAEL ENGELHARD

crampons on an Icelandic glacier) was Photoshopped
onto the page with Knut.

Figure 5

Other polar bears have had time in the limelight:
Binky, at the Anchorage Zoo, who in 1994 mauled two
careless visitors in separate incidents but supposedly
cried in the evenings, when his laughing, applauding
audience had left for the day. (Alaskans loved him not
for his cuteness but for his rebellious spirit, and Binky
merchandise spouted the slogan Send another tourist,
this one got away.) There was Gus, at the Central Park
Zoo, who was swimming obsessively, diagnosed by a
therapist and treated with Prozac and made to work
harder for his food. (As the “bipolar” bear, he became
a symbol for neurotic New Yorkers.) And there was
Carmichael, who came to the Oklahoma Zoo after Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany had sent him to the St. Louis
World’s Fair and who lived into his forties. Velox, a
massive female polar bear, in 1941 retired at the Denver Zoo after nine years of touring with the American
Ringling Brothers’ circus. She enchanted generations
of visitors until her death in 1961. It was said she had
killed two African lions during her time at the circus.
Velox made an appearance in a prize-winning short
story, and, as “a fighter” who endured hardship, was
chosen as the mascot of a U.S. Army infantry regiment.7
These zoo bears were famous in their way. But
they could not compete with the cub that first had
stern Germans and then the rest of the world gushing
like teenagers, the bear that caused a collective fever:
Knutmania.
Many who mourned Knut’s premature death on
that bleak March day in 2011 felt a personal bond, regarding him as a family member and comparing their
feelings for him to those for their pets. He embodied
their wish to see harmony between people and beasts
THE LIFE AND DEATH OF A SUPERSTAR
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restored, a new Utopia, Eden, Noah’s Ark—we were all
in it together. Knut had been Berlin’s first Eisbär in
over thirty years to survive infancy, overcoming adversity and slim odds, a tale universal in its appeal. The
bear’s troubled existence somehow stood for that of his
entire tribe. It reminded us of perils, shared fates, our
own flesh-and-blood mortality. It reminded us of the
innocence of childhood and of that, which, as a species,
we think we have lost—and here the bear’s whiteness,
its “purity,” mattered. Knut’s handler Dörflein had
died before him, at age forty-four, from a heart attack,
as if their fates were connected. Many who saw Knut
felt seen by him in return and thereby, that they existed as part of a larger-than-human world. “When an
animal looks at you like that, it changes everything,”
his caregiver said after the cub had opened its eyes for
the first time.8
This reciprocity of glances and assumed “understanding,” some critics are quick to point out, could
merely be projected desire:
The public purpose of zoos is to offer visitors
the opportunity of looking at animals. Yet nowhere in a zoo can a stranger encounter the
look of an animal. At the most, the animal’s
gaze flickers and passes on. They look sideways. They look blindly beyond. They scan mechanically. They have been immunized to encounter, because nothing can anymore occupy
a central place in their attention.9
There is an obvious flip side to the empathy zoo
polar bears evoke. Like domestication, captivity is an
infantilizing situation. It takes the animal’s freedom,
depriving it of its choices and causing dependency on

Figure 6

an appointed custodian.
The continuing frenzy over zoo polar bears, stoked
by the media, has socio-cultural roots also. Exposure
to polar bears and bear-related issues increased the
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demand for more of the same. Before climate change
and its effects upon wild polar bears caught the public’s attention, interest in the bears had waned, and
many zoos had downsized or discontinued their polar
bear breeding programs and exhibits. With intensive
press coverage of the issue in the new millennium visitor demand for the animals rose, and some zoos struggled to fill their vacancies, as wild-capture is no longer an option. When field biologists affiliated with the
International Union for Conservation of Nature suggested that captive polar bears might play a key role
in boosting wild populations, the bear became a “focus
species” for some zoos and captive bears more acceptable to conservation-minded audiences. But zoos have
to make choices about how to spend limited conservation funds and therefore choose threatened species
they consider most likely to rebound in the wild. For
some, that excludes the polar bear.10
Ultimately, the key to understanding Knutmania—and the appeal of polar bear cubs in children’s
books and eco-campaigns—can be found in “the cute
factor.” In this context it is revealing that the committee in charge of selecting the design for a Knut statue
for the Berlin Zoo decided it had to show cuddly Knut,
not the delinquent adolescent. The material posed a
further challenge. It was difficult to capture the cub’s
fuzz and playfulness in bronze.11 Even years after his
death, people leave flowers at a memorial statue of
Germany’s most famous, most treasured bear. The
public, marking their bond, also commissioned adjacent gravestones for Knut and his caregiver, Dörflein.
Who, really, is immune to the charms of these tots,
their cuffing and wrestling matches, the tipsy-sailor
gait, the mewling, stub-nosed, button-eyed somersaulting, or nipping at mom’s heels? Who would want
them to lose their sea-ice home?
The Austrian Nobel-Prize-winning researcher
of animal behavior Konrad Lorenz first surmised in
1949 that we strongly respond to physical features and
behavior of the mammalian young, not just those of
our own species. A shortened nose, big eyes, a disproportionately large head, round and soft body features
paired with playfulness or curiosity turn us all gooey
inside. It has since been proven that cuteness triggers
nurturing instincts in adults, and the urge to protect.
Recent research suggests that pictures of puppies or
babies stimulate the pleasure centers of the brain that
are also aroused by sex, drugs, or a good dinner. As an
evolutionary adaptation, this preference for immature
traits makes parents care for their offspring; our paTHE LIFE AND DEATH OF A SUPERSTAR
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ternal and maternal feelings now could affect the survival of polar bears.
The cuteness of cubs notwithstanding, occasional lapses in image building occur. On its website, Polar Bears International describes the nearly hairless,
blind newborn as looking “like a big white rat.” But
feeding on milk with the same fat content as whipping
cream, cubs quickly morph into “22 to 26 pounds of
pure adorableness.”
Walt Disney’s documentary White Wilderness
(1958)—known for its staged lemming “suicide”
scenes—delighted Baby Boomers with a polar bear cub
tumbling down an icy slope (also possibly staged), one
of the earliest cinematic examples of exploiting the
polar bear’s cuteness. The theme can be traced from
that scene to the BBC’s 2011 mini-series Frozen Planet, narrated by Sir Richard Attenborough. Its episodes
are structured along the seasonal round of polar bears,
with a bombastic soundtrack and subtly anthropomorphized, with the requisite shots of bear cub antics.
As nature documentaries and similar artifacts
show, popular culture largely confines polar bears to
limited scripts, to parts subordinate to our own. The
bear is roly-poly immature, maternal, or else a combative male. These, of course, are stereotypical roles in
the modern nuclear family. In a socio-economic context, the bear functions as marketing tool and political
rallying point.
What explains Knut’s hold on us? What feeds our
need for proximity, for contact with other life forms?
We nurse oil-slicked otters and eagles back to health.
We radio-collar caribous to understand their timeless
but timed rounds. We keep bears in cages, to edify,
engage, enchant, entertain. We make room for wolves
where we used to poison them and, just as absurdly, installed mountain goats in Nevada and Colorado, where
trophy hunters can chase them. Biologists such as E.O.
Wilson claim that an attraction to other life forms has
lain embedded in our genes since animals shaped
hominid nature on Africa’s steppes; hunter-gatherers acknowledge this debt with respect. Evolutionary
psychologists also warn us that we neglect this relationship at the cost of societal dysfunction. To further
complicate matters, this innate drive (“biophilia”) can
manifest as the opposite: a dark urge, born of greed
or fear, to abuse and eradicate our brethren-on-earth.
Be they dachshunds or Komodo dragons, head lice or
butterflies, cobras or Siamese cats—these others leave
few people unmoved. To understand how Knut and his
kind came to live in our midst and our minds is to unMICHAEL ENGELHARD
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derstand human nature.

Trained as an anthropologist, Michael Engelhard works as a wilderness guide in the Arctic and lives in Fairbanks, Alaska. He is author of
two forthcoming works: Ice Bear (see below) and an essay collection
entitled American Wild: Explorations from the Grand Canyon to the
Arctic Ocean (Hiraeth Press). Both are due out this fall.
This essay is excerpted from the author’s forthcoming book: Ice Bear:
The Cultural History of an Arctic Icon (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2016). Reprinted by permission of the University of
Washington Press. For further information and to pre-order the book
visit: http://www.washington.edu/uwpress/search/books/ENGICE.
html#contents

IMAGE CAPTIONS
Fig. 1. The setting of zoos has changed much since the nineteenth century, but some bear
enclosures similar to the one shown here still exist. While circuses have phased out polar
bears, zoos try to justify captive breeding with education and conservation. (Author’s
collection)
Fig. 2. The “world’s most famous polar bear,” Knut receives treats on his fourth birthday
in 2010. The naming of individual animals is a major step in personifying them. Gaining
individuality, they warrant special treatment. (Zoo Berlin)
Fig. 3. Man and beast in harmony—an idealized image. In reality, the relationship between
Knut and his caregiver had its rocky stretches. Wildness clashed with “cuteness” once in a
while, when the bear behaved like one. (Simone Reinhardt)
Fig. 4. Preparing Knut’s manikin at the Museum für Naturkunde Berlin. From a plaster
of Paris model, a papier-mâché form is made, on which the original skin then is mounted.
Preserving Knut struck some people as improper. (Museum für Naturkunde Berlin)
Fig. 5. German stamp with Knut and motto preserve nature worldwide. As an embodiment
of the Arctic and climate change, Knut became a bankable poster child for the conservation
movement. (Author’s collection)
Fig. 6. A five-day-old polar bear is bottle-fed at the Toronto Zoo. Captivity is an infantilizing situation. The dependency, especially of young animals, on an appointed custodian
appeals to our parenting instincts. (Toronto Zoo)
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Travels with Elford
By CHA R LE S C A R L IN

I

call him Elford. He’s a diesel pickup truck, but
we’ve developed quite the relationship. Elford
stands seven feet tall, nineteen feet long from
nose to tail, and weighs nearly eight thousand
pounds with a full stomach. He doesn’t like cold mornings, but once he gets going he’ll happily roll all day
long. I trimmed the corners of the front bumper to accommodate bigger tires, so he rumbles down the road
with a choppy metal grin. He sports a ladder rack on
which a friend helped me weld mounts for bike racks
and a storage box, as well as an expanded metal platform for lashing down fuel cans, shovels, and a jack.
Elford is a badass.
He sips on used vegetable oil instead of diesel
for fuel. I bought the truck in 2008 when diesel first
topped $4 per gallon and lots of folks were saying good
riddance to their big trucks. He gets about fifteen miles
per gallon, which is no fun if you’re paying for fuel.
So my friend Cappie helped me modify the fuel
system. A big guy with an even bigger black beard, he
was the first of many characters whom I’ve befriended
through these adventures in vegetable oil. Cappie calls
people boss, big daddy, and sweetheart. He drinks
Mountain Dew by the gallon but buys fresh-churned
butter from his neighbor. He was in the Air Force but
has a ying-yang shaped dolphin tattoo on his leg. Cappie is the only person I’ve met who seems equally comfortable in an auto parts store or a sweat lodge. We
CHARLES CARLIN

worked on the truck in front of Cappie’s school bus,
a combination condominium-workshop-experimental
energy center that he parked in an artist’s colony just
outside of Zion National Park in Southern Utah.
In the shadow of Zion’s soaring sandstone domes,
we spent a few days listening to Waylon Jennings
tunes while crawling around in the red dirt underneath the truck and updating Elford’s circulatory
system. We retrofitted one of the diesel tanks with a
heated fuel pickup. We put another heated tank in the
bed. We put in all new fuel lines—chunky rubber ones
placed alongside engine coolant hoses and wrapped
in pipe insulation and duct tape. We put in two new
fuel pumps, lots of wiring, and an array of switches
and gauges that made the cab look like the inside of
a spaceship. It was the first time I had done any mechanical work more difficult than swapping out spark
plugs. Cappie interpreted electrical and plumbing diagrams and instructed me while I learned to solder, to

Elford

break free rusty bolts, and to purge air out of fuel lines.
I’ve never been more proud.
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The work is actually pretty straightforward, though
it didn’t feel like it at the time. Here’s the deal. Vegetable oil and diesel fuel have about the same amount
of energy stored in them; the difference is their viscosity. Vegetable oil is much thicker, but heated to
170 degrees or so, the oil thins enough that it can be
sprayed through the fuel injectors, and then a diesel
engine will treat it just like regular fuel. Fortunately,
one of the main products of combustion is heat. That’s
why cars have coolant, water pumps, and radiators—
to move excess heat away from the engine block. Vegetable oil conversions use the heat from combustion to
warm and thin the oil so the engine can burn it. First
you need to filter out the french fry bits and water, but
that’s about it.
After we finished the conversion, Cappie taught me
to hunt for oil. While Elford can run on fresh oil, the
used stuff is the way to go. Biofuels made from fresh
stock aren’t quite the dream we hoped they might be.
In 2008, the increasing use of food crop land for biofuels production was blamed for a 75 percent spike in
global food prices. Covering the earth in soybeans to
feed our trucks is not a sane solution. Luckily for me,
just as Americans love to binge on fossil fuels, we also
love to binge on fried food. Nearly every restaurant
in America has a deep fryer, and after a million or so
french fries, the oil has to be replaced. Used vegetable oil is classified as hazardous waste, so restaurant
workers can’t dump it in the trash or pour it down
the drain. Instead, most restaurants have a separate
dumpster just for vegetable oil. Renderers haul it away
to make cattle feed or sometimes biodiesel. As Cappie
and I drove around, chatting up restaurant managers,
a world appeared to me. Battered and greasy dumpsters I had never even noticed transformed into treasure chests.
I’ve learned to adopt Cappie’s mannerisms when
talking to restauranteurs. I walk in smiling, introduce
myself, and say, “Hey, boss, I drive a rig that runs on
used fryer grease, mind if I take some of the trash oil
out of your dumpster?” Usually, I’m met with a blank
stare for a couple of seconds. Then they respond, “You
want to pump oil of the dumpster? You know it’s gross
back there, right?” And that’s usually that. Every once
in a while, though, the whole kitchen crew comes
out back to find out what the weird guy with the big
truck wants with their used oil and how he’s going to
go about getting it. In mediocre Spanish, I stammer
through an explanation of the setup. It’s a good excuse
for the cooks to take a cigarette break. At home, I’ve

got my regular stops, the folks who set aside their oil
for me. I stop in once a month, buy lunch, and haul
away their oil. On the road, I chat up restaurant managers and tell the bad jokes that Cappie taught me. I
plan my trips around suburban fast food meccas.
I try to be discriminating when reading the fast
food landscape. Some dumpsters are full of beautiful,
clean oil that looks like a giant tub of new canola oil.
Other times, they’re a fetid sea of diapers, cigarette
butts, the disgusting remains of ten thousand mozzarella sticks, plus fifty gallons of water because someone forgot to close the lid. I have no idea who is changing their baby’s diaper on the lid of an oil dumpster.
Elford and I try to be snobs. We turn our nose up at
the filth and move on. Except for that one time near
Billings, Montana, when I got desperate and took one
hundred gallons of gross oil that turned out to be full
of water. There’s a difference, you see, between Elford
and me. While I need a gallon or so of water a day to
survive, water will kill Elford. That oil-and-water brew
ruined our day.
There’s one dumpster I always look forward to. I
live in Southern Oregon and guide wilderness trips in
Wyoming. My 947-mile commute to work takes me
across the Northern
Some dumpsters are full reaches of the Great
Basin, the salt flats
of beautiful, clean oil…
of western Utah, and
the endless sage lands of Wyoming sprinkled with antelope gliding across the landscape. I call the first three
hundred miles of that drive “the nothing.” No towns to
speak of, spotty cell service, and even fewer radio stations. Roaring across the high desert on two lane highways battered by sun, wind, and cold I turn up the stereo, listening as Loretta Lynn’s voice floats above the
engine noise, singing, “high on a mountain top, where
the rest of the world’s like an itty bitty spot.” As the
sun goes down, I dodge suicidal jack rabbits who prostrate themselves on the road, and I keep an eye out
for the burros who stand watch over this meditative
country. By the time I hit I-80, I need coffee and fuel.
This treasure chest stands in the corner of an
enormous travel plaza. Like most places in the Great
Basin, the businesses—a gas station, a burger joint, a
cafe, and a casino—look beaten down from the sand
blasting delivered by incessant winds. The expanse of
pavement here is impressive, and the buildings, fuel
pumps, dumpsters, and sheds casually sprawl across
hundreds of yards of parking lots. It’s as if there was a
two-for-one special on paving the day the asphalt guys
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came through.
My dumpster sits out of the way. It’s against a
retaining wall separating the burger joint drive-thru
and the gas station. The dumpster is a big, three-hundred-gallon affair, a steel box measuring five feet long
by nearly four feet wide. The friendly kids who work
the counter at the fast food restaurant always let me
have whatever oil is in the dumpster. It’s far away from
any major city, which means the oil collection guys
rarely bother to visit, and I usually score 150 gallons or
more of beautiful oil. This particular restaurant chain
filters their oil before putting it into the dumpster, so
I don’t have to contend with forgotten bits of french
fries and jalapeño poppers. Plus, a blessing of traveling across this parched landscape is that it doesn’t
matter if someone forgets to close the lid on the dumpster, as it’s unlikely ever to rain enough to cause me a
problem. This is my mother lode, and hungry travelers
keep it stocked for me.
I’ve rigged the truck up with two hundred gallons
of fuel tanks so that I can stock up here and then drive
for a couple thousand
I should wax poetic about miles without worrying about a fill up.
the ecological virtues of
The storage tanks
running vehicles on used sit in the bed of the
truck. A sixty-gallon
veggie oil.
black plastic tank,
about a foot wide and as tall as the bed rail, sits immediately behind the cab. It’s heated and plumbed. While
I drive, hot engine coolant warms the oil in that tank
and a small pump slowly sucks it through a filter, refilling one of the two twenty-gallon underbelly tanks.
Behind the black tank sits a bigger, one-hundred-gallon white metal tank. I’ve cut six-inch access ports into
the top of the tank to accommodate heaters and pump
pickups, and so I can reach my arm in if something
really gross makes it past my first filter.
I pull up alongside the dumpster and get to work.
First, I put on nitrile gloves, the kind the nurse wears
when she gives you a flu shot. Next, I root around in
the recycling dumpster and pull out a few cardboard
boxes. I put the boxes on the ground to catch the inevitable drips of oil or the occasional deluge. The pump
and battery I quickly set on the boxes before they blow
across the parking lot.
Then comes the Pyrex straw. It’s about half an inch
in diameter and three feet long. I stick one end into
the dumpster, plug the other end, pull it out, and see
what I’ve got. If you’ve ever had lunch with a ten year
CHARLES CARLIN

old, you’ve seen them do this with their soda. The oil
changes from a clear gold or brown to a mucky, cloudy
appearance at the water line. Water is heavier than oil,
so it and the solids sink to the bottom. That’s the gross
stuff that will plug filters and muck up fuel injectors.
Now I know how much I can pump.
Next, the pick-up stick goes in. It’s a plastic tube
with window screen wrapped around the bottom. I
place the end of that a couple of inches above the water line and clamp it to the side of the dumpster. The
pump sucks the oil out of the dumpster and pushes it
through a hose and nozzle that looks just like the one
you fill your car with. Depending on the temperature,
it sucks ten or fifteen gallons a minute. While the tank
fills, I organize my tool boxes or clean up around the
dumpsters a bit. Usually, a curious trucker or a retired
couple in an RV with a bald eagle painted on it watch,
trying to discern what I’m up to. The whole process
takes maybe twenty minutes.
All of this happens in a bit of a legal gray area. It’s
against EPA rules to run a vehicle on a non-approved
fuel, but as far as I can tell it’s rare to be ticketed, fined,
or otherwise reprimanded for running on veg-oil. Road
taxes are the next hang up. A chunk of the price you
pay for each gallon of gas or diesel is tax, and states
use that money to maintain the roads. Most states now
have alternative fuel forms. You’re supposed to keep
track of your mileage and send them a check each year,
on the honor system. As for taking the oil, if you ask
the renderers—the folks who own the dumpsters that
sit behind restaurants, who haul the oil away to make
cattle feed, to make more cheeseburgers, that need
more fries fried to accompany them—they will say
it’s illegal to take oil out of the dumpsters. Nowadays,
especially on the West Coast, they plaster aggressive
stickers on dumpsters, threatening fines and jail time
for dumpster diving. The courts generally don’t agree.
While the dumpster belongs to the renderer, the oil
belongs to the restaurant until it’s hauled away. With
the restaurant’s permission, it’s cool to pump their oil.
At this point, I should wax poetic about the ecological virtues of running vehicles on used veggie oil. It’s
carbon neutral and takes advantage of a waste product that would otherwise feed cows we shouldn’t be
eating, cows who live in wretched feed lots that certainly shouldn’t be there. It also puts a bit of distance
between me and the devastated Western petro-landscapes I witness on my travels: fracking in North Dakota; drilling in eastern and southern Utah; coal scars
in the Powder River Basin of Wyoming. It is a small
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but incredibly satisfying way to say fuck you to Big Oil.
But I should also say that used vegetable oil lets me
drive a big truck with beefy tires, carry a bunch of gear,
and not feel so guilty. And it’s fun.
Feeding off capitalism’s excesses brings a sense of
adventure back to the Great American Road Trip. The
industrial food economy produces so much waste that
we can power vehicles simply by digging around in the
garbage, turning a cross-country drive into a treasure
hunt for oil. It’s a sort of Mad Max meets Travels with
Charley fantasy. Of course, I pursue all this adventure
from a privileged position. As a white guy who wears
Carharts and drives a pickup truck, I am perhaps the
least likely person to be messed with while poking
through someone else’s trash. I’m poor, but playing at
living on the margins is optional for me. When I get
tired of this, I can trade in the truck for a Subaru, pay
for gas, and keep adventuring.
The inevitable breakdowns add another layer
of adventure. Elford’s nearly twenty and has logged
270,000 miles, many on bone-rattling gravel roads.
Most breakdowns are due to the complications of age,
but my poor workmanship also deserves some blame.
Once, the glow plugs went out while winter camping.
Diesels don’t start in the cold without glow plugs, their
version of heated socks. Another time, I slid into a
ditch on a remote jeep road and had to come back with
a winch to get him out. I did exactly the same thing a
month later. Elford got some updated traction control
after that one. Driving through Montana one summer,
a fuel line burst, coating the bottom of the truck with
hot vegetable oil. The same thing happened with a
different fuel line while ripping across Oregon’s vast
eastern desert, this time coating the undercarriage
with my diesel reserve. Elford and I have learned to
travel prepared. We
Running my truck on carry a chest of tools:
used vegetable oil won’t wrenches, a breaker
bar, electrical gear, lots
save the world.
of extra fuel filters and
rags, a floor jack, jumper cables, tire chains, tow strap,
extra fuel line, vacuum hose for the brakes, and some
more rags.
Running my truck on used vegetable oil won’t save
the world. Since 2008, I’ve traveled 105,000 miles
on used oil. At fifteen miles per gallon, that adds up
to seven thousand gallons of diesel that I have not
burned. By comparison, a 747 burns that much fuel in
two hours. With its afterburners on, an F-15 burns four
gallons of fuel every second. I am no competition for
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the war machine. Plus, we can’t all burn used vegetable oil. Currently, the United States produces enough
vegetable oil annually to meet about one percent of the
nation’s fuel needs. As commercial biofuels producers
have scaled up, competition for used oil has also increased. This is not a large-scale solution.
It is, however, a solution to apathy, and it generates a vibrant community. The climate crisis often
feels overwhelming, like nothing short of revolution or
systems collapse will stop it. Experiments with living
outside the grips of the fossil fuel economy offer a window into already existing alternatives. I put a big sticker on Elford’s tailgate that reads, “Powered by vegetable oil: clean, renewable, domestic.” Everywhere I go,
folks strike up conversations with me. We make jokes
about my truck smelling like french fries, talk about
the money I’ve saved, and pillory energy companies.
Each chat reinforces a sense of possibility that alternatives are not only imaginable but already in action.
When I began researching how to convert vehicles,
I turned to the Internet. Diesel truck forums are a treasure trove of information, populated by surprisingly
generous folks. Of course, you do have to look past the
right-wing window dressing. Animated avatars show
Obama growing devil horns, Marine Corps logos, firearms, or confederate flags. After constructive conversation about how to replace a differential peters out,
the conversation sometimes drifts to slamming the
EPA or to talk about how the president wants to take
our guns away. A certain brand of paranoid libertarianism runs strong here. Emissions controls and clean
air standards need not apply.
And yet, members of the community are almost
universally friendly and helpful when it comes to
modifying or repairing our trucks. Take, for example, a gregarious Minnesotan who goes by the handle,
VegginPSD (PSD for Ford Powerstroke Diesel). When
I started my research into conversions, he called me
up and spent an hour talking through the technics of
vegetable oil modifications that at the time seemed
incomprehensible. I’ve since watched him shepherd
others through the process, patiently explaining the
intricacies of fuel systems through threads that grow
to be dozens of pages long. Then there’s Paul, another fellow who frequents the forums. Last summer, my
vacuum pump gave out the day before I was due to
drive to Wyoming. The vacuum pump runs the brakes,
and it’s tough to stop an eight-thousand-pound truck
without power brakes. It turns out that Paul lives just
a few blocks away from me. He got in touch and at
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nine the next morning he pedaled up my street on a
recumbent bicycle hauling a bucket of tools. After we
finished with the truck, we shared beers, and I helped
Paul and his wife plan their own veg-oil conversion.
I find the community remarkable. Folks have gifted
me hundreds of gallons of vegetable oil, and I’ve done
the same for them. People
It is a solution spend countless hours sharto apathy, and it ing advice online and helping
each other troubleshoot their
generates a vibrant trucks. Even the guys who do
community.
it for money, who make and
sell custom modification kits,
spend an inordinate amount of time helping newbies
through their installations and constantly refining the
specialty parts that make up their kits. This is the magic of do-it-yourself communities.
I’ve learned to gauge distances in terms of friendly
restaurant managers instead of gas stations, and I’ve
been welcomed into a community of folks figuring
it out, making their own way. Scrounging fuel at the
margins of the grid has made me passionate in ways
that simply buying biodiesel never could. It’s not the
solution, but that’s not the point. It’s a way of enacting
values, adding some adventure to life, and affirming
the sense of possibility that lives in experimentation.
Of course, we must fight the big fights. I won’t forget
to target pit mines, oil wells, and an “all of the above”
energy policy that sells out my planet and my future.
But I also know that the big solutions—the ones that
replace one grid with another one—aren’t real solutions at all. I’ll keep rooting around the edges.

Charles Carlin guides backcountry expeditions for the National
Outdoor Leadership School and studies geography at the University
of Wisconsin-Madison. He holds an M.A. in Counseling and Psychology from Prescott College and a B.A. in Environmental Politics from
DePauw University. Charles lives in Madison, Wisconsin, with his wife
and son.
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R E V IE W S &
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FIRE WORKS—IT HAS FOR EONS
By Maya Khosla

Over 10 million acres burned across the western
United States in 2015. Wildfires of the year were declared as among the largest and most severe. But a
look back beyond the past few decades reveals a reality that contradicts such declarations. An average of 30
million acres burned annually during the 1920s and
1930s drought years. The 1849 Yaquina Fire in Oregon
burned almost half a million acres of forests, the 1910
Great Idaho set close to 3 million acres ablaze, and
the famous 1988 Yellowstone fire was over 1.5 million
acres in size. These are a few of many in recorded history.
If we could rewind back some twelve thousand
years to the early Holocene, hover high above the
ground, and press fast forward, we would witness a
regular display of lightning-induced blazes below—
ample proof has been unlocked from charred plant
materials embedded in the ancient sediments under
lakes. Punctuated by volcanic explosions of the Cascades Chain, a steady progression of wildfires of all
known sizes and intensities would advance through
the ages, in addition to those regularly set by Native
peoples who recognized their many benefits. Large
wildfires have been a natural part of the American
West for a long time.
Shortly before the 2015 fires swept across California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, Idaho, and Montana, I roamed through areas of Yosemite and Stanislaus National Forest where the Rim Fire had burned
in 2013. My work was to film and to follow in the footsteps of Chad Hanson, director of the John Muir Project of Earth Island Institute, who was in search of rare
black-backed woodpeckers and their nests. The air

was full of the songs of wood peewees, lazuli buntings,
mountain bluebirds, rock wrens, and mountain quails.
They whistled and flickered through the live, fireswept trees and charred snags (standing dead trees,
which grow chock-full of native beetle larvae). A pair
of western bluebirds was stuffing grassy materials into
an unused woodpecker nest cavity, creating a nest of
their own. A multitude of other snags were in use, and

Western Bluebird

vast areas with mature pines that had been presumed
dead had bounced back to life.
I was pleasantly surprised. Charred forest floors
were so thick with wallflowers, lupines, paintbrush,
and oak and conifer seedlings that it was a challenge
to walk without treading on them. The deer and black
bears were back.
The spring of 2015 was the second season of study.
Chad Hanson spent the first afternoon offering his
team of biologists a refresher in the protocols required
to complete a nest-density survey for the rare blackbacked woodpeckers. Armed with binoculars and
FoxPro high performance callers, we walked through
forest plots, playing woodpecker sounds. One week
into the surveys we found black-backed woodpeckers,
along with their nest cavity full of boisterous young
chicks, emitting cicada-like calls.
The surveys were done in tandem with a search for
rare raptors. Researcher Tonja Chi found the elusive
northern goshawks raising four chicks in a part of the
REVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS
THINK HERE
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post-fire forest that had burned with low intensity.
That number reflects a plentiful supply of food, since
the average number of offspring for goshawks falls
somewhere between 2 and 2.8 chicks. Tonja Chi and
Rachel Fazio found California spotted owls and their
chicks. “So this is where all the wildlife is…I always
wondered!” declared Kevin Kilpatrick, one of the biologists.
But most people who watch wildfires in the news
do not give a thought to visiting those forests a few
seasons after fire. With the number of burned acres
crossing 10 million, 2015 saw a worried buzz across
all manner of media, public discussion platforms, the
Forest Service, and the U.S. Congress. Wildfires were
declared as “larger,” “hotter,” and “more severe.” Debates raged over how to manage our forests for climate
change and the likely fires of the future. The culmination of such debates included proposed measures
such as the Resilient Forest Act of 2015 (which passed
the House in July 2015),1 the National Forest Ecosystem Improvement Act of 2015,2 the Wildfire Disaster
Funding Act of 2015,3 and a small but significant rider
in the Omnibus Appropriations Act of 2016.4 Attempting to hop on the Omnibus, this rider contained several provisions from the Resilient Forest Act and called
for massive logging efforts in the form of fuels reduction, thinning, and post-fire salvage logging projects
across public lands to manage future fires. Interestingly, the common denominator of the measures was
the unregulated harvesting (and marketing) of timber.
Implemented projects would be largely exempt from
analyses of environmental impacts and public inputs,
which are normally integral to the process. As it turned
out, this rider was finally excluded when the Omnibus
Appropriations Act passed in December 2015. A new
logging rider that weakens the Endangered Species
Act is expected to be proposed in Congress in 2016.
Both the Resilient Forest Act and the National
Forest Ecosystem Improvement Act met with vociferous objections from 262 well-established scientists

who sent an open letter to U.S. senators in September
2015.5 They cited a multitude of studies by U.S. Forest
Service biologists and other scientists demonstrating
how forests in the west bounce back, beginning a few
seasons after experiencing fires of low, medium, and
high intensities. Post-fire forests support high levels

Goshawk

of biodiversity and a suite of imperiled animals and
plants, they added.
The New Year’s rains have provided moments to
breathe and consider the various fuels reduction, thinning, and post-fire salvage logging measures that have
been proposed in order to restore forests and to keep
homes safer. Records show that a majority of the efforts required to protect homes from fire are located
in the vicinity of the homes themselves. The most successful fire prevention plans, defensible space measures, and firefighter efforts focus on the importance
of fire safety in roofs, gutters, chimneys, vents, other
parts of homes, and the vegetation that surrounds
them. Fire suppression and logging projects, based in
backcountry areas that are miles away, do little to protect homes.
Thinning and clear-cutting projects are vigorously
defended with discussions about the “excess” of fuels
in our forests. But long-term studies shed a different
light on the subject of forest fuels. The clear-cut areas
of the 2013 Rim Fire were the very areas that burned
with highest severity, as discussed by Dominick DelREVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS
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laSalla and Chad Hansen, who co-authored The Ecological Importance of Mixed-Severity Fires: Nature’s
Phoenix.6 In another study completed in 2014, Lydersen and colleagues concluded that during a wildfire,
areas where the timber had been removed by thinning
operations burned as hot as the non-thinned forests,
since hot, dry weather conditions promote hot fires.7
Out in the backcountry, fire works. A few weeks
after the Morgan Fire, Mount Diablo globe lilies, fire
poppies (not seen since the mountain’s 1977 fire), and
a plethora of other life had made their comeback. A
year after the King Fire in El Dorado National Forest,
carpets of conifer seedlings rose from the ashes along
with three rare plants. One of them, the longfruit
jewelflower (first described by Glen Clifton and Roy
Buck), had never been sighted in El Dorado.
The rapid regeneration in burned areas is integral to a well-documented phenomenon: fire generates the chemical stimulus for germination in many
plants. “Most herbaceous perennials typically flower
much more following fire,” observed John Keeley and
colleagues in their book, Fire in Mediterranean Ecosystems.8 Eight years after the Wheeler Fire in Plumas
National Forest, mountain lions, deer, and bears were
seen roaming through the regenerating forests and
aspen groves, which rang with the songs of mountain
bluebirds and other birds. Forest Service biologists expressed thrill at the comeback.
Although the lists go on, they are rarely cited by
those who propose various logging efforts as the way
to manage forests. Studies demonstrating the benefits
of wildfire also point to the futility of spending precious taxpayer dollars on management methods that
have less to do with restoring forests or with safety
than they do with marketing timber. “Fires need to
burn to keep our forests healthy…the best hedge we
are going to have against climate change,” says Rachel
Fazio, Associate Director of the John Muir Project.
To discover the rapid comeback of life after wildfire is to realize what the natural world has grasped for

eons: wildfires of the American west are agents of rejuvenation and restoration. Native peoples were possibly the first to make practical use of fire, routinely
sowing tobacco seeds in the ashy soils. Perhaps it is
time for Smokey the Bear to adopt an axiom, “Black is
the New Green.”
Maya Khosla’s field efforts have been supported by Patagonia and the
Sacramento Audubon Society. She has written Web of Water: Life in
Redwood Creek; Tapping the Fire, Turning the Steam: Securing the
Future with Geothermal Energy; and Keel Bone (Dorothy Brunsman
Poetry Prize from Bear Star Press) and has received writing awards
from Flyway Journal, and Headlands Center for the Arts.
Her efforts to film and create awareness about the high value of
post-fire forests can be viewed at: https://youtu.be/ohWIrCb2liE; and
a rough-cut from her 2014 efforts can be viewed at: http://johnmuirproject.org/scientific-research/black-backed-woodpecker-nest-density-study-sierra-nevada/ (Please scroll all the way down the page).
Anjali Khosla created the trailer that eventually inspired the film into
being. Sincere thanks go out to Chad Hanson and Tonja Chi, Christy
Sherr, Craig Swolgaard, Kevin Kilpatrick, Kim Glinka, Matt York, Rachel
Fazio, Robert Thomas and Christie Heckler, to Tim Ingalsbee (Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics and Ecology) and to Rich Fairbanks.
A 30-minute film-in-progress has received partial support from Patagonia, The Sacramento Audubon Society, Dawn Reis, Gretchen Flohr,
Rita Quercus, Maria Alvarez, Dave Seter, Roy Buck, and a number of
anonymous supporters.

NOTES
1. The Resilient Federal Forests Act of 2105, H.R. 2467, 114th Cong. (2015).
2. The National Forest Ecosystem Improvement Act of 2015, S. 1691, 114th Cong. (2015).
3. The Wildlife Disaster Funding Act, H.R. 167, 114th Cong. (2015).
4. Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2016, Pub. L. No. 114-113 (2015).
5. D.A. DellaSalla, C. Hanson, R. Noss, et al., “Open Letter to U.S. Senators and President
Obama from Scientists Concerned about Post-Fire Logging and Clearcutting on National
Forests,” September 2015, available at http://johnmuirproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Final2015ScientistLetterOpposingLoggingBills.pdf.
6. D. DellaSalla and C.T. Hanson, The Ecological Importance of Mixed-Severity Fires:
Nature’s Phoenix (Amsterdam, the Netherlands: Elsevier, 2015).
7. J.M. Lydersen, M.P. North, and B.M. Collins, “Severity of an Uncharacteristically Large
Wildfire, the Rim Fire, in Forests with Relatively Restored Frequent Fire Regimes,” Forest
Ecology and Management 328 (2014): 326-34.
8. J.E. Keeley, W.J. Bond, R.A. Bradstock, et al., Fire in Mediterranean Ecosystems: Ecology, Evolution and Management (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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CREATING LANGUAGE THAT RE-CONNECTS
US WITH NATURE
By Susan J. Tweit

“Language is meant to be a playful, ever-shifting
creation, but we have been taught—and most of us
continue to believe—that language must obediently
follow precisely prescribed rules that govern clear sentence structures, specific word orders, correct spellings, and proper pronunciations,” writes naturalist
and author David Lukas in his new book, Language
Making Nature. Lukas’s point is both breathtakingly
simple and audaciously earth-shaking: If we hope to
reconnect humans with nature, he says, if we hope to
infect others with our delight, awe, and whole-hearted
kinship for the world outside our skin boundary, we
must re-invent our language to express those feelings
and experiences. Instead of building walls between us,
our language must begin to restore bonds.
To do that, Lukas points out, both the words and
the way we use them must change. “In its heart and
soul, language can also be a revolutionary force, and
it can be used to expose lies, but you cannot have a
revolution if you use the language of the conquerors,”
he writes. Amen!
When I write about plants—rooted beings I consider kin—editors routinely red-ink my use of the pronoun “who” in reference to these leafy lives, preferring
the standard and de-personalizing “it.” I disagree. To
me, plants and the rest of the living world are “people”
in their own right, even though in proper English, other species are shunted to the less-than-human ghetto
as mere “things.”
In proper English, even nature itself, that ever-shifting web of interconnected lives, is considered
“it.” That flat pronoun yields no hint of a living system continuously responding to the changing environ-

ment, cycling through life and death and evolution.
That’s just wrong. The de-natured pronoun de-natures life; it classifies living systems as commodities
rather than members of our home community. “It”
and “thing” are not us. Our depauperate, unimaginative language makes it far too easy for us to mindlessly
abuse and exploit nature and those legions of beings
who make up the worldwide web of lives.
So when I heard Robin Wall Kimmerer—botanist,
author, and member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation—suggest at the 2015 Geography of Hope Conference in Point Reyes Station, California, that we adopt
the genderless Potawatomi pronoun “ki” for other beings, with the plural form “kin,” I wanted to stand up
and applaud. She was speaking my language. A language I hadn’t ever thought about changing. Although
I did invent a word once. When my late husband and I
collaborated on an entry for an art show, we needed a
word to express what inspired our work—his abstract
sculpture and my writing and ecological restoration.
After some thought, we came up with terraphilia,
which we defined as something broader than E.O. Wilson’s “biophilia”: An intrinsic affection for and connection to the earth and its interwoven community of
lives. “Without that connection,” I wrote in our narrative, “we are lonely, lacking, no longer whole.”
The idea of a wholesale, nature-friendly revision
of the English language grew on me as I read Language Making Nature. Lukas, who has written nature
guides and has been
To me, plants and the a columnist for Sunset Magazine and the
rest of the living world are Los Angeles Times,
“people” in their own right draws on his teaching and writing experience—and some fascinating research—to provide
a tool-kit for inventing and modifying words, finding
in the process new ways to express our connection to
each other, other species, the community of nature,
and this earth. The book is mind boggling, a little overREVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS
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whelming in the amount and order of information,
and ultimately, very liberating.
In a series of mostly short chapters interspersed
with quotes and examples, Lukas dips into linguistics,
the history of the English language, anthropology of
names and places, and word forms and word use. He
offers playful chapters containing exercises on making
up and using words in new ways. The exercises draw
on a wide variety of sources, including Chaucer, classical Greek and Latin, Old English and other “root”
European languages, call and response forms, chants,
colors, body language, place-forms, textures in nature,
and other species.
As with any paradigm-shifting concept, Language
Making Nature isn’t perfect. Nor, I think, did Lukas

Our depauperate… language makes it far too easy
for us to…abuse and exploit…those…who make up
the worldwide web of lives.
mean it to be. We learn more thoroughly and deeply, he points out, if the material is presented in ways
that are uncomfortable, not easy to decipher, and that
shake up our perceptions. True. But to reach as wide
an audience as possible, it’s important to tend to the
aesthetics of the package, especially the title and book
cover. Language Making Nature doesn’t succeed
there. The title, rather than being intriguing, is simply
confusing. The book’s cover, a close-up photo of what
appears to be a granite boulder, is so visually busy that
the title itself is hard to pick out; inside, Lukas’ writing sometimes trips over itself. Those may seem like
superficial quibbles, but they can deter readers. If you
want to reach readers, you’ve got to appeal to them
first.
As with his previous books, Lukas published this
one himself, and honestly, I wish he hadn’t. There are
drawbacks to traditional publishing—it’s slow, the
gates are sometimes closed to new ideas, and it doesn’t

guarantee the book will reach readers. But what it
does do well is expose the work to new eyes; editors,
designers, marketers, and publicists know their jobs
and their audience. Working with a team willing to
step back and give the work a critical look likely would
have produced a more immediately appealing and accessible book.
That said, Language Making Nature is well worth
the read. But don’t stop there. This book is not just
an intellectual exercise; it begs to be used. Read a bit,
and then practice. Play with creating new words and
sounds and rhythms and forms. Speak them out loud.
Write them down. Think with them. Together, Lukas
seems to say, we can create a language that reconnects
us with this living planet, the only home our species
has ever known.
Susan J. Tweit is a plant ecologist who writes, speaks, and teaches
workshops about humans and our integral and essential connection to
this glorious green planet. Her latest book is the memoir Walking Nature Home: A Life’s Journey (University of Texas Press, 2009). Read
her work at susanjtweit.com.
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YOUR INNER THOREAU
By John Torday

“Wildness is the preservation of the world.”
				—H.D. Thoreau
Reading Henry David Thoreau, I feel a moral
and spiritual kinship with him and with all of life. Of
course, that was his intent in sharing his experiences
at Walden Pond, on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, in the Maine Woods, and on Cape Cod. He was the
first nature journalist to “mind nature.” He did all of
that so he could live his life deliberately, transcending
man’s law to discover natural law, encouraging us to
do the same. He was also a mystic—for example, referring to a river in Maine being “peopled” with fish.
Thoreau’s intentions and aspirations are all noble
ones that I support and uphold. However, as a working scientist for the last fifty years, I find it awkward to
think in terms of metaphors instead of facts. Ironically, Thoreau was also a scientist of sorts, systematically
measuring the height of the Concord River, counting
annular rings on tree stumps, or doing seed dispersal
surveys in order to fathom nature’s ways and determine her laws. He had a hypothesis, but he was not
able to adequately test it scientifically, resorting to
philosophy and speculation instead. He did not have
the scientific knowledge needed to see the arc from the
physical to the biological, a connection many have attempted but have failed to make—neither the Nobel
Laureate Ilya Prigogine, in Order Out of Chaos, nor
the polymath Michael Polanyi, in his essay “Life’s Irreducible Structure” in the journal Science, was able to
show a direct relationship between physics and biology, concluding that the latter was too complicated. The
essential data integrating biology and nature would

not be available for another one hundred years, with
the advent of molecular embryology. But we now have
the scientific wherewithal to draw such conclusions.
I also tend to be philosophical, but prefer using
the scientific method to support my epistemological
claims about natural phenomena. I have spent decades trying to understand the principles behind human development as a basic scientist working in the
field of neonatology, the clinical practice for taking
care of pre-term newborns. My particular area of interest is in the development of the lung, because that
is the “weakest link” in infant survival at birth. For example, in a case that received widespread public attention at the time, lung immaturity, originally known
as hyaline membrane disease (now called respiratory
distress syndrome), caused the death of the Kennedy baby, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy, in 1963. Just five
years later, an observant obstetrician named G.C. Liggins was studying what triggers the birthing process;
he thought that the hormone cortisol initiated labor,
so he treated pregnant sheep with the hormone well
before they would have given birth, discovering to his
surprise that the resulting newborn lambs were able to
breathe spontaneously despite being born prematurely. Liggins failed to determine how cortisol induced
labor, but in the process he discovered that he could
effectively accelerate fetal lung maturation. The use
of cortisol to accelerate lung maturation in pre-term
pregnancy marked a sea change in the practice of obstetrics and neonatology.
I have studied how cortisol affects lung development for my entire career because of the fundamental
importance of such knowledge for both developmental biology and for human health. Finally, a decade
ago, my colleagues and I had amassed enough information to formulate a working model of lung development down to its cellular-molecular components.
It turns out that this process is determined by reciprocal leap-frogging interactions between cells from
two different germlines, generating all forty cell types
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of the lung. When I stepped back and considered the
biologic “histories” of these two cell types in forming
the lung, I calculated the probability that this process
occurred by chance—it would have taken longer than
the existence of the universe, which was nonsensical.
Alternatively, there was evidence that these cell–cell
interactions had been caused by physical factors in the
environment like gravity, oxygen, and ions that have
also fashioned the lung and all of the other organs of
the body.
That thought brought me back to Thoreau’s imaginings about his intimate, ancient relationship with
the earth. His intent was to encourage us to reconnect
mind and body, which had been philosophically separated by Descartes in the seventeenth century. Thoreau felt strongly that such dualistic thinking interfered with our ability to perceive ourselves as integral
beings, at one with nature. So he went to Walden Pond
to live his life “deliberately,” demonstrating by his actions that we humans have free will. We do not have to
be condemned to “lives of quiet desperation” once we
get in touch with our transcendent selves.
In a similar vein, my insights to human evolution
stem from the work of others showing that life on
earth began with snowball-like asteroids striking the
earth in the absence of an oxidative atmosphere. Those
snowballs formed the earth’s oceans, and contained
lipids that coalesced as fat globules. Lipids immersed
in water can form primitive cells, providing the origins
of life, particularly when the moon started generating
tides only 100 million years after the formation of the
earth. It is well known that when lipids are wetted and
dried they spontaneously form semi-permeable membrane spheres; imagine such lipids lying on the primordial shore, drying out at low tide and being wetted
at high tide recurrently—life! It is thought that energy was eventually produced within such simple cells,
in defiance of the second law of thermodynamics, by
the process of chemiosmosis, which is sustained by
homeostatic servo-regulation, the mechanistic basis

for physiology. This unitary cell structure formed the
basis for all of life on earth. The fact that it occurred
spontaneously through self-referential, self-organizational principles is the biological origin and determinant of free will; the higher consciousness that characterizes intentional freewill is an epiphenomenon
of this vertically integrated process. So, like Thoreau
beseeching us to take personal responsibility for ourselves, I would argue that the possibility of freedom is
in our DNA.
The main reason why I have been encouraged to
amplify my cellular understanding of evolution is because it is predictive, which is the benchmark of science. The principles
…there may be a path at work in the evofrom one generation to lution of the cell and
the next via the bacteria the cell membrane are
the foundations of life
that co-habit with us.
that have been used
recurrently in vertebrate evolution, most recently
in the adaptation of fish to land, forced to do so because rising levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere
caused a greenhouse effect, drying up the oceans. The
weakest link in this chain of adaptive events was the
lung, which evolved from the swim bladder of fish.
But during this process there were periods when the
evolving lung was inefficient, causing oxygen deficiency, or hypoxia, the most potent physiologic stressor
known. This triggered the “fight-or-flight” mechanism
by which the pituitary in the brain stimulates cortisol
production by the adrenal gland, triggering adrenaline
production. The adrenaline relieved the stress on the
lung, and also stimulated metabolism by releasing fatty acids from fat cells, raising body temperature. The
elevated body temperature on land was more efficient
than being cold blooded, resulting in the evolution of
warm-blooded mammals and birds. Importantly, hibernation has the opposite effect, reducing stress, cortisol, adrenaline, and body temperature, placing the
organism in a trance-like meditative state.
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In Walden, Thoreau describes his “morning work,”
measuring the dispersal of seeds, the depth of Walden
Pond, recording the first appearance of the local plant
life, and the behaviors of animals and birds. But these
activities are his entrée to the other-worldly, transcendent mysteries of his surroundings. He often finds
himself in such a meditative state, allowing him to envision his place in nature and the universe. As a result,
Thoreau’s experience at Walden Pond has a mystical
quality to it:
Once, a few weeks after I came to the woods,
for an hour I doubted whether the near neighborhood of man was not essential to a serene
and healthy life. To be alone was somewhat
unpleasant. But in the midst of a gentle rain,
while these thoughts prevailed, I was suddenly
sensible of such sweet and beneficent society
in Nature, in the very pattering of the drops,
and in every sight and sound around my house,
an infinite and unaccountable friendliness all
at once, like an atmosphere, sustaining me,
as made the fancied advantages of human
neighborhood insignificant, and I have never
thought of them since. Every little pine-needle
expanded and swelled with sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of
the presence of something kindred to me, that
I thought no place could ever be strange to me
again.1
This spiritualism in nature raises the question as
to whether there may be scientific evidence for such
phenomena. In support of that notion, it has recently been found that the microbiome—the bacteria that
inhabit our bodies—enters the soil and water when
we are buried, forming the necrobiome. The necrobiome is predominantly composed of proteobacteria,
which are present in plants, and animals, and in the
gut, skin, lungs, and eyes of humans. In fact, the microbiome of the uterus is the source for the microbiome of the newborn, suggesting that there may be a

path from one generation to the next via the bacteria
that co-habit with us. How Zen. I think Thoreau would
have liked the idea of going back to nature as a means
of immortalization.

John S. Torday, MSc, PhD, is a Professor of Pediatrics and Obstetrics
and Gynecology at the David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA. He
is the author of Evolutionary Biology: Cell–Cell Communication and
Complex Disease (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012).

NOTES
1. H.D. Thoreau, Walden: Life in the Woods (1854; repr., New York: Houghton Mifflin
Riverside Press, 1938), 206.
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WEB OF LIFE
By Adrienne Beth Jenkins

to be expressed than my own conscious intent.
In October of 2015 I presented an exhibition of
my work, including a painting entitled “Web of Life,”
and discussed my work at the Pebble Hill Church in
Doylestown, Pennsylvania. This gave me an occasion
to reflect on my art and on the relationship between
humans and nature.

INTRODUCTION

Through painting, I am interested in exploring connections among human, animal, and natural worlds.
The human face and flesh, animal eyes, skins, bones,
and feathers speak to me, revealing life’s wonder and
mystery. Inspiration for the work comes from sources ranging from ancient wisdom traditions to modern
Jungian psychology and contemporary physics; timeless philosophies suggesting the interconnectedness of
all life and reminding us of an instinctive orientation
toward union where seeming opposites of matter and
spirit, masculine and feminine, heaven and earth exist
in harmony. Working with archetypal images culled
from nature, myth, art history, and my own personal
experiences and memories, a montage of colorful visual impressions emerges, forming new narratives celebrating life’s complexity, diversity, and unity, as well
as its beauty.
Study of the methods and materials of master
painters informs my practice, working with rich oil
pigments and using glazing to create a sense of depth
or interdimensionality. Intuitive mark making and
sweeping use of color enter the picture, infusing energy. I usually begin a painting with an idea of what I
want to express, but inevitably fresh aspects come into
play—thoughts, associations, feelings, and impressions—that make their way in. Through the paint, I
explore these forces working both on and beneath the
surface. There’s a place I arrive at where the paint is
processing for me; things start to take shape and come
into a form that I had never anticipated. I go with this
flow and am always surprised by how the process of
painting itself seems to know more about what wants

WEB OF LIFE

The title for this exhibition, and its centerpiece
painting, reflects an ancient belief in the sacredness
of all life, the ways we humans are connected to each
other and to animals and nature, and the necessity to
acknowledge and honor these relationships. Much as
our indigenous ancestors worshipped and honored
Mother Earth’s ceaseless cycles while also honoring
Father Sky and the cosmic sense of being, we stand at
a time when much can be learned, shared, and healed
through a deeper connection with self, nature, and
world.
The paintings are what I refer to as totems, or
carriers of energy. Historically used for rites of initiation, or passage from childhood to adulthood, totem
animals provide a basis for assimilation of the individual into group life, a healing process connecting
the individual to nature and the larger world. Created
with sacred intentionality, totems serve both individuals and community in establishing connection with
the world of animal companions who provide guidance and protection. Embracing the animal nature
brings wholeness, an integration of the instinctual
psyche with rational, intellectual mind. In Man and
His Symbols, psychologist Carl Jung said, “Primitive
man must tame the animal in himself and make it his
helpful companion; civilized man must heal the animal in himself and make it his friend.”
Many of the paintings show humans with animals, sharing the same space, and this is a reference
to our ancient roots as depicted in early cave paintings in which humans took on animal qualities—e.g.,
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a human body with bird face—and man is portrayed
running with the beasts. At a certain point in our evolutionary history, according to Sigfried Giedion in his
The Eternal Present: The Beginnings of Art: A Contribution on Constancy and Change, “humans no longer mingled among the animals on the walls, but were
separated and distinguished from the animals and any
roots they might have experienced earlier.” Essentially cutting us off from that alienated past and seeking
a new beginning in the twentieth century, the poet
Robinson Jeffers called for a human return to oneness
with all of life, as in his beautiful poem, “Return”:
A little too abstract, a little too wise,
It is time for us to kiss the Earth again,
It is time to let the leaves rain from the skies,
And let the rich life run to the roots again.
This call to re-connect our spiritual essence with
material form was also the underlying philosophy of
sixteenth and seventeenth century Dutch still-life
painting known as pronkstilleven (ostentatious still
life) and later, as vanitas (literally vanity paintings),
which mixed living aspects of nature (flora and fauna) with death and decaying matter (bones), prompting the viewer to contemplate the temporary nature of
existence and cycles of birth, growth, decay, and regeneration. Historically, this was a time when foreign
travel and global commerce were rapidly developing,
and with this the widening class distinctions between
royalty and peasant, rich and poor, that exist to this
day.
Looking to the future, there is a resurgence of interest and application of the ancient ways of living
when humans were connected to earth and the cycles
of nature.
In developing fields of ecological systems thinking and eco-psychology, Jane Goodall, discussing the
book Ecopsychology: Restoring the Earth, Healing
the Mind, observes “that by living in greater harmony with the natural world we shall not only help save
our planet from destruction but shall also improve our

mental health and be happier and more fulfilled human beings.” And from a scientific perspective, physicist Fritjof Capra, founding director of the Center for
Eco-literacy in Berkeley, California, says “to regain
our full humanity, we have to regain our experience
of connectedness with the entire web of life.” In his
book of the same title, he applies systems thinking
to describe interrelationships and interdependence
of psychological, biological, physical, social, and cultural phenomena; a unifying vision where patterns,
networks, and connections sustain communities and
ecological systems.

Web of Life

Such thinking is actually very ancient, as it appears
in the Pueblo Creation Story of Spider Grandmother
as told in Merlin Stone’s Ancient Mirrors of Womanhood, Volume II: The council of animals meets in eternal darkness hoping to find a solution to the problems
of constant night. As they argue over solutions, Spider
Grandmother walks the earth, spinning a web of light,
ending the darkness in the world.
In the words of Ted Andrews, author of many
books on the topic of animals, nature, and our human
connection, “every creature mirrors the magnificence
of our own soul.” He continues: “The natural world is
a community of plants, animals and humans. All are
part of an ecosystem. All are necessary for every other
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aspect. Everything that occurs in nature reflects upon
us. Everything that happens to us reflects upon nature. Though we like to remain separate, we are not.
We may not recognize the repercussions, but they are
real, nonetheless, and we should honor that.”
Adrienne Beth Jenkins is an artist and principal of AB Arts Consulting
| Studio based in suburban Philadelphia. Her paintings are in private
collections and exhibited at regional galleries and can be viewed at
www.abjenkins.com.
Photo credit: Web of Life, oil on canvas, 72 x 108 inches, 2015 Adrienne Beth Jenkins.
Used by permission of the artist.
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DOUG FOGELSON: THE EARTH AS WE KNOW IT
By Allison Grant

Doug Fogelson uses photography to raise critical
questions about humankind’s relationship with the
natural world. For his series Creative Destruction, he
takes solitary walks through wilderness preserves and
landscapes tangled with plant life, taking photographs
on film that he later bathes in corrosive chemicals.
The process draws vivid colors and crystallized patterns out of the emulsion and also deteriorates large
areas of the negatives. Serene compositions become
inky remnants that reflect both the complex beauty of
our living planet and the environmental degradation
caused by human industry. Fogelson scans the results
in high resolution and enlarges them as digital prints.
Ultimately, the photographs overlay the richness and
spiritual depth that can be found in the natural world
with the wondrous yet often destructive effects of human synthesis, making the two inseparable.

tially advance each frame. Intuitively, as he walks, he
exposes some square, singular images, like Ceaseless
No.2 (2015), and others that overlap or abut one another, as in Return to Oblivion No. 10. The varied results are built from the pauses and movements of Fogelson’s body as he traverses the land, as well as from
the spiritual and emotional undercurrents of his travels. Photography is a medium typically associated with
still, instantaneous, and illusionistic representations,
yet Fogelson’s process collapses multiple images and
delineates the fluid way he perceives the multidimensional world. A reverie becomes a radioactive vision of
the apocalypse, and time is not expressed as a fraction
of a second, but rather as a continuum of change.
This continuum envelops Fogelson’s walks, and
standing within the landscape enables him to look
back through geologic time. Evolving over eons, the
rich biodiversity of life on this planet is compressed in

Return to Oblivion No. 10

Return To Oblivion No. 10 (2015) is a color-soaked,
84-inch panoramic vista with optical effects that Fogelson has achieved not only through chemical alterations, but also in camera. He shoots with a Voigtlander Bessa roll-film rangefinder with a winding
mechanism that has been modified so that he can par-

Ceaseless No. 2

the DNA passed from one organism to the next, in the
minerals that make up the earth’s surface, and even in
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our physical makeup and perceptions. Intrinsic to the
awe of beholding natural phenomena is recognizing
the magnificence of their complexity and the sublimity of their history. In nature, the ecological truth that
all things are connected becomes palpable, and Fogelson’s images are in part an attempt to bear witness to
the physical world in relation to his body and to symbolically fold his consciousness into time’s perpetuity.
Yet cracked fragments and shadowy contours at
times appear to lift off the page, and in the end, they
obstruct Fogelson’s visualization of the continuum.
While each base image unites past and present, chemicals have eaten away large portions of the negatives.
What remains are settings that at times offer sparse
clues about their original appearance and indicate a
pivot point in history—a future where ecosystems
are ravaged or nearly wiped clean by contamination,
climate change, or nuclear disaster. When Fogelson
looks at the land, he cannot help but see the encroaching threat of human induced ecological change.
Fogelson’s work both intersects with and deviates
from the conventions of nature photography, which
have antecedents that go back at least to the early
twentieth century, when environmentalist-artists such
as Ansel Adams and Eliot Porter created serene and
widely popular visions of American wilderness. Adams and Porter presented nature as scenic, alive with
complexity, free from human intervention, and able to
be preserved. In their time, these artists’ works were
incredibly compelling to the public as they worked
hand in hand with conservation organizations to publish books and lobby the government to create new
national parks. Today, as we confront the shadow of a
new epoch known as the Anthropocene, their visions
remain widely copied, yet seem woefully naive.1 We
are in an era when the influence of human behavior on
the earth’s atmosphere is so significant that many scientists believe it constitutes a new geologic period. In
Fogelson’s eyes, the natural world is laden with knowledge of a not-so-distant future where the composition

of the earth and the diversity of the species it contains
are permanently altered.
Philosopher Timothy Morton uses the term “future future” to consider the experience of living in an
era when we must imagine human-induced, dynamic
ecological change reshaping the planet as we know it.
He writes, “The future future opens: a future without
us. A future in which an object like radioactive waste
lasts longer than the time stretching all the way back
to places such as the Chauvet Cave with its Paleolithic
paintings.”2 Here, Morton touches on a critical aspect
of Fogelson’s work: that while our mind possesses an
incredible flexibility to merge great spans of time, going all the way back through cave painting and even
evolution, we struggle to process the physical, psychic,
and spiritual ramifications of massive environmental
alteration and erasure. The future future is to Morton
what Return to Oblivion, a title that appears many
times in this series, is to Fogelson. The magnitude of
the change indicates a vague, unknowable, invisible
reality, one sealed from human perception. It is our
earth impacted by us, yet without us.
We know this future world not through unaided
observation of the land, but rather through sophisticated technologies used by scientists to model climate patterns and measure long-term environmental
degradation. Mindful that close observation can yield
new conclusions, Fogelson mines his photographs
for deeper insights into the nuances of physical destruction. Using computer software to enlarge his
negatives, he draws out details that would otherwise
remain hidden to the naked eye. His fragile strips of
film become stable, larger, digitized, and more provocative. At the same time, their materiality is compromised, and metaphorically they are further distanced
from their original creation. The images evolve, in this
last step through technology, and they mirror the ongoing acquisition of knowledge—and the creative destruction—that define human history.
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Allison Grant is a Chicago based curator, writer, and artist. She serves
as Assistant Curator at the Museum of Contemporary Photography at
Columbia College Chicago, where she also teaches in the Photography and Art and Art History Departments. Grant holds an MFA in photography from Columbia College Chicago and a BFA in Media Studies
from the Columbus College of Art and Design.

Doug Fogelson is an advocate for the fine arts and ecological sustainability, currently based in Chicago. He studied art and photography at
The School of the Art Institute of Chicago and Columbia College Chicago. His photographic manipulations are included in notable public
and private collections such as The J. Paul Getty Center, Museum of
Contemporary Photography, Cleveland Clinic, Palm Springs Art Museum and Elmhurst Art Museum. His work has been featured in solo
and group exhibitions at many galleries and museums. He has been
recognized by publications including Art News, Photo District News,
Art Forum, and AfterImage, and has had work included in Harpers,
Orion and New York: A Photographer’s City (Rizzoli, 2011). Additionally, Doug Fogelson founded Front Forty Press, an award-winning
independent fine art publishing company. He taught in The School of
the Art Institute of Chicago and serves on the Board of Directors for
Filter Photo Festival. More of his work can be seen at www.dougfogelson.com
Photo credits: Images by Doug Fogelson used with the permission of the artist.

NOTES
1. For further discussion of the changing meaning of Porter’s work, see R. Solnit, “Every
Corner Is Alive: Eliot Porter as an Environmentalist and an Artist,” in Eliot Porter: The
Color of Wildness, ed. Phyllis Thompson Reid (New York: Aperture Foundation, 2001),
113-31.
2. T. Morton, “Art in the Age of Asymmetry: Hegel, Objects, Aesthetics,” Eventual Aesthetics 1, no.1 (2012): 132.
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Quot libros, quam breve tempus.
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Global Commons (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar,
2015).
J. Davies, The Birth of the Anthropocene
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2016).
R. E. Dunlap and R. J. Brulle, eds., Climate Change
and Society: Sociological Perspectives (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
B. Jennings, Ecological Governance: Toward a New
Social Contract with the Earth (Morgantown, WVA:
West Virginia University Press, 2016).
T. Ingold, The Life of Lines (London: Routledge, 2015).
J. R. McNeill and P. Engelke, The Great Acceleration:
An Environmental History of the Anthropocene since
1945 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2016).
T. Morton, Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016).
S. S. Wolin, Fugitive Democracy and Other Essays
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).
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JA M E S B A L L O WE

CONVERSATI O N WIT H GAV IN VAN HO RN

I met Gavin Van Horn in the offices
of the Center for Humans and Nature,
located on the twenty-eighth floor of the
Lyric Opera Building in Chicago. The titles of the books lining the walls of each
of the five or six offices give clues about
the substance of the Center’s work in
promoting an understanding of the relationship between humans and nature
and the ethical questions that need to
be considered. Conversations in a small
conference room turn on how best to
bring the ideas generated by the Center staff and its many volunteers into a
larger public forum. Like the other offices, Gavin’s contains ample evidence that
it is a place where thought-provoking
work is accomplished.

GAVIN VA N HO R N

JB: Gavin, your job title of Director
of Cultures of Conservation at the Center for Humans and Nature seems far
reaching, and it takes you into a number
of projects that employ your educational
background and your research interests.
Were you contemplating a position like
this when you did your graduate work at
Princeton and the University of Florida?
GVH: Well, I couldn’t have dreamed
up a position that was any better than it
turned out to be, really, and I had no idea
something like the Center existed. Before
you encountered the Center for Humans
and Nature, Jim, I’m sure you didn’t
know that there was something like this
organization out there on the landscape.
But once you found it, you probably had
the same feeling that I did, which was
“Wow! This intersection of topics is perfectly suited for my interests.” And a lot
of people who find the Center’s website
or hear about it through a friend have the
JAMES BALLOWE

same reaction. I know, because people
have e-mailed us saying that they never
knew this community of people was out
there. So I think a lot of people have the
feeling of coming home or finding that
space of conversation and dialogue that
they always wanted and never knew was
there.
As far as my background goes, I had
academic training in religious studies,
but I was also always a person who liked
to get outside. I liked to explore—camping and fishing and that sort of thing. Nature was my place of solace, my place of
being humbled by big landscapes, my sacred space. And so, combining my interest in the sacred and my love of nature, I
realized, was what I wanted to do. I know
from talking to people who have recently
attended Princeton that the program is
shifting somewhat, that there are more
opportunities now for people to study
the way that religious beliefs and values
influence people’s views about the environment. But that was only just emerging
when I was there. And when I was there,
I was a little bit frustrated because I felt
like the focus of a seminary education
shouldn’t be solely on people. In other
words, our obligations, our responsibilities, don’t end with other human beings.
They should be much more encompassing. But I didn’t see or hear a lot of talk
about that, which was puzzling to a person for whom the book of nature, if you
will, had always been formative in my
understanding of spirituality, my understanding of religious experience. So when
I went to get my Ph.D., combining those
two interests was really important to me
as a field of study. And to circle back to
your original question, when you find an
organization whose name is the Center
THE LAST WORD
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for Humans and Nature, you know you’ve and Dave had worked at some point on
come home.
a project for the Center when Strachan
Donnelley, its founder, was still with us.
JB: Right. And you introduced me to Dave had nothing but good things to say
the Center, if you remember, over a cup about it. And I said to him, “If I get this
of coffee over two years ago, I think. And job, I’m going to make sure that I find a
I certainly thank you for that. At that way to wrap you into another Center-retime, you told me that you had something lated project, probably on animals.” Then
that you were working on, a collaborative I got the job, and one of the things that
anthology with David Aftandilian, an as- I outlined as a potential project early on
sociate professor of anthropology at Tex- was the City Creatures project, which
as Christian University. That anthology is met with affirmation all the way around.
now a reality titled City Creatures: Ani- Dave became a fellow for us as part of
mal Encounters in the Chicago Wilder- that project.
ness, recently published by the UniversiI think for me the City Creatures
ty of Chicago Press. Was this an idea that project was interesting on a number of
you came up with as Director of Cultures levels. But to speak on a more personal
of Conservation? And how did you and level first, I would say that my orientation
David decide to collaborate on the book? to a major metropolitan area like Chicago—the third largest city in the UnitGVH: Interestingly enough, while ed States—was facilitated by finding out
I was applying for this position, I was what I could discover about its history, its
teaching environmental studies at South- changing species, its urban adapters. All
western University. I knew Dave from the of that was a larger process of orienting
American Academy of Religion, which is a me to this place.
national group of religious studies scholars that meets once a year. I met Dave
JB: You have a personal story in the
through the animals and religion group anthology about a wolf. Would you say
at the AAR. I immediately wanted to get that a wolf carried with it the spirit that
to know him better, and we had some helped you with this orientation?
informal discussions outside the typical
conference goings-on. So Dave was in my
GVH: My dissertation research was
mind as a person with whom I shared in- on the reintroduction of Mexican gray
terests. We were both trying to incorpo- wolves—not on the wolves themselves
rate animals into our teaching. I taught necessarily, but on the human dimena class at Southwestern called “Wildlife sions: how people were reacting, what
Ethics.” Dave teaches various classes at kinds of value conflicts were in play. I
Texas Christian that focus on animals. thought that with my training I could
When I was still a professor at South- tease those things apart in a way that
western, the university hosted a confer- might be helpful in an academic context,
ence on animals, and Dave came down as showing why some of these problems
an invited participant. At that time, I was were so intractable, why it is that people
thinking of applying for the Center job, were unable to see eye to eye. And that’s
JAMES BALLOWE
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probably putting it mildly. Wolves have
always been a controversial species in
this country, and one of the reasons they
are is that, unlike other animals we can
more easily ignore, when wolves are on
the landscape, you have to take them into
account. You can’t ignore them. Although
in this country, wolves don’t pose much
of a safety threat, you still have to have a
heightened awareness if you are in a place
with wolves that you wouldn’t if you were
in a place with only blue jays or cardinals.
So what that means to me is that they expose ethical boundary lines more readily
than other species do.
JB: They are often thought of as alien
to humankind.
GVH: That’s right. They are oftentimes a species that can be an icon of
wildness (as I’ve called them before) and
looked at positively, showing that humanity is ready to live with other species,
some of whom will never share our own
interests. But also they have an elaborate
lore associated with them from European
cultures and others that makes them the
ultimate wild animal in a negative sense—
out of control, needing to be tamed or
eliminated. They can define the boundary
between civilization and animal wildness
for many people. And for that reason,
they are considered by some persons an
unacceptable species on this landscape.
JB: I have heard you talk about
“multi-species communities.” I assume
you mean by that that these communities harbor not just wild creatures, but
also human beings. Can you elaborate on
what you mean by “multi-species communities”?
JAMES BALLOWE

GVH: Sure. I think it is important to
remind ourselves with the kind of language that we use of the relationships
we have with other species, both plants
and animals. And by saying “multi-species community,” I’m really doing nothing except signaling a kind of inclusivity.
Often we draw boundary lines between
ourselves and other species. We think of
ourselves as categorically different. But
as Darwin said, we are different in degree, not in kind. Although we have many
defining things that we could point to
and say make us different, I like to point
rather to what we share with other species, the continuities between ourselves
and other species. I think that leads to
moral consideration of those other animals’ needs and their lives. It makes
them harder to dismiss. It gives us more
opportunity to recognize their agency on
the landscape and that we share in what
Mary Midgley calls a “mixed community.” We have these different relationships with animals. Some are domestic
animals, like cats and dogs; some are feral; some are what we might call wildlife.
We group them into categories. Well, in
a mixed community, we don’t collapse
those categories but acknowledge that we
share a variety of relationships with these
other animals. And we have different responsibilities to these animals depending
upon the depth of that relationship. Using that phrase “multi-species communities” is one way of pointing to the fact that
we are one species on this planet, or in
this city, among thousands or millions of
others, depending upon the scale that we
are looking at. So let’s find out how to be
the best human beings we can be in that
mixed community.
THE LAST WORD
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JB: You and Dave write in your intro- Leopold where he says something along
duction to City Creatures that “the anima the lines of: there’s a lot to do, but the
of what we now call Chicago is not gone. important thing is to throw your weight
behind it and not worry about the enormity of the change that needs to happen.1
Just to know that you are throwing your
weight in the right direction. With this
book we are throwing our weight in the
right direction.
JB: The book is about what you term
“inhabitation” of the Chicago region by
animals. Many had been displaced by humans but are now returning to live among
us. Is Chicago unique in this? Or do you
believe that it reflects what has happened
in urban areas throughout the world?

Not by a long shot—in fact, there’s reason
to believe that this spirit is expanding.”
Then you add, “City Creatures aims to reanimate Chicago in our eyes.” It might be
too early to know the extent to which the
anthology has done this. But could you
comment on what you expect to happen?
GVH: Well, one should have modest
expectations about the work that you put
out there and how many people are going
to engage it, or whether by reading somebody is actually changed; I set my bar
pretty low, I think. On the other hand, if
we think of the book as a voice in a chorus of voices, if we can look at it as opening up a space for dialogue and inviting
others to view the city with different eyes,
then I think there’s nothing wrong with
hoping to contribute to that. I’m trying
to remember a wonderful quote by Aldo
JAMES BALLOWE

GVH: I think it is happening throughout the world, in some places more than
others. There are wild boars roaming the
streets of Berlin. Even in a country as
densely populated as the Netherlands,
they’ve had reports of wolves. So there do
seem to be expansions of different species. Of course, that varies from species
to species and how successfully those animals are altering their behaviors to adapt
to us. But some animals have been quite
successful at becoming urban dwellers.
Others will need too much space to ever
become comfortable in an urban environment. Nevertheless, there are a number
of species that, although they may not
live within our cities, are at least moving
close to or migrating near or around our
cities. So yes, we are seeing this around
the world. And there are remarkable examples, such as mountain lions near Los
Angeles, leopards in Mumbai. Those are
eye-catching ones. But, of course, you
have a lot of raccoons and squirrels, possums—all sorts of creatures that can acTHE LAST WORD
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tually live longer lives in urban areas because they have reliable food sources and,
as long as they can avoid the unforgiving
ways of cars on the roads, they do quite
well.
JB: Many people are quite surprised
by the increasing phenomenon of animal
inhabitation. I personally am not surprised by that happening in Chicago, because the city is ringed by forests, dotted
with parks, lined by rivers, and on a shore
of the world’s largest inland expanse of
water—all habitats that nourish animals.
Why do you suppose this phenomenon
appears to be occurring more often today, especially when we think of cities
as being somewhat uninhabitable, even
sometimes for human beings, but truly
uninhabitable for other species?
GVH: I would speak to that in two different ways, two sides of the same coin.
We’ll start with the negative first. The
negative is that because of sprawl, because of development in rural areas, and,
at least in the case of Illinois and much
of the Midwest, which serves as the bread
basket of America, you have monocultural farms that do not support a lot of diversity and often are sprayed with all the
“cides.” Those lands that are singled out
to grow a single crop do not allow for diverse habitat. That’s the negative side of
the coin. Pressures are put on animals to
find other habitats. The positive side of
the coin—and I’ll circle back to the word
“inhabitation”—is that a city like Chicago, which, like other cities in the United
States, has experienced massive and rapid growth, serves as an example of how
dynamics can change. Two hundred years
ago there was no Chicago. There were
JAMES BALLOWE

settlers here, but there was not anything
close to resembling what we know as a
city. As you know, the Chicago River—especially with the advent of the railroads
and the stockyards—was once a complete
mess. Talk about uninhabitable. It was
viewed as an open sewer. To that, you can
add all kinds of pollution: air, land, water, and otherwise.
But then people began to figure out
that they were going to be here for a while
and said to themselves, “We’d better clean
up our act and make this place as livable
as possible.” So now you have a river that
is recovering. You still wouldn’t want to
swim in the Chicago River, but awareness
raised in the 1960s and 1970s led to laws
to protect waterways. We’ve come a long
way. There is an essay in the book by Michael Bryson about canoeing down Bubbly Creek—so called because the methane
from decomposing animal detritus at the
bottom creates bubbles to this day. Nevertheless, he saw all three heron species
there and a Sandhill crane. And this is in
the heart of Chicago, where he has taken his students on field trips. So there is
a recovery going on within these areas.
Another great example is what you wrote
your poem about [in the book]: the blackcrowned night herons coming to dwell at
the Lincoln Park Zoo. They wouldn’t have
been able to do that if the city were in
the same condition that it was a hundred
years ago.
When things become scarce, people
tend to do something about it. Although
Illinois is called the Prairie State, only
0.01 percent of the prairie is left. And
people—among them, many who are
connected in some way to the Center for
Humans and Nature—have set to work to
do something about it. When you have
THE LAST WORD
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enough people, enough person-hours to
rally around these areas and commit to
their long-term restoration, you start to
bring back these habitats and think about
what native plants should or could be
there.

how a young person who has never seen a
wren can understand what it means that
a condor has been shot. As you’ve said,
City Creatures is one means of raising
consciousness. Are there other ways being employed to raise the consciousness
of the general public? The City of ChicaJB: The Magic Hedge at Montrose go’s motto is Urbs in Horto, meaning city
Harbor comes to mind.
in a garden. Lately, the city has increased
its adherence to its motto, just as it did
GVH: There you have a perfect ex- over a century ago with the publication of
ample. Montrose was a Nike missile site Plan of Chicago.
during the Cold War. The military installed a honeysuckle hedge, which is a
GVH: Well, we are seeing a growing
non-native plant, but the birds were just recognition that is backed up by a growdelighted by the creation of this second- ing body of research that green spaces are
hand habitat. And now there is active important psychologically and behaviorrestoration going on there, with peo- ally, even if it’s only a small pocket park
ple trying not to tear anything out that or a handful of trees. Recognizing the humight be useful to the birds, but at the man affiliation for the natural world, it’s
same time trying to bring in more native not a mystery. If you are a politician and
plants and think about what other species you want to attract young talent to your
might need to thrive in an urban area. So city and make your city the home of young
that’s the positive side of the coin, where entrepreneurs who want certain types
cities are providing habitats in ways that of space, then you are going to provide
maybe they weren’t even fifty years ago. it. You can do it for utilitarian reasons.
I think we’re seeing the results of that, But at the same time, we’ve got organiseeing other species taking advantage of zations that are focusing on giving young
those opportunities. Learning about the people an environmental education,
needs of other species is about becoming taking young kids out on birding trips
inhabitants of this place ourselves.
in the schools, like the Openlands program Birds in My Neighborhood, or the
JB: You have spent many years think- No Child Left Inside movements. These
ing about the ethical relationship between programs are based on recognition that it
humans and nature. Do you see that there is important to foster children’s wonder
is an increased consciousness within the and curiosity in the natural world. For
human community of the other commu- the kid who does not know a wren, carnities among which they live? I’m think- ing about the death of a condor is going
ing of the average person on the street. to be that much more difficult. But to a
Is that person beginning to be aware of kid who learns those birds around us and
the presence of these other communities? sees how fascinating they can be, all the
I’m thinking of a question posed by Rob- wonders they hold, even if those birds
ert Michael Pyle in City Creatures asking are what we might call “common”—and I
JAMES BALLOWE
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know this because I have an eight-yearold son—they are anything but common.
They are portals to a universe of relationships.
For us, it was important to say, in the
words of Gary Paul Nabhan, a contributor to the anthology, that along with the
restoration of all of these natural areas
throughout the city that provide habitat
for other species, that provide us places of
connection and solace, we need a “restoryation” of the city. And so our book is
putting those stories out there. In other
words, in order to care about our cities we
are going to have to hear stories that tell
us that these cities are valuable as natural
areas, that they can be places of connection. They aren’t places that are vacant of
other forms of life. They aren’t places that
are blank spots on a map when it comes
to biodiversity. Old stories of the city often drew a hard line between the city and
nature. Now that line is being breached
or dissolved. We are contributing to that
by restorying and restoring our natural
surroundings. We might have grown up
with those stories or come to see the value of natural places as adults—adults are
not beyond the pale of being reachable.
Though the book is, in fact, targeted to
adults, I heard that Brooke Hecht’s (the
President of the Center) daughter Tara
was reading it on the couch the other day.
So this book is a way of restorying urban
nature, for all/many ages. All the stories,
whether they come in essay form or poetry or images, give the reader a chance
to see things from fresh angles with new
insights. All of these stories say, “Don’t
dismiss this life around us. In fact, there
is a world full of wonders awaiting.”
JB: I think you’ve pretty well summed
JAMES BALLOWE

up everything in this book. This anthology is not an endgame for you. Could you
talk a bit about your next project?
GVH: The next project is a book that
I am co-editing with John Hausdoerffer
called Wildness: Relations of People and
Place. The book is similar to City Creatures in that we asked our contributors to
tell personal stories, engaging stories, to
tell them from a ground-up point of view,
but they are linked thematically by an exploration of wildness as something that
exists in degrees across the landscape,
from heavily populated urban areas to
monumental wilderness areas such as
Yellowstone, Glacier National Park, and
Denali.
We want to emphasize that wildness
can be found wherever you are. Not only
that, this relative wild signals that we are
kin to other animals, other species, other plants, that we share a relationship
with these animals biologically, psychologically, socially. We want to counter
the myth that whatever humans touch is
defiled. Humans can “co-create” the wild
through our participation, through our
work, through our engagement. And this
is about “inhabitation,” as we learn to respect other species, as we learn the needs
of other species, we can react and actually
manage our landscapes in ways that allow for mutual flourishing of this mixed
community. You have a lot of different
examples of that in the book, from working agricultural landscapes to sustainable
forestry (regenerative forestry, as it is
sometimes called), to ranching in ways
that account for the well-being of the land
as a whole. We also have such restorative
stories from the urban environment.
THE LAST WORD
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JB: In conclusion, I wonder if you
could comment on how you believe the
work for the Center for Humans and Nature will be sustained into the future.

at the Center, and I think that has been
the experience of a lot of people who have
found us and discover that it is a hospitable place for the exchange of ideas.

GVH: This comes back to where we
JB: Thank you for sharing your
started and my interest in this organi- thoughts with us, Gavin, and giving us
zation. I was in an academic context be- an insight into the work of the Center for
fore. With students you have a captive Humans and Nature.
audience who may or may not absorb the
material, who may only be interested in
James Ballowe, Distinguished Professor of English
making a certain grade. One of the excitEmeritus at Bradley University, has taught environing aspects of this job is thinking about mental ethics and nature writing at The Morton Arbohow to reach different audiences; it’s an retum and the Field Museum in Chicago. For the past
ongoing exercise in public philosophy. fifty years he has published essays, books, and poetAnd when I say “public philosophy,” I ry, concentrating on American cultural history. One of
don’t mean abstract discussions. I mean his latest books is A Man of Salt and Trees: The Life
of Joy Morton. He serves as the volunteer Engagereaching audiences in language that is
ment Advisor for the team of the Center of Humans
accessible, understandable, and compre- and Nature and edited the poetry for City Creatures:
hensible, so that it starts and continues a Animal Encounters in the Chicago Wilderness.
dialogue, a conversation. And that’s what
I think the Center for Humans and Nature does very well. It is a hub for those
conversations that can change us because Gavin Van Horn is director of cultures of conservation
it does not demand us to think in a single at the Center for Humans and Nature.
prescribed way. It’s saying that these are
important issues, so let’s discuss them in
NOTES
an intelligent way—in a way that furthers
1 A. Leopold, “The Ecological Conscience,” in A Sand County Almathe dialogue and clarifies the conversa- nac and Other Writings on Ecology and Conservation, ed. C. Meine.
tion. I know that Strachan [Donnelley] (New York: The Library of America, 2013), 532: “The direction is
clear, and the first step is to throw your weight around on matters
liked to gather people together to have of right and wrong in land-use. Cease being intimidated by the
these stimulating discussions. But he argument that a right action is impossible because it does not yield
was also a person who had his feet on the maximum profits, or that a wrong action is to be condoned because it
pays. That philosophy is dead in human relations, and its funeral in
ground. It mattered to him what went on land-relations is overdue.”
in the world. Engaging public audiences
about environmental ethics, philosophy,
and the importance of ideas should not be
confined to an academic institution. It’s
wide open. We provide that habitat. And
I think that people that are interested in
that can invest in us, not only monetarily but also intellectually and actively on
a number of levels. I found a home here
JAMES BALLOWE
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Praise for Ecological Governance:
“This ambitious and remarkable new book makes a convincing case that we must adopt new moral values and
ethical standards for behavior informed by an ecological
worldview and predicated on our best scientific understanding of human survival on planet Earth.”
ROBERT NADEAU, author of The Environmental
Endgame: Mainstream Economics, Ecological Disaster,
and Human Survival

As our economic and natural systems continue on their collision course, Bruce Jennings asks
whether we have the political capacity to avoid large-scale environmental disaster. Can liberal
democracy, he wonders, respond in time to ecological challenges that require dramatic
changes in the way we approach the natural world? Must a more effective governance be less
democratic and more autocratic? Or can a new form of grassroots ecological democracy save us
from ourselves and the false promises of material con-sumption run amok?
Ecological Governance is an ethicist’s reckoning with how our political culture, broadly
construed, must change in response to climate change. Jennings argues that during the
Anthropocene era a social contract of consumption has been forged. Under it people have
given political and economic control to elites in exchange for the promise of economic growth.
In a new political economy of the future, the terms of the consumptive contract cannot be met
without severe ecological damage. We will need a new guiding vision and collective aim, a new
social contract of ecological trusteeship and responsibility.

To order, visit wvupress.com, a local bookstore, or contact Chicago Distribution
Center at (800) 621-2736.

